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The Grateful Dead well remember the first time they played music while high on LSD. Still known as the Warlocks during the fall of 1965, iSI1?3

In the late °60s, a mighty mind-
altering drug, LSD, swept
through the counterculture
and gave birth to both
psychedelic music and the
ethos of the San Francisco/
London underground axis



the band was playing an extended engagement in the suburbs
south of San Francisco at some toilet called the In Room, an un-
distinguished bar where the nascent hippies expressed their re-
sentments by sneaking out to their cars and smoking joints be-
tween sets or, on at least one night, filling ashtrays on the bar with
lighter fluid and setting them aflame. One night, the band mem-
bers showed up after dropping acid and spending the afternoon
goofing around in the nearby mountains. Still feeling the effects,
they discovered the rapture of playing Jimmy Reed songs on elec-
tric guitars with their whole beings still plugged into the cosmos.
Some weeks later the band and its crowd showed up similar-
ly blasted at Longshoreman’s Hall, where the Lovin’ Spoonful
were appearing at the second Family Dog dance and concert.
As at the first, a subterranean community was discovering itself.
The thousand people who crowded the cavernous concrete room
had been growing their hair and getting good and strange in the
privacy of their own meager rooms all over San Francisco in the
preceding months, and all of them experienced the same sudden
shock of recognition when they arrived to discover hundreds and
hundreds of like-minded miscreants dancing at this carnival of the
willfully deranged. Long-haired freaks in
Salvation Army clothing danced under
pools of flashing strobe lights and billowing
clouds of light projected onto bedsheets
hung on the walls.
LSD blazed a path through the San Fran-
cisco underground that year. Wherever the
psychedelic drug went, it left a deep imprint.
Poets, artists, authors, teachers and musi-
cians - especially musicians - all discov-
ered the ecstasy of chemistry. Paul Kantner
remembers a night long before Jefferson
Airplane, during which he sat around strum-
ming an electric guitar plugged into a Fen-
der Vibrolux, visions of “Pops” Staples in his
head, rapidly losing interest m the folk
music he had been playing with each pass
of his hands over the electrified strings.
At the beginning of the next year, fol-
lowing a handful of other public events
mixing music and lights (including the
fabled Acid

handfuls of orange sunshine, Owsley’s latest batch, from the con-
cert stage. A heady, exhilarating explosion was taking place, and
LSD was at the center of it; all over the country, former folkies
were dropping acid and plugging in electric guitars.

This newfound sense of freedom and discovery rifled
through the international underground. Los Angeles’ Byrds,
whose tame folk-rQck experiments had seemed radical the
year before, suddenly soared “Eight Miles High.” In New York,
the Velvet Underground, with Andy Warhol in the lighting
booth, dabbled in multimedia performances. In London, some
enterprising hipsters opened a nightclub based on their con-
ceptions of what a San Francisco nightclub might be like.

Opening at the club one December night in 1966 was a
band, Pink Floyd, who were under the sway of this burgeon-
ing psychedelia, and they would virtually become the house
band at the UFO, the new London underground epicenter.
The band specialized in spidery instrumental improvisa-
tions with titles like “Interstellar Overdrive” that evoked the
heavens themselves. The infection begun in San Francisco
had spread. LSD swept through the hip circles in London.

Pg c
A textbook case os% style over substance abuse?
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In January 1967, an emissary arrived in
mLondon in the person of Chet Helms, still the
mproprietor of the Avalon and now the man-
a g e r of Big Brother and the Holding Com-
mpany. He visited the hot spots of London’s
mfledgling LSD underground like a minister of
| state and hooked up with the crowd that ran
mthe UFO and published It, an underground
mnewspaper in London.

At an /fsponsored fund-raiser at the
m Roundhouse, Helms watched a naked artist
Idra g himself through paint and then across
la canvas, after which 55 gallons of Jello-0
mwere dumped at the feet of the revelers, in-
mcluding Paul McCartney and John Lennon,
mutterly stoned on LSD.

If Helms found the London underground

msomewhat less advanced than the Wild West
mhe left behind, there nevertheless was a
mbond between the two cities forged in the
mether of psychedelics. In June 1967, Holly-
| wood hippies John Phillips and his manager,
mLou Adler, staged the Monterey Pop festival,
mand the San Francisco and London align-

Hment carried the day. While representatives
mof the Los Angeles scene like the Mamas
mand Papas, the Byrds, the Association and
mothers passed across the stage barely!
mnoticed, San Francisco and British bands
mlike Jimi Hendrix, Big Brother and the Hold-
ing Company, the Who, Country Joe and the
Fish, Jefferson Airplane and the Dead estab-
lished a beachhead in their short sets at
Monterey that would soon affect the whole
pop-music world. Paul McCartney, fresh
from completing Sgt. Peppers, borrowed
Frank Sinatra’s jet to swoop down to San
Francisco, walked in on an Airplane re-
hearsal and spent the evenirtg smoking
DMT and jaw-boning with the princes of psy-
chedelic music. By the time Pink Floyd
reached American shores that fall, appear-
ing at the Fillmore as the first stop on the
band’s debut American tour, the rock world
was spinning on a bilateral axis.
Recordings were never kind to the frag-
ile art of the psychedelic bands. The lacy
improvisations of the moment did not
translate well to the recorded medium, and
the limited technology of the day couldn’t
capture the sweeping, transporting sound
of the bands in full cry, unreeling imagina-
tive, evanescent creations that evaporated
as soon as they were let loose in the
dense, cloudy atmosphere of colored lights
and marijuana smoke. But the resonance
never died away. —Joel Selvin,



