“My First Dead Show”

by Adam Perry

San Francisco, February 2005

I wanted to talk about my first Dead show. It was 3/26/00 at the Coliseum in Morgantown, WV. I was 19 years old.

Since about age 14, I had been listening mostly to modern punk rock, Bob Dylan, Frank Zappa, Talking Heads and David Bowie's entire catalog, especially Diamond Dogs and Low. I had just picked up Kind of Blue and Free Jazz on a whim from Columbia House and liked what I’d heard. The only improvisational music I knew well was Frank Zappa's Hot Rats, so Coltrane's sacred solos on Kind of Blue quickly penetrated deep in my warm, lonely heart and opened my eyes like a shot of morphine as I sat in my dorm room at WVU high on codeine pills reading Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle and William Burroughs’ collected letters.

I swiftly got into Miles Davis pretty heavy, buying used CDs on an almost daily basis at a tiny Morgantown record shop called “The Den,” and the combination of "Ginsberg" and "jazz" in my AOL profile attracted some wonderful new online friends, including a nice Deadhead writer named Scott who lived in San Francisco, which seemed like the other side of the universe at the time. My girlfriend had the Shakedown Street album and was way into following some goofy group called Phish (though she didn’t know the names of their songs or anyone in the band except the guitarist) but I didn’t take the Grateful Dead seriously until Scott came along and said their best stuff was as deep and important as just about any music I'd heard. He also said that they'd written a song or two about Neal Cassady and that he’d “performed” at a Dead show or two in the 60s, so that connection got me interested too. And there was something about Ken Kesey and drinking Kool-Aid, but I thought that just sounded silly. 

Anyway, all I knew about the Grateful Dead was that their fans wore tie-dyes, took psychedelics and sometimes even left their “normal” lives for tour and created lives for themselves on tour. I remembered that a friend of mine named Casey, who used to smoke pot with me when I was 15 and 16, went to a Grateful Dead show at Three Rivers Stadium in 1995 with her mother and had said that it changed her life. I never could understand. I told her to put Danzig back on the car stereo.

I also dated a girl named Jill in High School who was a Deadhead, though she didn’t see a Dead show until the album with "Eternity" and "Lazy River Road" ignited the UltraDead period in 1998. We were a pretty strange, funny young couple, what with her always in tie-dyes, Doors t-shirts and overalls, and me usually in all black, my dark hair past my shoulders, wearing silver rings and reading books on black magic and the Beats. I never let her play the Grateful Dead around me - I guess I saw it as some kind of disease that could make mindless hippies out of even the strongest of negative thinkers. Maybe even a high schooler who read Bukowski obsessively could be infected with this Grateful Dead bug, I thought. I only knew "Casey Jones" and "Uncle John's Band," so it all seemed like fluff to me.

Anyway, a few years passed and there I was, in March of 2000, the Burroughs freak about to exit his teens listening to Television and Talking Heads and dating yet another hippie, making sure she didn’t listen to this fatal Grateful Dead music around me. Getting into Miles and Coltrane and Ornette Coleman and having loved Hot Rats for so long, I understood what Scott was talking about when he said the Dead were "an improvisational band,” that like Coltrane they were capable of being dark, evil, altogether *real* on a great night, but also good: pure and beautiful like liquid life slowly raining down on the audience in the form of music that had never been played on Earth before the moment you were hearing it and would never be performed afterwards. I thought that sounded exciting if it could be accomplished within the realm of rock music.

When my girlfriend did manage to expose me to a minute or two of Grateful Dead music, it was always something like "Touch of Grey" or "China Doll" - either a breezy song of colorful hope that made me cringe or a slow, meandering space-folk tune that I just wasn’t ready to digest. But Scott sent me a new 5-disc boxed set of live Dead tracks (called Comes a Time) he'd just helped to produce. He told me to start with disc 2, which instantly blew me away and rattled my existence; it was like life, death, love, loss and cosmic Vonnegut-style "so it goes" spirit hung out to dry in this music, speeding and crashing along with the fire, intelligence and audacity that seemed to portray just about every human emotion possible. Only Television's song "Marquee Moon" had sucked me in the way the Dead’s improvisations from the early 70s suddenly did.

Garcia's unpredictable lines kept me on my toes the way Ornette Coleman's Change of the Century had begun to: it weirded me out while making me smile. Listening to a Grateful Dead jam, even the ones I thought sucked, was like meeting an old friend, catching up on things, getting what we both needed and moving on. I only listened to discs 2 and 3 of the Comes a Time boxed set, but I had already developed heavy favorites in "the Other One," "Watkins Glen Soundcheck Jam," "Estimated Prophet" and a "Stella Blue" from an early-80's San Francisco show. However, I was an English major at West Virginia, in love with the Beats and Rimbaud, and Robert Hunter's lyrics felt like painful ecstasy to me, like making love to a woman you know will break your heart or being told that this life is all we have and that’s why it feels so damned good.

"All the years combine and melt into a dream" meant the world to me and (like Hesse's books) "Stella Blue" cemented in me the belief that pleasure and pain were one and life was for living, even if death, oblivion and the end of consciousness were the reward. I felt at home in many of the Dead songs I heard and felt at one with Hunter's lyrics, so I felt a magnetic need to see the band live, even if I couldn’t tell my friends back home in Pittsburgh that I liked a hippie band, even if I wasn’t sure what the Grateful Dead of the year 2000 would sound like three-decades after the music I was listening to on the boxed set had been recorded.

I prepared for my first Dead show with my girlfriend and her West Virginia friends at her two-room apartment in Star City, down the hill from the Coliseum in an area of Morgantown that still looks like a series of truck stops. The couch and carpet of her place were stained with bongwater and her bedroom was nothing but the uncovered mattress where we made love, surrounded by beer bottles and dirty clothes, an alarm clock and an old lamp. Everyone sat around doing bong hits except me - I drank Rolling Rock from green bottles and popped a few hydro-codeine pills as we listened to Pink Floyd's "the Wall" on a crappy stereo. No matter how stupid I thought Elizabeth's friends were, or how ugly and sad I thought it was to watch her doing lines of heroin, I also thought I was in love. It was hideous and exciting.

They talked about buying a vial of LSD in the parking lot of the Coliseum, but I'd had my fill of psychedelics in high school and wasn’t ready to greet that beast again. So we walked through the freezing mountain air up the hill to the Coliseum, a tall arena that doesn’t seat more than 10,000 people but looks like a giant gray spaceship from outside. When Elizabeth and I were separated from her friends we held hands and I suddenly realized we were surrounded by a traveling circus, a traveling family of hardcore Deadheads (or “tour rats”) who were intermingling with thrill-seeking students and probably undercover police officers. I asked some of the circus folk where the Dead was at in their career, and they told me that after "Corrina," "Lazy River Road" and "So Many Roads" (the Dead's first bona-fide hit since "Touch of Grey") dropped off the charts in Fall 1999, the UltraDead period had all but faded, which delighted the Deadheads who were there, at shows and on tour, for the music. The So Many Roads LP had been their biggest selling ever, and the subsequent tours were even bigger and crazier than the mid-90's concerts that, along with Jerry Garcia’s health, forced the band into a two-year hiatus from 1996 to 1998. 

It turned out that after 1996 began, both Garcia (intent on kicking drugs and going vegan) and Phil Lesh abruptly, surprisingly divorced their wives and decided to spend their two years away from the Grateful Dead traveling, reading, and playing very different music. Phil actually picked up the trumpet again and began playing once in a while with urban orchestras for charity; Garcia continued painting and became a vegan while renewing his friendship with Hunter, playing the banjo around the Dead's headquarters in San Rafael and participating in random jam sessions along with a short acoustic tour in a trio that featured Bonnie Raitt and Bruce Hornsby; Bob Weir and Vince Welnick started an interesting blues band called Ratdog with Rob Wasserman on upright bass and Jay Lane on drums; and Mickey Hart (who told an interviewer “I cant stand this hiatus…we had a tight grip on the dragon and he slipped away! I will find God with drums of gold!”) spent two years in an insane asylum gathering his wits, writing a book about his dreams, and amusing inmates with wild jams he developed using only kitchen utensils and his teeth. Billy Kreutzmann was content just to hang out in Hawaii doing computer art and surfing until everyone else decided it was time to get back to business. "I'm just a guy who plays the drums," was supposedly his reply when asked what he would do with the two years off of touring.

Near the end of the Dead's hiatus, in summer 1997, Garcia and Hunter secretly moved into a huge loft together in San Francisco's Mission district, taking them back to their days hanging out in the early 60s. Their friendship blossomed once again, as did their artistic partnership and passion, and they added to their unrecorded originals like "Days Between" by writing a few short, wonderfully provocative country tunes that looked back and improved on the Workingman's Dead album, along with two very long, very profound new suites that even made "Terrapin Station" look like child's play. One was inspired by Hunter's love of William Blake's poetry and the other was a huge, overwhelming masterpiece based on Kurt Vonnegut's book The Sirens of Titan and released as the soundtrack to a movie based on the same book, produced by Garcia.

The So Many Roads album was recorded in New York City in Fall 1997 and came out on New Year's Day 1998; it was quickly hailed by critics as the Grateful Dead’s best record since American Beauty, with its brilliant, spacey Garcia/Hunter folk tunes, quirky Weir-rockers and weird instrumentals with guest appearances by everyone from David Grisman to Ornette Coleman and Baba Olatunji. "Corrina" and "Lazy River Road" were sizeable hits that amazingly got into heavy rotation on many different radio stations - even "alternative rock radio" was helping to push "Corrina" on listeners young and old.

When they returned to touring in winter 1998, set on playing arenas like Oakland Coliseum and Madison Square Garden, the Dead planned on never playing stadiums again, but at least 10,000 crazies were showing up at every concert without tickets - many without even the slightest desire to see the band play. With a healthy, vibrant Garcia at the helm, playing perhaps the best guitar of his life, the band was said to have felt a combination of joy and disillusionment at what they faced on the road. The setlists and performances were exciting from night to night, and they were doing things like opening sets with "Drums/Space," going into strange, sublime new territories out of "Playin' in the Band" and "Help > Slip" (like the "Help > Slip > Shakedown Street > A Love Supreme" that closed the first set of 3-7-98 in Boston), and bringing out exciting guests like Jon Hassell, who added his signature trumpet to a 40-minute "Crazy Fingers > Blues for Allah" on 4-15-98 in Las Vegas. Even Vince Welnick was surprising the crowd with spirited renditions of "Tomorrow Never Knows" and a new sense of risk and wonder that seemed to ignite his previously cheesy keyboard playing. But the group would frequently look out in the crowd at the height of a monumental improvisation and feel like they were being ignored, like all the audience wanted was to see Garcia fall on his face or Weir yelp like a little girl during "Hell In a Bucket." The music they were playing was, to them, their best in decades, but the majority of their audience, gulping $10 beers and talking loudly during spacey jams, sometimes creating an insolent din that became louder than the music - didn’t seem to care. They'd obviously rather hear Jimmy Buffett jam with the Dead than Jon Hassell…they wanted to hear "Corrina" and “Touch of Grey” and then return to the parking lot to join the bigger party out there.

But when the ballad "So Many Roads" was released as a single in May 1998, things got worse. It was such a huge worldwide hit that the UltraDead period began and the group became an almost annoyingly ubiquitous talk-show topic and media target. They sold out stadiums all over America in the summer of 1998, debuting no new material (originals or covers) but pulling out long-shelved original rockers like "Cream Puff War" and "Passenger" that seemed to echo the rage and frenzy emanating from the massive crowds that packed (and surrounded) 70,000 seat football stadiums and put entire cities into a state of panic and dread for the few days the Grateful Dead and their hordes pulled into town. Many times the crowd outside the venue during a Dead show in summer 1998 rivaled the size of the one inside, and it was no secret that the band felt haunted by this, regretting returning from their two-year slumber.

I shook my head at all of this and asked how the Dead were now comfortably, amicably performing for two nights at a renowned party school with what looked like little or no problems outside the small arena. Andrew, a nice 30-something tour-rat who was filling me in on the state of the Dead while Elizabeth thoughtlessly stood beside me shaking and smoking Camel Lights, smiled and said "things have changed. You'll see when...." 

But he was cut off when we both looked around us and noticed that a generous assembly of Deadheads had gathered around us while I was being briefed on the happenings in Grateful Dead land since 1995. Back then, even though I hadn’t been to a show or heard much of their music, I thought I was familiar with the culture at Dead shows, the zealous obsession of those "on the bus" and the insane recklessness and ignorance of people who went to shows for the party. But now, I looked around and saw what looked like a fluid, entrancing city of kind souls inspired by music and the need to be a part of something magical, to experience, recreate and advance the Dead machine in “real time.” I was very critical of those who spent their lives on tour and did nothing but listen to Grateful Dead music and take drugs, not inspired to create art of their own but instead inspired to do nothing but become followers, but I was sure there must be smart, creative people in this traveling circus who could touch me with their wisdom and light up my soul in meaningful ways. I hadn’t even entered the Coliseum and already I felt like something important was happening to me.
      
As night started to fall, I heard a voice say "wow, a first-timer who actually wants to talk about the band." It was a dreadlocked young girl who looked to be around my age; she was a little blonde-haired, blue-eyed nymph with creamy white skin and endearing sweaters piled on top of each other to combat the harsh West Virginia winter. I asked her how long she'd been a Deadhead and she said "since before you were born, maybe before I was born." It turned out she was actually 30, but looked and seemed as young as I was. Her parents had been part of the late-60's counter-culture in San Francisco and started to follow the Dead around the country in the mid-70's after Mickey Hart re-joined the band; Jennifer was about five then. They wrote travel-guides to make the money they saved to start a family once they'd had enough of touring, and by the time Jennifer was 17 years old, having seen over 400 Grateful Dead shows with her parents, she was sick enough of the whole thing to be overjoyed when her mom decided to finally take Jennifer and herself off tour to get away from the danger and craziness she felt had grown and/or magnified out of the MegaDead/In the Dark period. Her father, a methamphetamine addict, stayed on tour and she didn’t see him again for over ten years. 

Her last Grateful Dead show of the 20th Century was 9-24-87, the end of the Dead's big three-night run at the Spectrum in Philadelphia, and she told me how listening to tapes of that show really weirded her out, what with the second set (out of "Space") representing everything that bored her about what the group had become in her eyes, which was ossified.

"It seemed like the same thing every night," she told me, "the goofy terror of 'Space' – that I lived for - followed by a flash of something great like 'the Other One,' then a Garcia weeper like 'Black Peter,' a rocker like 'Throwing Stones' or 'Sugar Magnolia,' some good 'ol thing like 'Not Fade Away' or 'Lovelight,' and then something like a Dylan encore or 'Black Muddy River.' I mean, I loved those songs with all my heart, but things were just getting plain predictable. And that was tough, especially knowing what the boys were capable of."

Jennifer had been "home-schooled" on tour by her parents, but to them that meant giving her a hit of acid on her thirteenth birthday, reading Plato and Socrates to her as bedtime stories and telling her why her middle name was Naima. She appreciated the valuable underground education her parents afforded her, but by the time she was 17 she was wise beyond her years and had seen enough PBS in hotel rooms around the country to know that two educations were better than one. She also just wanted "to be a regular girl" very badly, so she got her GED right after getting off the road and scored high enough on her SATS that she easily enrolled at Columbia in 1989, took a huge grant to travel the world writing poetry for almost a decade and was now doing graduate work as a poetry professor at the University of Pittsburgh. I was so amazed by her that I didn’t notice my girlfriend had disappeared.

Jennifer told me that when the Dead did their 1998 comeback tour and played three more nights at the Spectrum that winter, she couldn’t help but overhear students gushing about the group's renewed energy and appeal, not only because of their hit album So Many Roads but also in response to weekend runs in both Philadelphia and Pittsburgh that seemed to have brought those cities to life. She didn’t see any of the shows, but her Deadhead friends and colleagues at Pitt raved about them and her mother even called from Northern California to see if Jennifer had attended at least one of the now-legendary shows at the Civic Arena in Pittsburgh. 

"I could barely calm her down," she told me. "She was almost in tears, but I kept rolling my eyes, saying 'big deal mom, I'm glad Jerry's still alive but it’s just a bunch of geezers playing the same transitions and the same tired setlists they have since the 80's. I’m over them.' But she said 'honey, they opened with "St. Stephen" and played your song out of "Space." They played "Naima,” honey.'"

"I sensed something was up, something magical, when she told me about that…because it meant the must have actually practiced. But I still said 'big deal, mom' because I knew they'd start off their comeback with some surprises and then move back to stadiums and predictable setlists, which they did when "So Many Roads" was all over the place. I just wasn’t prepared for what happened when the madness died down."

"What happened?" I asked...but everyone around me suddenly started rushing for the entrances. The first set of my first Grateful Dead show was about to begin.

I found Elizabeth just in time to get to our seats while the band was on stage noodling around, feeling out their instruments before picking an opener. We were a few rows off of the floor on the right side and had a great sightline to Garcia and the keyboards, but something struck me as odd. I saw what looked like a black man, with a minor afro and small glasses, sitting behind a grand piano amid the sea of keyboards and amps. I was only vaguely familiar with jazz outside of Miles Davis, Coltrane and a tiny bit of Ornette Coleman, but I could have sworn the guy up there on stage with the Dead was Herbie Hancock. I had seen pictures of him in the liner notes of Miles albums like Miles in the Sky and ESP, some of my favorites, and he looked pretty much the same, if three decades older. But a real jazz guy, a jazz legend no less, with the Grateful Dead? I thought they were just a rock band. A talented, extremely interesting rock band with jazz sensibilities who took jazz-size risks on stage, but a rock band nonetheless. I couldn’t immediately decipher why someone like Herbie Hancock would take what they were doing seriously, let alone want to join in, but I knew it would be set-break before anyone could or would explain it to me, so I just stood there and listened intently as the group decided what to play. 

Elizabeth stood there too, like a rock. She was stoned out of her mind on ecstasy and heroin, standing on her tip-toes to whisper "I love you" slowly, repeatedly in my ear, and staring eerily into my eyes as they opened wide, looking away from the tattoo of a dragonfly on her smooth back when the band broke into "Help on the Way" and Phil Lesh smiled wickedly from the other side of the stage at Mickey and Herbie. It was the first time I had ever heard the song, and I just couldn’t believe what it did to the bottom of my chest, what it made me feel once with the opening chord and once again when the intro faded into Garcia singing Hunter's beautiful lyric "paradise waits/on the crest of a wave/her angel in flame." 
A few minutes later, the band left “Help on the Way,” “Slipknot,” and anything resembling a song behind – and didn’t return until an hour later, when “Slipknot” returned and proceeded to sharply morph into “King Solomon’s Marbles,” which ended the first set. In between the two helpings of “Slipknot” was the strangest, most beautiful and challenging music I had ever heard – something like a mix of Live/Dead, Miles’ Live/Evil, and Herbie’s Sextant, but still somehow indescribable. I couldn’t identify it at first because of how new I was to the Dead’s music, but in the space after “Slipknot” where the band usually jumps into “Franklin’s Tower,” they instead took an uncustomary sharp turn into deep, dark space – deep mystery in no particular key. It was like an old, dilapidated bus entering the black void of an unfamiliar tunnel; when they came out on the other side about sixty minutes later, I witnessed the most dazzling, magnetic light that’d even been shone on me.  It was a violent effluvium of mad, unpredictable acoustic and electronic percussion, Phil’s humungous round stillness poking at the bottom of my stomach, Weir’s insane textures floating in the liquid around my brain like freshly-invented colors, and Garcia’s sometimes-sweet, sometimes-frightening dialogue with Herbie that sounded at once so ancient and so now, stirring the as-yet-uncovered wisdom in my young heart. Ornette’s Free Jazz had immediately sounded weird (and good, though instantly harsh) to me when I brought it home from the record shop in Morgantown after school one day that winter, but this 60 minutes of terror, tragedy, elegance and scenic wisdom by the Grateful Dead and Herbie Hancock struck me as even freer than Ornette’s harmolodic vision, though I thought the genius of it all was its sounding like one instrument. It was the perfect balance of dark and light that William Blake might have found, had he (in his time) been given a hit of LSD, the Dead, and a pianist named Herbie Hancock.

Herbie brought a vitality, unpredictability and clout to the Grateful Dead’s music that they’d flirted with when Bruce Hornsby was their regular pianist, doing things like inserting a line from the middle of “Terrapin Station” into the end of another song in hopes of pulling the band into an interesting, unknown wormhole, or mixing up a tired, timeless transition like the blissful “Scarlet Begonias > Fire On the Mountain” by slamming something evil and mind-bending like “Victim or the Crime” in between the two, transposing the outro to “Scarlet” on the fly. And it was also as if this was the music the Dead were reaching for (and may have grasped with less formulaic shows) in Brent Mydland’s final years in the hot-seat.

But Herbie, having played with perhaps the greatest “jamband” of all – Miles’ otherworldly mid-60s quintet that also featured Ron Carter, Wayne Shorter and the teenaged Tony Williams – was ready-made to thwart the Dead’s image as ersatz musical giants in the eyes of skeptics by joining forces with them, challenging and vindicating them. Without that epochal quintet’s risk-filled, conversational performances – fragments of frozen time that told monumental stories via ensemble improvisation and asserted Charlie Parker’s oft-repeated sentiment that music communicates better than words - the Grateful Dead may never have existed as more than the punky psychedelic blues band that recorded “The Golden Road to Unlimited Devotion” and “Can’t Come Down.” So introducing, embracing and being pushed by a member of that band 30 years after its disassembly was fitting.

When the lights came up, I saw people of many colors and races standing motionless, their brains and souls seemingly exploded and spent by the music they’d heard, perhaps unsure whether they could stand another helping after intermission. At least that’s how I felt. Elizabeth was nowhere to be found, but I didn’t care. Ultimately I felt so inspired to write that I decided to leave during the break and use the energy that I’d been given to create something of my own. I didn’t think much about how and why the Deadhead scene had shrunk and calmed down, or why the band suddenly decided to not only recall its most jazzy periods (the end of the 60s, 1975 and 1989) advance it, but also to add a true jazz genius to their lineup; I really didn’t worry or wonder about motives – either the band’s or the audience’s – but I did want to know about the sudden evolution of the Grateful Dead’s music in the late ‘90s, the sudden sharp turn it took, how and when it happened, so I did some research in my dorm room when I got home.


I saw that in a 1988 interview with Blair Jackson, Garcia said "[playing on Ornette Coleman's album Virgin Beauty] really changed me. The changes are profound and I might not even get around to them for a couple of years. Its a different way to think. Things [will] start to mutate...it'll be more noticeable in a year, and in two years it'll be more noticeable...and in three years..." and Blair chimed in "you'll be clearing out arenas from coast to coast, it'll be so weird." Garcia said "right! [They'll ask] 'what the fuck is he doing?'"

And they were only off by one detail. It was amphitheatres that the Grateful Dead cleared out, in the summer of 1999. 

There was much commotion all over the country about the Dead’s sold-out Summer tour that year, what with media, police and music-loving concertgoers worrying about the switch from stadiums to amphitheatres, seeing that they were attracting over 100,000 people to each show in Summer 1998, with huge, uncontrollable parties of at least 25 thousand people raging outside before, during and after the band played. The Dead had won the “Best Album” Grammy that winter for So Many Roads, and the entire band had even graced the cover of Rolling Stone to accompany that magazine’s big spread about the upcoming 1999 summer tour. But after the first show of the tour, 7-5-99 in San Diego, colossal crowds were not an issue.

Garcia picked “Mission in the Rain” as the opener, and the small percentage of the crowd who were familiar with the song cheered wildly after the line “everything you gather is just more that you can lose.” What followed was a near-60-minute “Dark Star” that scared the shit out of everyone in attendance and contained perhaps the longest instrumental passage the Dead had ever performed for an audience, certainly one that big. The 20,000 people inside and the 20,000 outside getting text messages and phone calls about the insane first set were shocked, and the ones who weren’t shocked into delight were the majority. By the end of the first set there were only about 2,500 people left in the amphitheatre, and the crowd of 35,000 outside became so unruly that – unbeknownst to the Dead and their fans, intent on playing and listening inside - police in riot gear cleared out the lot and its surrounding areas with brutal force. When wind of this got to the next few cities on the tour, police were ready to repeat what had happened in San Diego, and by the time the tour hit San Francisco, Shoreline Amphitheatre was a few hundred fans short of a sellout, but the place was packed with music lovers while the surrounding areas remained vacant. Things were becoming “pure again,” as Phil Lesh remarked after the tour.

By the fall of 1999, So Many Roads had dropped off the charts completely, and the UltraDead period had all but faded. Mostly hardcore Deadheads were to be seen at shows now - especially in somewhere like West Virginia in the middle of winter - and in general Dead shows were not even sold out, although no one was complaining. After the UltraDead debacle, things had to change; Garcia had said as early as 1987 that things had to change, that a big hiatus was the only way to improve the music and the scene, but even a two-year break didn’t prepare the band and its true fans for how big things would get after the “So Many Roads” single flew up the charts. Phil Lesh likened their 1998 summer stadium tour to the Beatles’ final concerts, which Paul McCartney has said had absolutely nothing to do with music and everything to do with spectacle. “Like the Beatles,” Lesh said, “you couldn’t even hear us playing at times. The Acid Tests were one thing, where we were just part of an experience, but on that ’98 tour I just felt surrounded by inconsiderate, baffling teenagers and middle-aged Jimmy Buffett fans who wanted to get rowdy and hear a few famous tunes. We sure showed them.”


Indeed, but the “inconsiderate” concert-goers weren’t the only ones the Grateful Dead upset with their decision to hire Herbie Hancock as keyboardist and specialize in free-form improvisational sets that used two or three timeless Dead tunes as bookends. There were also the legions of Deadheads who attended concerts to swim in the afternoon and evening dew of the beautiful tunes Robert Hunter, Garcia, Weir and John Barlow had penned for the group over the past three decades. Some were very disappointed – sometimes even enough to stop seeing the band – but Lesh and Co. stuck to their decision to focus on sonic exploration via group improvisation, which they’ve stood by to this day. I, for one, have seen dozens of Grateful Dead shows since 2000 and adore the long instrumental freakouts, but perhaps the Dead’s next incarnation will again be something altogether surprising and different.


The only official Grateful Dead releases since 1998’s seminal studio work So Many Roads have been live recordings, and all of their big concerts have featured the long improvisational sets in the vein of Bitches Brew and that first Dead show I saw in West Virginia in 2000, but a few times a year the band does a string of small, secret shows that focus on their awesome catalog of original songs, like the amazing Fillmore concert I saw this past Fall in San Francisco. Tom Constanten and Donna Jean Godchaux were even invited to sit-in during the second set, and I swear I haven’t seen Mountain Girl smile so big since she and Garcia renewed their wedding vows in Golden Gate Park last summer.

