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For Virginia Cannon

INTRODUCTION
BY DAVID REMNICK
FOR THE PAST  dozen years, and with increasing prominence, Hendrik Hertzberg has been the principal political voice of The New Yorker. But the voice has always been his own. It is a remarkable voice: at once courteous and ferocious, seductive and caustic, tender and urbane. As an analyst of American public life Hertzberg is logical, humane, and morally acute; as a writer he has tone control the way Billie Holiday had tone control.
I first began reading Hendrik Hertzberg—Rick to his colleagues and his improbably large circle of friends—when he and Michael Kinsley took tag-team turns editing The New Republic in the 1980s. National Review and Human Events may have held sway in the Oval Office, but elsewhere in town (on Capitol Hill, in the office suites of cause lobbyists and consultants, in newsrooms and think tanks, even in odd corners of Reagan’s White House) no political publication was more eagerly read or more excitedly discussed than The New Republic. The relatively small liberal weekly (its circulation was around eighty thousand) had become an exhilarating cacophony of fractious, even warring, voices of different tones and tempers. In TNR’s order of battle, Hertzberg and Kinsley, despite contrasting sensibilities, generally found themselves on the same side. Kinsley was, and remains, a master at lancing an inflated reputation or a fatuous argument. His prose is spare, logical, acerbic. Hertzberg’s is a warmer, rounder, more confiding voice, though no less funny and often no less cutting. I had been reading the magazine ever since I arrived in Washington in 1982, but I remember well the first time one of Rick’s pieces had on me what I’d later identify as the Hertzberg effect—a twinned zing of provocation and pleasure. The year was 1985, and William Bennett was the Reagan administration’s secretary of education and grand inquisitor. (This was long before his Elmer Gantry–Fyodor Dostoevsky moment, when the ever-accusing moralist was forced to reveal he had frittered away millions in family milk money in the gambling dens of Las Vegas and Atlantic City.) In a tone of highest dudgeon, Bennett had complained that the people who really ruled the country—the liberals, the judges, the whatever—had consistently displayed what he called “an aversion to religion” and a disdain for the “Judeo-Christian” values that made America great. Hertzberg, a determined secularist born to an unbelieving Jewish father and a Quaker mother, took unforgettable umbrage:

As a Judeo-Christian who has an aversion to religion, and who is an American as good as or better than any mousse-haired, Bible-touting, apartheid-promoting evangelist on any UHF television station you can name, I must protest.
Where is it written that if you don’t like religion you are somehow disqualified from being a legitimate American? What was Mark Twain, a Russian? When did it become un-American to have opinions about the origin and meaning of the universe that come from sources other than the body of dogma of organizations approved by the federal government as certifiably Judeo-Christian? If it is American to believe that God ordered Tribe X to abjure pork, or that he caused Leader Y to be born to a virgin, why is it suddenly un-American to doubt that the prime mover of this unimaginably vast universe of quintillions of solar systems would be likely to be obsessed with questions involving the dietary and biosexual behavior of a few thousand bipeds inhabiting a small part of a speck of dust orbiting a third-rate star in an obscure spiral arm of one of millions of more or less identical galaxies?


Two decades later, I still don’t know what to admire most about that passage—its swingy fearlessness, its sly patriotism, or the sheer syntactical gymnastics of its final flourish. The writing is so happy-making, it almost reconciles one to the comic, cosmic smallness of our species and the bleakness of its fate.
Some people are changelings, creating themselves as if in a universe of their own making; others create themselves from what is around. Hertzberg is of the latter kind. There is no doubting the particularity of his voice as a writer, but he comes from a tradition that begins with his parents and their political atmosphere and devotion. His father, Sidney Hertzberg, a son of immigrant garment workers, was a teenage street-corner speaker for the Bronx Socialist Party who grew up to be an itinerant activist-journalist and a member of New York’s small and beleaguered but ultimately influential anti-Stalinist intellectual left. Besides agitating for causes as varied as independence for India, justice for southern sharecroppers, and the political campaigns of Norman Thomas and Hubert Humphrey, Sidney kept the family going with a seemingly endless stream of jobs as a writer and editor at various publications, both mainstream (the Times, Fortune) and marginal (Common Sense, the early Commentary). Rick’s mother, Hazel Whitman, was the product of a family far more proper and genteel than one might imagine from the reputation of her famous not-too-distant cousin, Walt. She rebelled, becoming national chairman of the Young People’s Socialist League; eventually she became a schoolteacher and then a professor of history at Teachers College, Columbia. When Rick was in first grade, Sidney and Hazel packed up and moved him and his younger sister Katrina out of the city and across the Hudson to Monsey, a sylvan town in Rockland County that is now populated mainly by Orthodox and Hasidic Jews but was then a rural retreat for artistic and intellectual types looking for some quiet and lower real estate prices. By 1952, when Rick was nine, he was handing out Adlai Stevenson buttons door to door. At Suffern High School, he organized a slate of candidates for student council offices. They campaigned against “school spirit,” made fun of football, and called themselves the Liberal Party. Not for the last time, the Liberal Party lost.
At Harvard, Hertzberg was managing editor of the student daily, the Crimson. Late one morning while he was sleeping off an all-nighter at the paper, he got a telephone call.
“Hello, this is William Shawn.”
“Yes,” came the answer, “and this is Marie of Romania.” Hertzberg hung up, sure that his caller had not been the legendary “Mr.” Shawn, editor of The New Yorker, but rather a classmate aping the editor’s famously whispery tone.
The phone rang again.
“No, this really is William Shawn,” the small voice insisted.
This time, Hertzberg was more attentive. It would turn out that Lillian Ross had seen him on a television documentary about “concerned youth” called “The Shook-Up Generation,” and he had been not only appropriately shook up but eloquent about it. Shawn, therefore, was inviting him to write for his magazine. As it happened, Hertzberg was in the same class, 1965, as Shawn’s son Wallace, and so, too, were Jonathan Schell, Jacob Brackman, George W. S. Trow, and Daniel Chasan, all of whom eventually received similarly welcoming calls from Shawn. “My whole career has been so marked by advantages gained from Harvard’s old-boy network,” Hertzberg confessed in 2002, in an interview with Craig Lambert for the university’s alumni magazine, “that only in the last couple of years have I been getting over the debilitating sense of not deserving anything.”
Hertzberg did not take The New Yorker job, not right away. First he was briefly the editorial director for the National Student Association, then reported for Newsweek out of its San Francisco bureau, and, most consumingly, had to deal with Vietnam. In 1966, he enlisted in the navy, which began a personal drama that he has described with minimal self-dramatics and maximum self-deprecation. The long and short of it, he wrote in 1985, was that he “managed to have it both ways: veteran (sort of), and resister (in a way).” For the details, see, “Why the War Was Immoral,” beginning on page ref-1 of the book you are holding, and “Front Man,” beginning on page ref-1.
Mustered out of the navy in 1969, Hertzberg finally went to The New Yorker, where he worked for seven years. It was, despite the times, his least political period as a writer. He did dozens of reporting pieces a year, mostly for the “Talk of the Town” section. He covered antiwar demonstrations and political rallies, but more often he wrote about things like rock concerts, trade shows, countercultural antics, minor-league baseball, local eccentrics, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, and movie people—and he grew restless. At the end of 1976, when the call came from James Fallows to join the speechwriting staff of president-elect Jimmy Carter, Hertzberg jumped at the chance.
Hertzberg’s four White House years are not represented in this book, unless you count the incisive character assessment of his flawed and saintly boss he wrote fifteen years later. Of course, he was writing like mad during those years, but the results have already been collected—by the U.S. Government Printing Office. Of particular note, for those who care to dig out the nine musty volumes of “Public Papers of the Presidents: Jimmy Carter” from some particularly well-stocked library, are the addresses to the Indian parliament (January 2, 1978), to the Egyptian parliament (March 10, 1979) and the Israeli Knesset (March 12, 1979), at the opening of the John F. Kennedy Library (October 20, 1979), and to the American people on “Energy and National Goals” (the so-called “malaise speech,” July 20, 1979). And, of course, the Farewell Address (January 14, 1981). These speeches, of course, are not exactly “by” Hertzberg. Though his contributions to them were large, presidential speeches involve an authorial cast of thousands. Still, it’s not hard to tell which bits are not Hertzberg’s.
The Reagan tide washed Carter out of the White House, and Hertzberg landed at The New Republic at the invitation of another Harvard friend, his old teacher Martin Peretz. The two had been arguing about politics since 1962, when Peretz was Hertzberg’s political science tutor; now Marty was paying Rick to tell him he didn’t know what he was talking about. While Peretz (and others at the magazine) increasingly listed right, chucking previous convictions overboard as hopelessly dated or naïve, Hertzberg set out the particulars of his persisting liberalism: the squalor of capital punishment, the idiocy of American drug and gun laws, the need for affirmative action as the flawed medicine after generations of institutionalized racism. There was surprise in the argument, surprise, certainly, in the prose, but not in the principles.
Though Hertzberg’s title was editor, he sometimes found himself denouncing the editorials he edited. When TNR backed military aid to the Nicaraguan contras, he drafted a dissenting letter to—well, to the editor. (It appeared over the names of a majority of the magazine’s distinguished roster of contributing editors.) When TNR attacked the nuclear freeze movement as a sinister plot manipulated by Soviet intelligence, he defended it as an earnest expression of justifiable popular anxiety. He was quicker than many of his colleagues to credit and welcome the liberal revolutions in Poland and the Soviet Union. The constant internal skirmishing at TNR was invigorating, but for the participants it could be wearing, too. The first time Hertzberg quit the editorship, in 1985, he wrote, in a “Washington Diarist” not included in this book,

My reasons for leaving are complicated. In the current (fiftieth anniversary) issue of Partisan Review, Daniel Bell writes that he finally left The Public Interest, which he had co-founded with Irving Kristol, because he believes that “friendship is more important than ideology.” I believe that too. (In fact, it’s a central tenet of my ideology.) I’ve learned here that I can be friends, good friends, with people who have serious politics of which I deeply disapprove. This is something I wouldn’t have thought possible before.


One of the highlights of Hertzberg’s time at The New Republic was his coverage of the 1988 campaign: Bush-Quayle vs. Dukakis-Bentsen. He got no scoops, influenced not a thing, but bemusedly tagged along with the candidates, all the while writing an ongoing chronicle that combined high comedy with moral disappointment. As a writer and as a man, Rick is almost preternaturally good-natured. Nothing to him is dull or meaningless, even the most meaningless of events. “In the afternoon we fly to South Dakota for a rally at the Sioux Falls stockyards,” he wrote of a stint with the Bush (Senior) campaign. “Three hundred people are standing around in a makeshift corral. A sign says WELCOME TO SIOUX FALLS STOCKYARDS . There’s livestock nearby. The podium is made of hay bales. The site makes for good visuals. Good olifactuals, too. The smell of bullshit, like the sound, is not wholly unpleasant.” It’s hard to choose the best of these ’88 pieces, but surely the eeriest is the dissection of Dan Quayle. Eerie, because as Hertzberg ruminates about the difference between Bush and Quayle—the generation of noblesse oblige versus the generation of indolence and entitlement—and as he juxtaposes the younger man’s limited achievement with his limitless ascent, he might as well be describing Bush (Junior).
HERTZBERG RETURNED  to The New Yorker as an editor and writer when Tina Brown took over in 1992. For much of that period Rick’s office and mine were next door to each other, and I grew accustomed to his undergraduate-style work habits; he was seldom there when I arrived in the morning, unless he had stayed all night. (That began to change somewhat after he married the talented senior editor down the hall, Virginia Cannon, and their son, Wolf, made his appearance.) In 1998, when I moved down the hall myself as Tina’s successor, one of my first moves was to make sure that Rick’s writing, and his political thinking, would be a regular, not just an occasional, mainstay of The New Yorker.
Nearly half of this book is drawn from the “Comment” pieces and longer essays Hertzberg has written for the magazine over the past decade. It has been a time dominated first by the tribulations of the Clinton presidency and then by the darker era of the 2000 election, September 11, and George W. Bush. The Bush era began with impressive rhetoric and cynical action, Hertzberg writes, and it has only gotten worse and more radically conservative. The president has ignored his lack of a mandate and jettisoned the idea of a “compassionate” and conciliatory conservatism for a swaggering reassessment of the American political way of life, foreign and domestic, since the New Deal. One of Hertzberg’s more elegiac columns came after Al Gore finally let go the battle for the presidency after the Supreme Court delivered a verdict somewhat different from the electorate’s. Hertzberg’s choice of a historical analogy was original and apt, with a note of erudite irony worthy, perhaps, of the late Murray Kempton:

That was a tough concession speech Al Gore had to give the other night, but people have had to give tougher ones over the years. In 1633, a prominent, well-connected member of the high-tech community of Florence found himself on the wrong end of a decision by the then equivalent of the Supreme Court. Put on trial by the Inquisition, he was found guilty of advocating a doctrine described in the Holy Office’s indictment as “absurd and false philosophically, because it is expressly contrary to Holy Scripture.” This was a characterization with which the defendant was known to privately disagree. But he was anxious to avoid being cast as a troublemaker and eager for the healing to begin, so he said the words the occasion required. “I, Galileo, son of the late Vincenzo Galilei, Florentine, aged seventy years,” he recited, “abjure, curse, and detest the aforesaid errors and heresies, and I swear that I will never again say or assert that the Sun is the center of the universe and immovable and that the Earth is not the center and moves.” Before Galileo was led away to spend the rest of his life under comfortable house arrest, however, he kicked the ground and, according to legend, muttered, “Eppur si muove”—“But still, it moves.”


It’s fair to say that Rick disapproves of George W. Bush. He sees in the president, as he saw in Quayle, a man of incurious mind and crabbed compassion, and it was something that he noted immediately. In Hertzberg’s estimation, Bush’s inaugural address, as written by Michael Gerson, was a “relative” masterpiece. (“To read all fifty-four addresses, one after another, is to traverse a wasteland where pomposity, banality, and incoherence are more often relieved by mediocrity than by brilliance.”) But, as he pointed out, “the dissonance began one day later. The new president’s first act was an act of cruelty.” He cut off all financial assistance to International Planned Parenthood and other organizations that provide maternal health services in the most wretched corners of the earth and then spent the rest of the week promoting a regressive tax cut calculated to enrich his wealthy friends at the expense of the poor and near poor. “Cruelty” was the word Rick used, and cruelty in politics, I have found, is the quality that he has never been prepared to abide.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
THE NAME OF THIS BOOK  is a ripoff, but a ripoff with a pedigree. The catalogue of the New York Public Library lists around thirty books entitled Politics, some with subtitles and some without, plus a couple of dozen translations of Aristotle. The “Politics” I was thinking of when I lifted the title (I think of it as a tribute, not a theft), though one of the thirty, is not actually a book per se but a set of bound volumes of a little magazine. Politics, founded and edited by Dwight Macdonald, was dreamed up the month I was born—July 1943—and came out forty-two times between the winter of 1944 and the winter of 1949. Its frequency was unreliable (monthly at first, then bimonthly, then quarterly, seldom on time) and its circulation tiny, never getting above five thousand. It published some of the midcentury’s most distinguished essayists—Daniel Bell, Bruno Bettelheim, George Orwell, Simone Weil—but was basically a one-man operation. Dwight Macdonald (1906–1982) was the man.
A few yellowing copies of Politics could be found tucked away on book-shelves around our house when I was a kid, and once I was old enough to be interested in such things I read them, or read in them. A collection of Macdonald’s political pieces, mostly from Politics, came out in 1957. A few years later I read it and was electrified by it. It made me see just how good—how vigorous, how funny, how exhilarating—an engaged, indignant political polemic could be; and it confirmed what I had been taught at home: that the most trenchant and passionate critiques of Stalinism (and of liberalism, conservatism, and fascism, too) tended to come from people whose own politics are left-wing, even radical. Macdonald became one of my political-writer heroes—not quite on a level with Orwell, but almost.
Macdonald’s collection was reprinted in 1970 under the title Politics Past, but the original 1957 edition was entitled Memoirs of a Revolutionist. I don’t know this for a fact, but I’m pretty sure Macdonald pinched that title from Victor Serge, whose great book Memoires d’un revolutionnaire had been published in Paris in 1951. An English translation, Memoirs of a Revolutionary, didn’t appear until 1963, but Macdonald was thoroughly familiar with the book and its author, whom he regarded as a hero. Though the two men never met, they were close friends. Victor Serge (1890–1947), a refugee from both Communism and Nazism, was a Belgian-French-Russian poet, novelist, and professional insurrectionist and agitator who lived a life of incredible romance, danger, and courage. He did time in a French maximum security prison for refusing to testify against anarchist comrades, fought for the Reds against the Whites in the Russian civil war, worked as a Comintern official in Moscow, was arrested and persecuted by Stalin’s secret police on account of his support for civil liberties and free expression, escaped from the Soviet Union in 1936 one step ahead of the firing squad, fled Paris just as the Nazis were entering the city, and spent his final years in exile in Mexico City. Serge and Macdonald maintained a constant and intimate correspondence from 1940 onward. It was Macdonald and his wife Nancy who made the arrangements for Serge’s flight from Paris; they also tried unsuccessfully to get him an American visa, enlisting the lobbying aid of prominent intellectuals like John Dewey, Max Eastman, and Sidney Hook, but the State Department refused to admit Serge on account of his Bolshevik past. From Mexico, Serge contributed regularly to Politics until his death in 1947. Macdonald himself translated many of Serge’s articles from the French; some of them were excerpts from the manuscript of Memoirs of a Revolutionary.
A decade later, Macdonald published his collection. The title was intentionally ironical. As he acknowledged, he called the book Memoirs of a Revolutionist (as opposed to, say, Notes of a Revolutionist) because he had abandoned the belief that there would or should be a revolution, Marxist or otherwise, in the United States. The allusion to Serge he did not acknowledge, so far as I know; but it was obviously there, both as a token of Macdonald’s admiration for Serge and as an almost subliminal fillip to Macdonald’s rueful, self-deprecating irony. When it came to revolution, Macdonald had been merely an “ist”—someone who theorized about revolution and vaguely believed in it, but never did much of anything about it beyond speaking and writing. Victor Serge, by contrast, was an “ary,” the real thing.
Why am I telling you all this? I’m not sure, exactly, why I feel the need to offer such a tortured explanation for calling a book about politics Politics. Certainly it’s not just to argue that because Macdonald borrowed from Serge, it’s O.K. for me to borrow from Macdonald. It’s more that there is a whole political and journalistic tradition here (in Serge as well as Macdonald) that has a lot of resonance for me. Macdonald, after a very brief, almost dandyish flirtation with Stalinism, was at different points a Trotskyist, a socialist, a pacifist, and a sort of culturally conservative libertarian anarchist; his politics were exotic, changeable, and all over the place. Mine have all along been boringly moderate and consistent. Even when, as a post-adolescent, I styled myself a radical, I was always what Europeans call a social democrat, which is what we Americans call a liberal Democrat, and I still am. But the cultural roots of my politics are as much in the dissenting, marginalized, Eurocentric, anti-Stalinist intellectual left which Macdonald epitomized as they are in that great amorphous swamp known as the American mainstream. In Macdonald’s conception of politics, what counted were the ideas, the ethics, the values—even the aesthetics. He seldom lingered over such trivialities as Democrats, Republicans, and elections. I’m more interested in that sort of thing than he was, but that is at least partly a reflection of our respective political eras.
I admire Macdonald for the fierceness of his opposition not only to communism but to all forms of tyranny. (This was one aspect of his politics that was not changeable.) I admire him almost as much for his refusal to let the horrors of Stalinism and Hitlerism blind him to the injustices and grossnesses of American capitalism, and for his cosmopolitanism, and for his fearlessness, and for his sense of humor. And, while I would never tempt fate by comparing myself to him (I can only wish I had a tenth of his energy, wit, and erudition), I suppose I also identify a bit with his journalistic career, which took him from a big corporate title (Fortune) to small left-wing magazines (before starting Politics he was a mainstay of Partisan Review) and finally to The New Yorker. I started at Newsweek, and although my small left-wing magazine (The New Republic) was neither as small nor as left-wing as either of Macdonald’s, we ended up at the same safe, warm harbor. (We were even both unwitting C.I.A. dupes, him at the Congress for Cultural Freedom, me a few years later at the National Student Association.) Also, he was a sprinter, not a marathoner; he never quite managed to write a book “in cold blood,” as he put it, and had to settle for collections of magazine articles. I can relate to that.
In that connection, a plea to the reader: don’t read this book. I mean, don’t feel any obligation to read it the way you might read an “in cold blood” sort of book, beginning at the beginning and marching straight through to the end. (Unless you really want to, of course, in which case be my guest.) This is a collection of magazine articles, not a syllogism or a slide show. It is organized thematically, and more or less chronologically within the themes, an arrangement which I hope gives it a modicum of coherence. But the scheme is necessarily somewhat arbitrary. For your purposes, whatever they are, your scheme is as good as mine—probably better. So please feel free to pick, choose, skip, and jump around.
A few selections have been very lightly edited to remove stylistic infelicities that should have been blue-pencilled to begin with. Off-the-mark predictions, lapses in political judgment, and moral errors have been left in. The dates given at the end of each piece are magazine cover dates, which can be anywhere from ten days to a couple of months after the piece was written.
New York, February 2004

1. ENOUGH ABOUT THE SIXTIES
Like the 1930s, another decade of rebellion and radicalism, the 1960s were so jam-packed that they spilled over their temporal borders. For Americans, the thirties began with the 1929 crash and ended at Pearl Harbor, three weeks shy of 1942. John F. Kennedy’s election kicked off the sixties right on schedule; but not until April 30, 1974, when Saigon fell and the Vietnam War ended, did the decade get a stake driven through its heart.
The day Kennedy was elected I stood on a school desk and delivered a mock victory speech to my mock-cheering classmates at the Lycée Pierre Fermat, in Toulouse, where I was spending the first semester of my high school senior year as an American Field Service exchange student. The Kennedy button I wore on my lapel was a source of wonder to them. In France, they explained, politics was more serious. You’d risk a bloody nose or worse if you were foolish enough to advertise your affiliation in public without a protective crowd around you. That autumn I got my first whiff of tear gas as part of such a crowd, demonstrating against la guerre en Algérie and getting chased through the streets of Toulouse by flics swinging lead-hemmed capes. The ship that took me home docked on the morning of Kennedy’s inauguration. The musty, stuffy, Ike-y fifties were over, and we all felt the brisk joy of “Let us begin.” A thousand days later the colors abruptly darkened, and from then on our politics made France’s look frivolous.
Kennedy made politics glamorous and exciting. But by mid-decade politics was becoming a matter of life and death, especially for young males. Millions of young men and women began to think of themselves as radical or, at least, as radically at odds with their government and its war in Vietnam. At the same time, for the young, politics was becoming increasingly bound up with a mass counterculture—a tectonic shift in attitudes and mores about sexuality, race, and “consciousness,” for which rock and roll provided the soundtrack.
I watched all this, and participated in it, as, successively, a college student, the editor of a skinny magazine published by the National Student Association for distribution to students overseas (and paid for by a “foundation,” which, I would learn to my horror, existed to launder funds for the Central Intelligence Agency), a cub reporter in San Francisco at the dawn of hippiedom, a naval officer–part-time antiwar activist, and, by the end of the decade, a New Yorker staff writer.
“Enough about the thirties, already,” I would sometimes say to my exradical mom and dad when they would start to tell me, for the nth time, about the sitdown strikes or the Moscow trials or Gandhi’s salt march. But the truth is, I loved those stories. Here are some of mine.

THE SAN FRANCISCO SOUND
THE FILLMORE AUDITORIUM , the gravitational center of the astonishing new San Francisco rock scene, at midnight on a Saturday night:
An enormous red globe of light gurgles liquidly on one thirty-five-foot-high wall, glowing like a hydrogen fireball. On another wall, infinitely complex green light globules flow into each other and pulsate explosively. On a third wall, moiré patterns, giant eyeballs, de Kooning-like abstracts flash past in swift alternation next to an endlessly repeating film of one small boy after another eating jelly bread.
On the floor, two thousand people are watching, listening, and moving. None of them appear to be older than thirty. Many are “straight,” like the crew-cut blond boy in chinos and poplin jacket, whose brunette date wears a plaid skirt and knee socks. But most are “hippies,” part of the growing society within a society that centers around Berkeley and the Haight-Ashbury section of San Francisco, and, though their tastes obviously tend toward the informal, the bizarre, and the flamboyant, none of them look alike. There are wide mod ties, wispy string ties, and one fellow with a solid aluminum tie. There are boys in silk frock coats, top hats, suede boots, red sweatshirts emblazoned with the zouave who decorates packages of Zig-Zag cigarette paper. There are girls in miniskirts and net stockings, capes and candy-striped pants, paisley socks and bare feet. A few people have adorned their faces with curlicues of phosphorescent paint. The beards range from the trimmed and Schweppesian to the full and piratical to the shaggy and rabbinical. The hair ranges from the merely long to the shoulder-length and beyond. Some people are sitting or standing, but most are dancing. They are not doing the frug, or the monkey, or any other particular dance. They are just dancing—any way they like. And from the platform at the far end of the auditorium, electronically escalated through a two-hundred-watt amplification system, filling every corner and every brain in the room, comes the San Francisco sound, played on this particular Saturday night by one of its principal purveyors, the Grateful Dead.
The Fillmore is the most important part of the San Francisco rock scene, but it is merely the tip of the iceberg. According to one estimate, there are some two hundred and fifty rock and roll bands in the San Francisco Bay area, and of these, in the judgment of at least one record company executive, perhaps forty are of professional quality. Rock and roll is growing all over the country, but here, where the growth is greater than anywhere else, there are differences.
For one thing, as the jazz critic Ralph J. Gleason puts it, “San Francisco bands are oriented toward playing for people. In Los Angeles, the pattern is for a group to practice and practice in a garage until it’s good enough to record.” There are plenty of places for bands to play for people. Rivaling (though never surpassing) the Fillmore in decibels, imaginative light shows, and general atmosphere is the somewhat smaller Avalon Ballroom, where a group of hippies who call themselves the Family Dog produce weekend dance concerts. Besides the Avalon and the Fillmore, big rock dances are held at California Hall and Longshoremen’s Hall in San Francisco, in college gyms, and in big rooms around the Bay Area—places like the San Leandro Rollerena and the San Bruno Armory. Then there are the pure rock clubs—the Matrix in San Francisco, the Jabberwock in Berkeley, the Arc in Sausalito—where people listen to rock and roll as if it were jazz, except that the music is too loud for casual chitchat. Finally, there are the endless go-go and dance clubs, at least one in every little suburban town and all of them hiring live rock music.
The scope of the rock scene in San Francisco sets it apart from other cities. But there are more important differences.
Rock and roll is a field which is subject to an enormous amount of manipulation. A few men—record company executives, radio station programmers, tour promoters, key disc jockeys—exert terrific power. And even when there is no hanky-panky, it is a chancy business. A radio program director who must choose one or two singles out of the two hundred or so sent him every week is bound to make arbitrary or whimsical choices sometimes. The record-buying public, like the television-watching public, by design or not, is frequently gulled into liking the worst kind of trash.
But in San Francisco, no one is pulling the strings. There are no shadowy figures lurking in the background in sharkskin suits and smoked glasses. The discriminating, attentive audiences who attend the big rock-dance concerts have not been told to like the San Francisco sound, but they like it anyway. As a result, groups like the Jefferson Airplane and the Grateful Dead, neither of which has ever had a hit record, are able to earn upward of two thousand dollars for a weekend’s work.
Bill Graham, creator and manager of the Fillmore Auditorium, learned the hard way that San Francisco audiences can’t be fooled. In a moment of weakness last August, Graham booked a hokey group called Sam the Sham and the Pharoahs, whose record, “Little Red Riding Hood,” was a big national hit at the time. “Only three hundred and eighty-seven people came, and I lost eighteen hundred dollars,” recalls Graham. “The people—my people—stayed away. It was the best thing that ever happened to me.”
THE MUSIC APPEALS  to a broad range of people, but it is a definite part of the “hippie scene,” San Francisco’s new bohemianism. Unlike the sullen Beats of the fifties, who sat around in coffee houses complaining about how rotten and meaningless everything was, the hippies, much more numerous than the Beats ever were, accentuate the positive. They dress wildly, individualistically, colorfully—“ecstatically,” they would say. Like the Beats, they are dropouts from the conventional “status games,” but, unlike them, they have created their own happy lifestyles to drop into. “In a way,” says Jerry Garcia, twenty-four, lead guitarist of the Grateful Dead and one of the culture heroes of Haight-Ashbury, “we’re searching for respectability—not Ford or GM respectability, but the respectability of a community supporting itself financially and spiritually.”
Not many hippies have ever heard of Marshall McLuhan, and fewer have read him, but McLuhan’s analysis is useful in understanding them. The old “Gutenberg-era” values of privacy, prestige through money and job, and linear, cause-and-effect logical thinking are out the window. The hippies have embraced the new, “electric,” tribal values of total involvement. They are for freedom and “honesty,” against categorization, even, in a sense, against language itself. “Maybe the tyranny of the written word is something that is going out,” muses Jerry Garcia. “Language is almost designed to be misunderstood.”
Psychedelic drugs such as marijuana and LSD are very important to the hippies. Through these drugs the hippie achieves the total involvement, sensory and emotional, that he seeks. On marijuana, he sees, hears, and feels colors and sounds more vividly. On LSD, his ego dissolves and is replaced by an abiding love and appreciation for all people and things. He becomes more existential than the existentialists, because his total immersion in the present is untainted by any sense of the absurdity of the future.
In the light of the hippies’ approach to life and sensibility, it is easy to understand why the most creative of them have turned to art forms that offer immediate sensory involvement: experimental films, colorful poster art, abstract light shows, and rock and roll. Unsurprisingly, the hippies have produced little in the way of good writing.
There is no such thing as a hippie who favors the war in Vietnam, but few hippies are political activists. They tend to think in moral and personal, not political, terms. When their lapel buttons are remotely political, they tend to relate political issues to personal ones, as in the slogans “Make Love Not War,” and “Keep California Green—Legalize Grass.” More often, though, their buttons say things like “Nirvana Now,” or simply, “Love.”
This is not to say, though, that hippies are uninterested in social change. They take the long view. Their approach is to create their own society of love and light and then wait for everybody else to join up.
Anger is uncommon among hippies. Last month, when California’s new law outlawing the possession of LSD went into effect, a group of Haight-Ashbury heads decided to stage a protest. But then they decided that a protest would be “too negative,” so they staged a celebration instead. It turned out to be a pleasant afternoon in the Panhandle of Golden Gate Park, with rock bands playing, children finger-painting on the ground, and people wandering among the trees with cans of beer. “Our attitude is strictly laissez-faire,” says Jerry Garcia. “Nobody throws rocks at the cops anymore, because we’re all human beings in this together.” The hippies don’t even hate the undercover narcotics agents, whom they call “narcos” or “brain police.” A few weeks ago, one such agent, whose picture had appeared in the paper when he received a departmental honor, walked into the Fillmore in his customary hippie disguise. He was applauded.
The benevolent tolerance of the hippie world is obvious to anyone who has ever visited the Fillmore Auditorium on a Friday or Saturday night. Those who go in suits and ties, as many parents, journalists, curious citizens, and record company representatives have done, find absolutely no hostility whatsoever. No one jostles them and hisses, “Get out of our place, you square,” or some such. No one is made to feel that he is intruding. “We don’t want you to freak out,” Bill Graham says. “We want you to melt. A lot of people come in here like blocks of ice against the nasty beatniks. We want to break you down so your pores are open, so you’ll look, you’ll listen, you’ll enjoy.”
The breaking down begins as soon as you pay your admission price ($2.50 to $3.50, depending on the talent), walk up the wide, rather dingy staircase, and enter the lobby. The first things you see are a couple of big boxes with a hand-lettered sign on them: HAVE ONE . . . OR TWO.  The boxes are filled with apples and lollipops. Graham gives away 2,736 apples and 2,160 lollipops every weekend. “If a guy walks in here worried about what kind of nutty scene he’s getting himself into and the first thing that happens to him is somebody gives him an apple,” says Graham, “he’s bound to loosen up a little.” The lobby’s walls are covered with signs (ONCE INSIDE, NO OUTSY-INSY ), posters, and clippings about Lenny Bruce, Jasper Johns, and Pat Boone.
What the Fillmore does is to have so much going on that the visitor can vary the intensity and quality of his pleasure. It is next to impossible to be bored there. If the visitor gets fidgety listening to the music, he can dance. If he gets tired, he can watch the ever-changing, mesmerizing light show. Or he can look at the fantastic variety of people doing their fantastic free-form dances. Or he can retire to the relative quiet of the lobby for an apple and some browsing among the things posted on the wall. Or he can go upstairs for a hamburger and survey the scene from the balcony. If he feels like a nap, he can find a quiet patch of floor off in a corner somewhere and go to sleep. No one will mind.
Bill Graham is a thirty-five-year-old Jewish war orphan who fled from Berlin to Chateau Dechaumont, France, to Marseilles to Toulouse to Madrid to Lisbon to Casablanca to Dakar and finally to New York, where he and ten of the sixty-four children with whom he had begun his odyssey disembarked on September 24, 1941. He grew up with a Jewish family in the Bronx and went to Brooklyn College and the City College of New York. He was drafted in 1951 and sent to Korea, where he was busted three times for insubordination and awarded the Bronze Star for valor in combat.
Most summers between 1949 and 1956, Graham worked as a waiter at Grossinger’s, learning the ropes. He was poor, and his “ambition was to make lots of money and become a millionaire and buy everything.” He went to work as a statistician, then as a paymaster, and then as an office manager, but it palled. “I got the realization that sitting behind a desk and making good money wasn’t all I’d thought it’d be.” So in 1959 he started taking lessons at the Actors Studio and tried to make a career out of acting. “I ran the gamut,” he says. “Either I didn’t have the talent or I didn’t get the breaks. But if you’re really dedicated to the theatre, you have to be willing to live in a crummy cold-water flat and stand there while hundreds of doors slam in your face. I just couldn’t do that. I thought the talent was there to do some character work, but apparently producers didn’t.”*
Graham got to San Francisco in 1952, flat broke after a trip to Europe. He talked his way into a job at Allis-Chalmers, reduced the staff from forty-seven secretaries in two offices to twenty-one secretaries in one office, and ended up San Francisco sales manager at $14,500 a year.
In February of 1964, Graham quit Allis-Chalmers to go to work as business manager and producer of the San Francisco Mime Troupe, a New Left theatre group which was (and is) raising the ire of the city fathers by performing bawdy commedia dell’arte in the public parks and producing an anti-everybody updated minstrel show called “Civil Rights in a Cracker Barrel.” The rock dance scene was three weeks old when Graham got into it. The first dance, sponsored by the Family Dog and entitled “A Tribute to Dr. Strange,” had been held on October 16, 1965, at Longshoreman’s Hall near Fisherman’s Wharf. On November 6, Graham threw a rock benefit at the Mime Troupe’s Howard Street headquarters. Some three thousand people showed up to pack the room, whose official capacity was six hundred, and Graham had to soften up a police sergeant by blandly calling him “lieutenant” to keep him from closing the whole thing down.
Clearly a larger place was needed. Graham nosed around and found the Fillmore Auditorium, a run-down old ballroom at Fillmore Street and Geary Boulevard in the city’s biggest Negro ghetto. He rented it for sixty dollars, and on December 10 threw another wildly successful rock and roll benefit. Shortly thereafter, Graham and the Mime Troupe parted company, and Graham decided to go it alone. He went back to the Fillmore and found that eleven other promoters had already put in bids for it. Graham got forty-one prominent citizens to write letters to the auditorium’s owner, a haberdasher named Harry Shifs, and Shifs gave him a three-year lease at five hundred dollars a month. Graham isn’t a zillionaire yet, but he’s making a comfortable living (he’ll probably take home well over fifty thousand dollars this year), and he is beginning to be regarded as a San Francisco institution, like the cable cars, Chinatown, and the topless. “The hippie community,” says Jerry Garcia, “has turned out to be something the man from Montgomery Street can point to with pride, in a left-handed way, and say ‘these are our boys.’ ”
It was not always so. Back in April, official San Francisco seemed determined to put Graham and the Fillmore out of business. First the police department turned down Graham’s application for a dance permit. The rock impresario took his case to the City Board of Permit Appeals. The police responded by producing a petition of complaint from twenty-eight local merchants.
Graham went through the ceiling. He charged that the police had collected the signatures by accusing Graham of being a “pusher” whose extravagance attracted “the bad element.” He went around to the merchants himself and got retractions from twenty-three of the twenty-eight, plus a statement of support from Rabbi Elliot Bernstein of the neighboring Congregation Beth Israel, who had earlier been heard to complain that hippies were urinating on his synagogue.
The appeals board turned Graham down anyway. At this point, when all seemed lost, the San Francisco Chronicle came to the rescue on April 21 with an editorial, “The Fillmore Auditorium Case,” and a cartoon of a blubbering police officer captioned, “They’re dancing with tears in my eyes.” “The official hostility is not yet satisfactorily explained,” opined the Chron. “The police say the dance halls attract disorderly crowds and generate fights—but have reported none at the Fillmore Auditorium since Graham took over.”
The police were groggy but still on their feet. An officer showed up in Graham’s office, waved the paper at him, and told him the editorial was a “personal affront.” The next evening, the police invaded the Fillmore and arrested Graham and fourteen under-eighteen patrons. The charge was violation of a city ordinance prohibiting minors from going unchaperoned to dance halls. The ordinance, passed in 1909 and unenforced for half a century, had been designed for an earlier, wilder San Francisco, when young girls ventured into the Barbary Coast at their peril.
The Chronicle struck back with another editorial, “Certain Questions About a Police Raid,” which asked, among other things, “Was the Friday night raid vindictive or punitive or the result of police prejudice against the neighborhood? We hope not.” Three weeks later, the City Board of Permit Appeals gave Graham his permit.
Since then, police interest in harassing the Fillmore has dropped to zero. Order is kept by seven private policemen, six male and one female, whom Graham calls “swinging cops who know what’s happening.” One of the joys of the Fillmore is to watch one of these policemen standing quietly in a corner, rocking back and forth to the music, or joking with a long-haired, bead-wearing hippie. But they do their job. “If one of my regulars comes around obviously smashed on pot or booze,” says Graham, “the cop’ll say, ‘Not tonight, man. Come back when you’re straighter.’ The kid’ll say ‘Aw, come on,’ but he’ll go.” Very few police are needed, because the hippies will tell them if anyone is smoking pot, picking a fight, or otherwise misbehaving. “It’s not ’cause they’re stoolies,” explains Graham. “It’s their scene, too. They know that if we get busted, they lose their scene.”
That the Chronicle defended the Fillmore so resoundingly was largely the doing of Ralph Gleason. Gleason and entertainment reporter John Wasserman had for months been treating the Fillmore and the Avalon Ballroom as places of serious artistic endeavor. “Some of the Chronicle’s editors who had teenage kids had been to the Fillmore to see for themselves,” recalls Gleason. “At the editorial meeting, the science editor and a sports columnist came along to urge a strong stand. They knew it wasn’t just that nut Gleason, and this made an impression.”
Bill Graham himself is a wiry man with light brown eyes, a perpetual five o’clock shadow, and black hair combed into a modified version of old-style Presley rocker. He has a craggy face and a wide mouth that make him look a little like the late Lenny Bruce. He spends most of the day at the Fillmore in his tiny, cluttered office, which looks like the inside of a chimney. He is a gesticulating, nonstop, New York–accented talker. Sometimes his monologues take on the character of a rant. Sometimes he is unnecessarily curt. (“In my conversation,” he says, “the ‘fuck you’ replaces the ‘please.’ ”)
Graham can—and frequently does—talk for hours about the Fillmore and his role in it. His philosophy boils down to the following: “Art in America can only survive within the framework of a sound business structure.” He likes making money, but he prefers the challenge of creating a good scene. “If I were to say to you that I don’t give a damn about the dollar, I’d be lying,” he says. “But the dollar is second to the result. I have my orgasm at one in the morning when I go up to the balcony and see everybody having a good time.”
A lot of people dislike Graham for his toughness, but in his management of the Fillmore he has shown taste, imagination, and courage. He combined a dance-concert played by the Jefferson Airplane with a reading by Andrei Voznesensky, the Soviet poet. When he booked the Byrds, the well known Los Angeles folk-rock group, he combined them with a production of LeRoi Jones’s play The Dutchman. Lenny Bruce made one of his last public appearances at the Fillmore on June 24 and 25.
Graham has run benefits at the Fillmore for such causes as SNCC (the Student Nonviolent Co-ordinating Committee), the Delano grape strikers, the North Beach children’s nursery, the San Francisco Artist’s Liberation Front, and the Both/And, an experimental jazz nightclub. There was an even, once, a wedding at the Fillmore. Between sets one Saturday night, a young man named Lee “Thunder Machine” Quanstrum married his blonde fiancée, “Space Daisy” (many hippies affect comic-book-type nicknames), in a Unitarian (what else?) ceremony conducted on the bandstand. Graham later got a thank-you note from the couple. Here is its text: “Dear Bill, Thank you for making it possible for us to be married in the style to which we are accustomed.”
On the weekend following last month’s racial disturbances in San Francisco, when virtually every establishment in the Fillmore District was padlocked after dark, Graham brought off his dance-concerts on schedule. In doing so he went against the advice of his attorneys and many friends (and lost a pile of money), but he succeeded in proving that the Fillmore Auditorium could remain a place of peace and light despite the tribulations of the world outside.
IN ADDITION  to their social and artistic role in presenting the new bohemianism and the new music of San Francisco, the Fillmore Auditorium and the Avalon Ballroom have pioneered an essentially new art form, the big light show. Light displays in conjunction with rock music have been used before, and are being used now in other cities (as at the Cheetah in New York). But these efforts have been comparatively primitive. The light shows that go with—and in a sense are part of—the San Francisco sound are unique in scope, brilliance, and technique.
The Fillmore’s light man, a twenty-nine-year-old painter named Tony Martin, has led in working out the new methods, both at the Fillmore and at the Tape Music Center of Mills College, Oakland, where his experiments are financed under a two-hundred-thousand-dollar grant from the Rockefeller Foundation. Martin uses a wide variety of equipment to produce his extravaganzas: slide projectors and slides, both conventional (photographs of things like trees and statues of Marc Antony) and handmade (patterns painted directly onto the transparency); movies of every description, including the endlessly repeating type, which are accomplished by running a circular strip of film through a projector bicycle-chain style; colored, flashing footlights, which project elongated, el Greco-like silhouettes of the musicians onto the screen behind them; ordinary theatrical gels and spotlights; and all these in combination.
The most impressive part of the light shows are the bubbling, pulsating, exploding liquid projections, and the technology of these is strikingly simple. The basic piece of equipment is an overhead projector, the kind that college lecturers use to show maps and diagrams to their students. Using a shallow glass dish (actually the crystal of a large clock), the artist mixes vegetable color and water, oil, alcohol, and glycerin. The possibilities are nearly infinite. By tilting the glass, the artist can make the patterns ebb and flow. By raising and lowering the glass, he can shift the focus from soft to sharp. By using two glasses with the liquid between, he can squeeze explosions of light in and out of existence. By putting his hand between the light source and the mirrors which project to the screens, he can vary the intensity of the light or block it off entirely. Even the artist’s cigarette smoke adds a subtle touch.
The other main artistic offshoot of the San Francisco sound has been the poster art used to advertise the dance-concerts. The poster style, originated by Wes Wilson, twenty-nine, who does the Fillmore’s posters, eschews conventional type faces, no matter how unusual. Lettering, photographs, drawings, and abstract design are woven into a continuous whole, with the words undulating around each other or around photographs or drawings. In their ingenuity and use of distorted lettering, the posters recall their French and German forebears of the 1880s and 1890s. Wilson’s posters are coveted by collectors, professional and amateur. The Oakland Art Commission has a complete collection, which it plans to display in its new museum. Graham gives away three thousand posters a week to his patrons at the Fillmore, but even that fails to satisfy the demand. One day last summer Graham put up a hundred and fifty posters along Berkeley’s Telegraph Avenue and then stopped at the Forum for a cup of coffee. By the time he got up to go back to his car, only three of them were left.
NONE OF THESE THINGS , however—the lights, the friendliness, the posters, the Avalon and Fillmore “scenes”—could exist without the music.
The San Francisco sound is played by a profusion of groups whose impressionistic, tongue-in-cheek names reflect their determination to make a new kind of music. Generally acknowledged as the best of the San Francisco groups are the Jefferson Airplane and the Grateful Dead. The other prominent bands include the Quicksilver Messenger Service, the 13th Floor Elevator, the Sopwith Camel, Country Joe and the Fish, Big Brother and the Holding Company, Moby Grape, the Loading Zone, the Mystery Trend, the Wildflower, William Penn, the Harbinger Complex, Captain Beefheart and His Magic Band, the Chocolate Watch Band, and the Sir Douglas Quintet. There is even a group called the Five Year Plan, which played its most recent (and perhaps only) gig at the annual picnic of the People’s World, the West Coast Communist weekly.
The San Francisco sound is a very hard-driving folk-rock with strong blues and electronic influences. A San Francisco band usually consists of three electric guitars (lead, rhythm, bass), drums, and voices. Frequently another instrument (harmonica, electric organ, fiddle) is added. An equally important part of the instrumentation is the electronic amplifying equipment and its accoutrements—microphones, speakers, amplifiers, pickups, tape loops, echo-makers, and reverberators. This equipment can create an energy level that is astonishing. The Fillmore Auditorium’s sound system develops enough power to run a small radio station and ten times as much as the biggest home stereo equipment. The sound comes out at roughly a hundred decibels and sometimes ventures as high as a hundred and ten, only ten decibels under the pain level. In this situation the electronic equipment becomes part of the machinery of music, not simply a way of making it audible to people in the back of the room.
Elements of the music have been floating around for years. It’s rock dance-music, so the beat is always firmly there: a very basic thump thump thump underpinning the whole thing, a walloping electric bass and drum booming away. The drummers play out of a straight rock and roll bag, except that some of the best of them explode into intricate showers of rhythm that suggest that they have been listening to the music of India. The guitarists chug-chug rock-style, drone folk-style, twang country-style, and wail rhythm-and-blues-style, but they too are increasingly falling into sitar-like improvisations of great color and intensity. Most of them own several Ravi Shankar records. The best guitarists are capable of extended jazzish statements. Instead of wrapping it all up in a three-minute, hit-recordable package, a San Francisco rock group is likely to devote fifteen or twenty minutes to a single number.
The influences which touch the San Francisco sound cover a big slice of the musical spectrum. The Beatles are a stronger influence than ever now that they have ventured into raga-rock and electronic sound processing, and even those San Francisco musicians not directly indebted to the Beatles musically are grateful to them for using their charisma to create a public taste for experimental rock and roll. Another immediate strand of influence is pure folk-rock—the lyrical, harmonic kind popularized by the Byrds, the Lovin’ Spoonful, and the We Five (itself a San Francisco group), and the growling, shouting kind popularized by Bob Dylan. Certain kinds of modern classical music have also been influential. Some of the San Francisco groups build their sound to a level of pure white noise, an aspect of the music that John Cage would appreciate. But the most important influence on the San Francisco sound is the blues. At the Fillmore and the Avalon, blues bands more often than not appear on the same bill with San Francisco rock bands. Chicago’s Paul Butterfield Blues Band and New York’s Blues Project have appeared frequently in San Francisco, and their blend of folk-rock and blues has become part of the San Francisco sound. An older generation of blues singers has exerted considerable influence as well. In the past month alone, three very great blues singers—Muddy Waters, Big Mama Willie Mae Thornton, and Lightnin’ Hopkins—have played dance-concerts at the Fillmore Auditorium.
All these strains have been synthesized into a unique sound that is San Francisco’s own. Ralph Gleason argues that “it is the first generation of white American musicians who aren’t trying to be Negroes. They admire Negro musicians like Otis Redding but aren’t interested in imitating them. They are producing something that cannot be dismissed as merely an imitation of any other kind of music.”
THE MOST POPULAR  of the San Francisco groups is the Jefferson Airplane.
The Jefferson Airplane is further in a purer folk-rock direction than the other San Francisco groups. Its group vocalizings use folk-style harmony and have a lyricism generally lacking in the San Francisco sound.
The Airplane was organized two years ago by its lead singer, Marty Balin, twenty-three, and the group’s main asset is still Balin’s strong, clear alto voice. Balin slurs his sibilants, a fortunate speech defect which only adds to the liquid quality of his voice. Broad-shouldered, heavy-browed, and handsome, Balin writes most of the Airplane’s material. Like most other San Francisco groups, the Airplane performs largely original material. When it performs other songs (such as “Midnight Hour” and “Tobacco Road,” which have become standards among San Francisco rock groups), it uses original arrangements.
The Airplane’s five other members include one girl, a slim, lovely brunette named Grace Slick, whose huge, deep blue eyes flash under her bangs. Her throaty contralto and strong vibrato add depth to the group’s sound.
When the Jefferson Airplane plays at the Fillmore Auditorium, their set begins with a recording of a jet plane taking off. The sound builds from a low rumble; at the moment it reaches the screaming pinnacle of acceleration, the Airplane launches into its first number. Somehow they manage to maintain the excitement, creating a rolling, building head of steam with each song. They have a joyous sound even though nearly everything they play is in a minor mode. On a song like “My Best Friend,” Marty Balin and Grace Slick stare deep into each other’s eyes as they sing, and the electricity crackles.
“The Airplane has style,” says Ralph Gleason, “and all the people who really make it have got that.” And, indeed, it seems more than likely that the Airplane will “really make it.” RCA Victor signed them up with a fat twenty-five-thousand-dollar advance. Last week they were in Los Angeles recording their second album. And on January 1 they will appear on television’s Bell Telephone Hour in a segment taped at the Fillmore.
In preparation for the success its members fully expect, the Jefferson Airplane is polishing itself up and working hard on new material. But they retain a San Franciscan disdain for crass commercialism. “Sure, we’re tightening up,” says Skip Spence, twenty-four, the Airplane’s drummer. “But we’re still not showtime U.S.A. Like we don’t all dress the same. One guy’ll wear a suit and another guy’ll look like he just slept under a train.”
They have played in Chicago, Los Angeles, and points in between, but they prefer San Francisco. “It’s quiet here,” says Jack Casady, twenty-two, the bass guitar player, a dandyish dresser whose nose and pouty mouth are the only parts of his face visible under a Beatles-esque mop of fine hair. “There’s no big hassle. The audiences are more demanding here, and you get everybody, from high society to beatniks.”
“The thing about San Francisco,” adds Marty Balin, “is that everything that happens in the scene is run by the people on the scene. No outside sharpies, no big businessmen.”
“The competition here is all friendly,” puts in rhythm guitarist and singer Paul Kantner, twenty-four, who looks like a shaggy blond S. J. Perelman without the mustache. “None of that sneaky cutthroat stuff you get in commercial scenes.”
“———,” concludes Jorma Ludwik Kaukonen, twenty-five, who is tall and angular and has shoulder-length, wavy brown hair. He is quiet but is an exceptionally skillful lead guitarist.
The Jefferson Airplane has invaded territory previously untouched by rock and roll. They played the usually purist Monterey Jazz Festival this summer. More recently (October 19) they performed at the San Francisco Opera Guild’s “Fol de Rol,” an annual fund-raiser which is also one of the city’s most important society events of the season. The Airplane appeared on the same program with members of the San Francisco Opera, who sang pompous versions of “Bess, You Is My Woman Now,” “Wouldn’t It Be Loverly,” and other favorites. Not all the gowned ladies and tuxedoed gentlemen who filled the Civic Auditorium appreciated the intrusion of hard-driving folk-rock—some even hissed—but the Junior Leaguers and their husbands were enthusiastic.
EVERY MEMBER  of the Jefferson Airplane wears his or her hair long, but compared to the Grateful Dead, the Airplane looks like the freckle-faced kid next door.
The Dead, nearly as popular as the Plane, play a purer version of the San Francisco sound. Their music is harder, reedier, eerier, and hoarser. They are five very strange-looking young men. Jerry Garcia—nicknamed “Captain Trips”—is husky and leather-jacketed. He has frizzy hair, like Nancy of Nancy and Sluggo, a homely face, and a gentle smile. Bob Weir, nineteen, the rhythm guitarist, is ethereal and graceful, with light brown locks that wave gently down to his shoulders. Drummer Bill Sommers, twenty-one, and bass guitarist Phil Lesh, twenty-six, have Prince Valiant haircuts, black and blond respectively. Ron McKernan, twenty-one, the organist and lead singer, is commonly known as “Pig-Pen.” He has a build like W. C. Fields, a Jerry Collona mustache, and very long, curly hair, which he holds in place Apache-style with a headband. He always wears a black leather vest over a horizontally striped Polo shirt.
Because of the prominent role that LSD plays in their lives and art, the Grateful Dead’s music has been called “acid-rock.” It’s an appropriate tag; during the first months of their existence, the Dead were bankrolled by Owsley Stanley, who is said to have made more than a million dollars manufacturing and selling tiny, eggshell-blue capsules of LSD. Indeed, the name “Grateful Dead” is sometimes interpreted as a reference to the death of the ego under LSD. The Dead do not object to this interpretation, but Jerry Garcia says that in fact he found the name one day when he was leafing through the Oxford Unabridged Dictionary. It refers to a family of medieval ballads. Since adopting the name, the Dead claim to have found a reference to it in the Egyptian Book of the Dead: “In the land of darkness, the voices of evil are dispelled by the ship of the sun, which is drawn across the heavens by the grateful dead.”
The Grateful Dead may not make it big commercially; they might be too freaky. But Warner Brothers is about to sign them for a record contract.
“I don’t think the live sound, the live excitement, can be recorded,” says Jerry Garcia. “Rather than trying to turn the living room or the car radio into the Fillmore Auditorium, we’ll use the resources of the recording studio—overtracking things, using other instruments.”
Garcia acknowledges the importance of LSD to the Dead’s development, but he denies that the group is especially drug-oriented. “Consciousness-expanding drugs are a part of the way of life of the community in which we choose to live,” he says. “We don’t construct our music to be drug music. The way we prefer to play is straight—relaxed and in a good mood. It’s always better when something’s natural rather than artificial or chemical or whatever.”
The Jefferson Airplane, the Grateful Dead, the literally thousands of other groups that are following in their footsteps or branching out on their own, the lights, the art, the dances: all of it adds up to a sound and a scene that is unique.
It is a sound and a scene that supports not one, but two, newspapers: the weekly Mojo Navigator–R&R News and the bi-weekly Deadly Excess, whose title comes from John Lennon’s pun on the London Daily Express.
It is a sound and a scene that might sweep the country. Or it might not. San Francisco is a very special kind of city, and things happen here that could never happen anywhere else. If it doesn’t, perhaps it will be because, in the words of one Los Angeles record company executive, “these San Francisco groups refuse to co-operate”—meaning they won’t make the basic changes in their music that this Angeleno believes are the key to commercial success. But if the San Francisco sound does become the American sound, and the San Francisco scene the American scene, it will be more than just another musical fad. It will mean that the new way of life that is developing in this city is becoming, in some sense, the way of life of the young men and women of the land.
—Unpublished file for Newsweek, October 28, 1966*

WEATHER REPORT: WHITE TORNADO
WEATHER MAN , as everyone in and out of the movement knows by now, is a faction of Students for a Democratic Society named for a line in a Dylan song (“you don’t need a weatherman, etc.”), which, in a series of violent street actions, has earned for itself a variety of reputations—militant, courageous, “Custeristic,” revolutionary, infantile, bad-ass, “petty-bourgeois subjectivist,” and so forth. Weatherman is not the largest of S.D.S.’s three main factions; most observers credit Revolutionary Youth Movement II with having the most followers, though reliable estimates are hard to come by. Nor does Weatherman have the most rigidly ossified ideology; that distinction is usually awarded to the Progressive Labor-Worker Student Alliance faction, now exiled to Boston, where it represents itself as the only true S.D.S. and publishes its own New Left Notes. (One is reminded of Liberia, where the governing party is called the True Whig Party and the opposition party is called the Independent True Whig Party.) Yet, far more than either of its rivals, Weatherman has engaged the interest and attention of the public and the press, both within the movement and without it. Its actions, beginning with the artful finessing of the S.D.S. national office out of the hands of P.L.-W.S.A., and continuing with the October “Days of Rage” in Chicago and numerous smaller skirmishes elsewhere, have been nothing if not audacious.
One hardly knows where to begin in discussing the Weathermen. One perhaps ought to begin at the beginning, by asking whether they are in fact a political group at all. A political group, generally speaking, is one which seeks to change (or preserve) social conditions by gaining access to political power, or by causing those who possess power to act in such a way as to bring about the desired change. Using this definition (admittedly an arbitrary one, but again, one has to start somewhere), the Weathermen are not noticeably political. It goes without saying that their actions are not designed to persuade the government to change its policies, or even to change public opinion to the point where the government will find it prudent to change its policies. (The principal effect of Weatherman actions on the big public has been to build support for higher police budgets and a freer police hand.) From a radical or “revolutionary” perspective, of course, the notion that problems such as black misery and Vietnam-type wars can be truly solved through “policy changes” is an illusion; what is required is a radical restructuring of the entire society. Yet even from this perspective, it is hard to see in what sense Weatherman is “political.” The Days of Rage, for example, did not dramatize any of the injustices (“contradictions”) of society; they did not overthrow or even weaken the state; they did not “radicalize” the movement or illustrate the effectiveness of “militant” tactics. You don’t even need a dimestore thermometer to see that in terms of its effect on the public (increasing the clamor for a tougher police stance) and on the movement (now badly split and forced to waste energy fighting with itself), the Days of Rage action was a huge, unearned windfall for the forces of repression.
The Weathermen, like the other factions of S.D.S., now present themselves as Marxist-Leninists, and their ideological pronouncements, bristling with oldies like “correct,” “objectively,” “consciousness,” and “running dogs,” have the clanging sound of dark Germanic thought. It is a misleading impression. The Weathermen, more “ideological” than ever before, are in full flight from thought. More jawbreakingly “analytical” than ever before, they have abandoned the uncomfortable task of a radical analysis of American society. They have, rhetorically at least, committed themselves to Marxism-Leninism; but they have lost the sense of history which is Marxism’s heart.
In place of thought, analysis, and coherent ideology, the Weathermen have evolved a two-point political canon which eliminates the necessity for all three.
The first point is that American revolutionaries must consider themselves as auxiliary to a worldwide battle against U.S. imperialism led by agrarian guerrillas, because it is they who will ultimately bring imperialism (and, by extension, capitalism) to its knees. Bill Ayres, a prominent member of the Weather Bureau, spelled out the implications of this approach when he said, “If it is a worldwide struggle, if Weatherman is correct in that basic thing, that the basic struggle in the world today is the struggle of oppressed peoples against U.S. imperialism, then it is the case that nothing we could do in the mother country could be adventurist.”
In other words, since the revolutionary dynamic in American society is coming from outside American society, there is no need to understand American society. No need to worry about what effect a given action might have on the American political climate or on the developing American radical movement. No need to inquire into the possibility that within the 180 million people of white America there might be the potential for an effective radical movement.
To be thus freed from the responsibility of thought is an exhilarating experience. It is pleasant to ride the tide of “history” without having to worry about the political (let alone the moral) consequences. It is thrilling to give oneself over wholly to mindless action without having to face the travail of doubt. It is a relief to rid oneself of troublesome ambivalent feelings about America in a wonderfully simple way—ignore them. Ignore them, “fight against imperialism,” and leave the thinking to Fidel, the N.L.F., and Chairman Mao.
One of the strengths of S.D.S., until recently, was its determination to build a native American radicalism, appropriate to American traditions and experience—an American road to socialism. This determination has now been enthusiastically abandoned. “Long live the victory of the people’s war!” chanted the Weathermen as they charged through Chicago’s Gold Coast. The slogan, meaningless on the face of it (how can a victory live long? what people’s war?), becomes almost comic when it issues from the mouths of upper-middle-class kids on a midwestern street. In Chinese, perhaps, “Long live the victory of the people’s war” rolls trippingly off the tongue; presumably something is lost in the translation.
Weatherman’s view of the movement at home as the servant of a revolutionary dynamic abroad invites comparison with the Stalinists of three and four decades ago. And, indeed, there are similarities: the strange-tasting rhetoric (“running dog,” a favorite then as now, is a literal translation from the Russian); the contempt for internal democracy and the practice of breaking up meetings; the eagerness to bask in the reflected glory of Stalin/ Maochefidel; the atavistic worship of “toughness”; the willingness to ignore domestic conditions. (The differences, though, are at least as great. Unlike the Stalinists, the Weathermen do not take orders from anyone. They do their own unthinking. On the whole, the Weathermen are the moral superiors, and the intellectual inferiors, of the old Stalinists.)
The second point in the Weatherman canon is the notion that “building a fighting force among working-class youth will be the most effective way to create a revolutionary movement of the whole working class.” Having opted for “revolution,” Weatherman arrived at this choice of constituency by a process of elimination. As a target for organizing, the bourgeoisie, big and petty, was out automatically. White workers and college students were too jealous of their privileges to make good revolutionaries. Blacks of any age were the Panthers’ turf. Organizing the white poor had already been tried, without much success. That left white working-class youth, especially of high school age.
Weatherman’s techniques for reaching this constituency have included picking fights at beaches and drive-ins and running through the halls of high schools yelling “Jailbreak!” In Cambridge, Weathermen invaded the Center for International Affairs, beat up a librarian, and later boasted to neighborhood kids of having “kicked ass” at Harvard as a way of engaging them in conversation about the Weatherman program. The Days of Rage were also calculated to prove to working-class youth that Weathermen are tough street fighters, not dreamy hippies or flabby students.
None of these techniques have been particularly successful, and so the question of what the Weathermen would do with a youth army once they had one will probably not have to be answered. The life of a full-time street-fighting revolutionary may prove satisfying to an upper-middle-class college dropout in a position to reject the meaningless life of the affluent, but a working-class kid may prefer to find a job that pays something.
The tough-guy techniques suggest that the Weathermen may be trying to prove something to themselves as well as to those they are trying to recruit. Most Weathermen are bright, and, as noted, upper-middle-class. When they were in high school, they (generally) got good marks and talked their way out of trouble. Perhaps they were teacher’s pets; perhaps they were beat up from time to time by the bullies after school. Now, as Weathermen, they are going back, as if to “do over” their adolescence—only this time they will stand up to the bullies, and, more importantly, earn their respect.
The Weatherman’s attitude toward “working-class youth” is ambivalent. On the one hand, these youth are seen as contemptible: the only way to appeal to them is on the lowest, most brutish level. On the other hand (but equally patronizingly), they are seen as a species of Noble Savage, vital and potent. It is the old story, familiar on the Left, of the intellectual’s envy of the horny-handed son of toil. There are many resemblances between the Yippies and the Weathermen (the two groups, if the Yippies can be called a group, co-operated at the Justice Department on November 15), but the Yippies are far shrewder politically. There is something inescapably ludicrous about a bunch of kids in football helmets and carrying two-by-fours offering themselves in battle against the armed power of the state, and the Weathermen, in their grim seriousness, leave themselves wide open to ridicule. The Yippies recognize the ludicrousness of the situation and turn it into an important advantage; they understand the magical power of the put-on in an age in which there are no certainties. They understand that the purpose of any announced, public demonstration, no matter how militant, is to get publicity, not to win a victory of arms; by co-opting ridicule, they neutralize it, immunize themselves against it. The Weathermen’s humorlessness makes it nearly impossible for them to catch the media off guard.
The reaction of most of the Left to the emergence of Weatherman has been a trifle disingenuous. In its comments on the Weathermen over the past year, the Guardian has used words and phrases like the following: “ill conceived . . . without a clear strategy and base of support . . . reckless . . . while we basically agree . . . leaves a lot to be desired . . . glaring deficiencies . . . we deplore . . . confusion . . . inexcusable folly . . .”
If these words and phrases seem familiar, no wonder. They are the same words and phrases used by antiwar liberals who see Vietnam as an exception to (“ . . . we deplore . . .”) a generally benevolent U.S. foreign policy (“ . . . we basically agree . . .”), rather than as the logical consequence of America’s role in international affairs. The Left has been acute in its analysis of the way in which Vietnam arises from a system of imperialism. Unfortunately, the Left seems unable to think about itself equally systematically.
Weatherman is not an accident. Weatherman is a logical consequence of intellectual flabbiness and dishonesty on the Left as a whole. Here are some examples of the kind of thought patterns common in the movement which have now given rise to Weatherman.
1. Movement people who ought to know better have indulged in verbal overkill to the point where language—the basic tool for organizing reality into something that can be understood and acted upon—is no longer descriptive. Terms like “fascism,” “racism,” “genocide,” “police state,” and “oppression” have been stripped of meaning. (When and if real fascism comes to this country, it seems we will have no words left to describe it.) The United States is a mess, but it is not, at this moment, a genocidal fascist police state. (Does a government have to be a genocidal fascist police state before we can rouse ourselves to oppose it?) When language is corrupted to the point where it becomes impossible to describe the difference between, say, Nazi Germany and Imperial America, no one should be surprised that people begin to make “incorrect decisions.” The Weathermen can be forgiven for thrashing about desperately as if the worst were already upon us; in the mad dash to sound ever more militant, the rest of the movement has led them astray.
2. The movement’s attack on the American system has degenerated, in too many cases, into an attack on libertarian values generally. The discovery of “corporate liberalism” in the early sixties became, by the late sixties, a widely held conviction that liberals, whatever their positions on the war or any other issue, are “the enemy.” (One recalls that the German Communists, when they deluded themselves in a similar fashion about the Social Democrats, ended up voting for Hitler.) “Elections are a farce, the democratic process is warped, justice is a myth, the media is shoddy, etc. I agree,” writes David McReynolds in a recent issue of New Politics. But he goes on to add: “Yet the hard fact is that our system is open.” This is a distinction which the movement increasingly fails to make. Contempt for American democracy has mutated into contempt for democratic—“bourgeois democratic”—procedures generally. Weatherman kept control of national S.D.S. only by flagrantly violating democratic procedures, which the Guardian, for example, supported on the grounds that “P.L.’s line and practice on the Vietnam war and the national question is incorrect.” (On the other hand, P.L., as a leading exponent of the theory that “freedom is the recognition of necessity,” does not inspire much sympathy.)
Freedom of speech and thought should be supported not only because it is good for the movement, but because it is good in itself—before, after, and during the “revolution.”
3. Revolution itself is a subject about which there has been a remarkable amount of loose talk. “Revolution,” as one of those words everyone to the left of Max Lerner feels he must use relentlessly or be swept into the dustbin of history, no longer means much of anything; it is regularly used to describe everything from opening day care centers to overthrowing the government. It seems fairly obvious that the United States is entering a period of reaction in which the possibility of real revolution is extremely remote, and in which premature activity of an overtly insurrectionary kind is likely to lead to repression. Constant jabber about revolution creates the impression the revolution is imminent, and encourages groups like the Weathermen to “begin class warfare in the streets.” When the Weathermen discover that history has not chosen them to bring about the final triumph, they may grow bitter and drop out of the movement entirely, in some cases, perhaps, veering all the way to the extreme right.
4. The movement has been lax about violence, and even a number of prominent pacifists have lately grown wary of speaking out publicly against it (even while doing what they can privately to prevent it). Tom Hayden, writing in the current Hard Times, recites a brief summary of official violence in America and then sums up the prevailing movement attitude: “Against this backdrop, the ‘violence of the Left’ is minor. Our total violence over the last five years has not reached that of a single B-52 raid in Vietnam.”
Here Hayden is missing the point in the grand manner. Leaving aside the question of whether keeping our violence down to the level of a B-52 raid is something we ought to be proud of, movement violence is political (since there is no question of military victory) and must be judged in terms of its political effect. There is no profit in indulging in political body counts.
5. Finally, there is the question of whether Marxism-Leninism is a worldview to which one wants to lend any support at all. This is a question which it is terribly difficult to discuss within the movement. An atmosphere has enveloped the Left in which anyone who suggests that Marxism-Leninism—orthodox communism—might be a bad thing, that it might in fact be diametrically opposed to everything the movement is supposed to stand for, risks being called a “Red-baiter,” risks being accused of somehow being in league with J. Edgar Hoover and the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission. (There is a kind of false civil libertarianism on the Left which equates principled opposition to Communism with support for state repression of those who believe in it.) I feel like a heel for bringing this up, but all of the countries in the world which are governed by Communist parties have a controlled press, have no freedom of assembly, have pervasive secret police forces, and have no dissident political groups which are allowed to function openly. In the same Hard Times article, Tom Hayden offers the following definition: “A police state means: thought control, wage and price control, antistrike regulations, political persecution, endless chaos.” I don’t mean to be rude, but isn’t this an excellent description of China? And, minus the chaos, of the Soviet Union? Is this really the kind of society we want in our country? In its report on the December 27–30 Weatherman conference in Flint, Michigan, Liberation News Service writes: “The Weatherman position boiled down to inevitable race war in America, with very few ‘honkies’—except perhaps the four hundred people in the room and the few street kids or gang members who might run with them—surviving the holocaust.” LNS reports that Weatherman “digs” Charles Manson, and quotes Bernadine Dohrn as saying, “Dig it, first they killed those pigs, then they ate dinner in the same room with them, then they even shoved a fork into a victim’s stomach! Wild!” Is this our movement?
—Win Magazine, February 1, 1970*

EVERYWHERE’S SOMEWHERE
John Lennon Yoko Ono

New York City are your people.

John Lennon Yoko Ono

New York City is your friend.
—David Peel and the Lower East Side
SOME GOOD LOCAL NEWS , for a change: John Lennon and his wife and co-worker, Yoko Ono, have become, for most practical purposes, New Yorkers. They have been living here more or less continuously for the past six months: they have rented a studio in the West Village to live in and a loft in SoHo to work in; they have been observed doing New Yorkish things, such as riding their bicycles in the Park, going to the movies in the middle of the night, and picking up the Sunday papers in Sheridan Square. So far, they have not been heard to complain that the city is unlivable. When that happens, we’ll know that they’re here to stay.
On a recent Saturday, we went down to the West Village to see for ourself how they are getting along in their new home. A long-haired retainer opened the door and steered us toward a curtain in the rear. We ducked through it, into what is surely one of the pleasantest rooms in town. It is a studio in the old, romantic way—high-ceilinged, with serrated skylights, trees outside the windows, and a cast-iron circular stairway, painted muddy green, leading to the roof. The walls are beige, trimmed in the same muddy green. There was a relaxed dishevelment—piles of clothing, electronic equipment, a guitar, magazines in English and Japanese. The only uncluttered horizontal surface was a bed, big and solid, which jutted into the room like the stage in a theatre-in-the-round. A television set, picture on, sound off, perched at the foot—a prompter’s box. John Lennon, wearing jeans and a blue tank top, sat cross-legged on the bed. He was a trifle smaller than we had expected, his skin was ruddier, his hair was fairer, but his face was as familiar as an old friend’s. Yoko, dressed in green, lounged beside him. We pulled up a chair.
“Why did you choose New York to live in?” we asked.
“We love it, and it’s the center of our world,” John said.
“It’s the first international city, racewise, if you think about it,” Yoko said. “It has more Jews than Tel Aviv.”
“And more Irish than Dublin,” John said.
“And blacks, and Chinese, and Japanese, and they’re all living pretty well together,” Yoko said. “Right now there’s fantastic pessimism, both in the art world and in the general society. Even the most intelligent people in New York are saying, ‘Oh, nothing is happening in New York. It’s boring. Let’s all go to the West Coast.’ That was the general tenor when we got here. We’re sort of trying to change the wind to a more positive wind.”
“I think all of us went through a big depression in the last year and a half, all over the world,” John said. “We think there’s something in the air that’s going to pick us all up again. You know, New York is a fantastic place. Yoko is a New Yorker. She spent fifteen years here before she met me, and she used to go on about New York to me all the time, but I had never really seen it. I was overwhelmed by America in the early days when the Beatles were here, because we were all brought up on Americana. Britain is the fifty-ninth state, or whatever, and America was the mother country of the whole culture. There’s an unbelievably creative atmosphere on this little island of Manhattan. Like they say, there just isn’t anything you can’t get in New York.”
“It’s a very rich island,” Yoko said solemnly.
“It has everything you could possibly want, night and day. That’s what I can’t stand about England and Europe: it closes down, unless you go to Hamburg or Amsterdam for the nightclub scene, which I don’t enjoy. But New York never sleeps.”
“If you had all the money in the world and you were in Spain or somewhere, what could you do with it?” said Yoko. “Here there’s no end to it.”
“In a way, it’s better to be poor in New York than rich in Spain or England,” John said.
“Exactly, exactly,” Yoko said. “I was an artist cum waitress cum lecturer in New York, and a superintendent also.”
“She was the superintendent of the building Jerry Rubin’s living in now,” John said. “Jerry took us to see it, and it turned out to be a place where Yoko was superintendent ten years ago.”
“I was fired,” Yoko said, and she laughed. “One night, I was having a concert at Carnegie Recital Hall, and I forgot to turn the incinerator on. All the garbage was stuck, and two days later I burned it, and the smoke was everywhere, and the fire department came, and I was fired. I was a waitress and a cook in a macrobiotic restaurant—the Paradox. The critics would come to interview me about my concerts.”
“She’d serve ’em macro and then sit down with ’em and talk about her art,” John said.
“I thought I was a very rich person then, because this city has that quality, that even a waitress can feel rich about it,” Yoko said. “There’s no set thing about your fate here. Your fate is what you create in this city.”
We said that the talk of riches reminded us of a recent song of John’s, “Imagine,” which asks the listener, among other things, to “imagine no possessions.”
“I wish ‘Imagine’ would come true,” John said. “I’ve been listening to it myself, because I get an objective view after, and I was imagining. I began to think: I don’t want that big house we built for ourselves in England. I don’t want the bother of owning all these big houses and big cars, even though our company, Apple, pays for it all. All structures and buildings and everything I own will be dissolved and got rid of. I’ll cash in my chips, and anything that’s left I’ll make the best use of. Yoko is a three-tatami woman, and she’s been working on me to get rid of this possessions complex, which is someting that happens to people who were poor like myself—not starving but poor.”
We asked Yoko about her three tatami, and she said, “One tatami is the length and width of a person lying down. A friend of mine in Tokyo says that in today’s society, with its overpopulation, the natural space that a person can acquire without fighting or making unnatural efforts is three tatami—one for himself to lie down in, a second for his companion, and a third for them both to breathe in. There is a kind of poverty where you have an excess of things, and all your energy is directed toward getting and keeping them. John was poor, and it was natural for him to strive for wealth, but I come from a background of excessiveness. It was very natural for me to live in New York in a bohemian way, because I was trying to get away from that.”
John was still preoccupied with his possessions. “It’s clogging my mind just to think about what amount of gear I have in England. All my books and possessions. Walls full of books I’ve collected all my life. I have a list this thick of the things I have in Ascot, and I’m going to tick off the things I really want, really need. The rest goes to libraries or prisons—the whole damn lot. I might keep my rock-and-roll collection, but even that I’m thinking about.”
“Everything you’ve got in here looks like something you use,” we said.
“Yes, it’s very casual,” Yoko said. “If we lost everything in here, we might be annoyed, but not to the point where it would affect our health. I like the idea of everything being transient, so that all that is with me is somebody I love and myself.”
We asked the Lennons how they liked their new neighborhood, and Yoko said, “It’s so good! It’s like a quaint little town.”
“Yes, it’s like a little Welsh village, with Jones the Fish and Jones the Milk, and everybody seems to know everybody,” John said.
“People don’t grab us when we walk in the Village,” Yoko said. “They sort of smile from a distance, which is nice.”
“We stand out more in Britain than in America as a mixed-marriage couple,” John said. “Although there is race hatred in America, you see more different-colored people in America than in Britain.”
“Even the white people are different colors here,” we said.
“Yes, there are all shades, all different kinds of descent,” he said. “In England, everybody south of Calais is a Wog, and that includes the French and the Italians.”
“John has a New York temperament in his work,” Yoko said. “Liverpool is very much like New York, for an English city.”
“Liverpool is the port where the Irish got on the boat to come over here, and the same for the Jews and the blacks,” John said. “The slaves were brought to Liverpool and then shipped out to America. On the riverfront in Liverpool you can still see the rings in the side where they were chained up. We got the records—the blues and the rock—right off the boats, and that’s why we were advanced musically. In Liverpool, when you stood on the edge of the water you knew the next place was America.”
The sun was setting, and the television set glowed more brightly. On the screen, a gigantic lizard was crunching Times Square underfoot. “Do you like watching television without the sound?” we asked.
“TV to me is like what the fireplace used to be,” John said. “You always get these surreal things happening. I used to watch the fire as a child, but since they took the fire away from us, I’ve decided that TV is it. It’s like the window—only this picture continually changes. You’ll see China and the moon, all in ten minutes. You’ll see real, surreal, strange, psychedelic—everything.”
We got up to go, and said goodbye to Yoko. John walked us to the door, peered out cautiously, and came out on the stoop with us for a moment. “Everywhere’s somewhere, and everywhere’s the same, really, and wherever you are is where it’s at,” he said. “But it’s more so in New York. It does have sugar on it, and I’ve got a sweet tooth.”
—The New Yorker, January 8, 1972
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