Hey now,

 

My name is Steve Gimbel. I’m chair of the philosophy department at Gettysburg College and editor of The Grateful Dead and Philosophy.  I was given the pleasure of reviewing your book for an upcoming popular culture conference at which a bunch of us academic deadheads gather yearly (we hold a Dead Studies mini-conference inside of a larger American/Popular Studies conference in Albuquerque each February).  Nicholas Merriwether, our fearless leader, puts out the minutes and this review will be included.  Wanted to give you a look before it came out.

 

Absolutely adored the book cover to cover.

 

Take care.

 

Steve

 

Steve Gimbel

Chair, Department of Philosophy

Gettysburg College

 

blog: Philosophers' Playground
 

 

Confessions of a Deadhead: Trips and Travels with a Magical Band.  Starburst Commander.  (2009: Orange Barrel, San Rafael, CA).  $9.00.  88 pp.

 

                The first autobiography, Confessions, written by Saint Augustine in the 4th c. A.D., chronicled a life that began in search of bodily pleasures (oh Lord, grant me continence and chastity, but not yet), suffered the tragic loss of a beloved parent, experienced a religious awakening, and finally wrestled with the philosophical questions it raised.  Pseudonymous writer Starburst Commander traces a similar route in his own Confessions.

                While those who never experienced life on the road with the Grateful Dead might find some of the tales reinforcing of certain stereotypes, others sappy, and still others beyond belief, those who did have the experience will recognize virtually all of the sentiments and stories.  In a sense, there is nothing unique or superlative in these remembrances.  And that is why the book is so wonderful.  Every Deadhead has a treasure trove of these anecdotes, about the time we were “molecular” (as the author terms it) and found ourselves someplace bizarre, about the time we experienced random generosity from a fellow Deadhead, about sneaking many too many people into a hotel room, about a life altering epiphany that occurred at a particularly meaningful moment during a show, and most of all about stunning synchronicities that seem too perfect to have actually happened in the chaos of real life.  This book could be a delightful evening in a bar seated next to a stranger with a well worn tie-dyed t-shirt, instantly recognized as a fellow traveler.  More than once I felt like I could turn and regale the author with my own stories of the kindness I found selling shirts in the parking lot at Buckeye Lake, locking my keys in my car outside the hotel in Hampton, the meaning of my last show with Andy at Soldier Field, or what Hershey Park looked like filled with Heads the day after the show in ’85 (the ads for park’s zoo actually used tagline “Discover the wonders of nature”). 

                What every Deadhead knows is that shows were one part concert, one part carnival, and one part family reunion.  You lived your life day after day in the other world, waiting for the time that your people came together.  But just as actual family reunions are filled with both great aunts and cousins you never met or only vaguely remember and your dearest and closest relations, people who know you better than you know yourself, so too with shows you were surrounded by new faces and those with whom you shared an experience or two, and those who were your clan, those whose sorrows, joys, insecurities, and awkward moments you experienced as if your own.  This book tells the story of four dear friends – Starburst Commander, Dentist, Dontist, and Lieutenant Starbutt – and their times on the road in Commander’s “luxurious” van “Orange Barrel” starting in 1974.

                A core concept to the Deadhead worldview is synchronicity, that strange things happen when you least expect it, that you find what you are looking for when you stop looking, that paths cross in ways and places that one would never entertain all other things being equal.  But on the road with the Dead things were never equal and Starburst Commander illustrates affectively that even being in the field outside the Greek Theater during a show or while mourning at Jerry’s memorial, every once in a while you will indeed get shown the light in the strangest of places if you look at it right.  And that is what the scene did for so many of us, it gave us alternative ways of looking at the light, at society, at other people, and at ourselves.  Confessions of a Deadhead is the memoir of someone looking back through time and at time, not only looking through a lens he acquired from years of living between the culture and counter-culture but stepping back and looking at the lens itself finding it to be a beautiful crystal that creates a collage of images which others may see as distortion, but which he sees as multifaceted.

                The book brims with love.  Love for his mates, love for the scene, love for the band, love for the alternate reality it constructed in its wake.  He still yearns for the flowing skirts of the twirlers, for the four in the morning diner meals, for Jerry’s voice.  The author wonders whether a similar book could be written by fans of, say, Pink Floyd.  While there is no doubt that there are equally devoted fans of the music of any number of groups, what was unique about the Grateful Dead phenomenon was that Deadheads did not merely come together to listen to music, they came together to create a new and different world around the love Starburst Commander still feels.  What started out as a laboratory in experimental living in the Haight in the late 60’s became a movable counter-cultural feast travelling the country several times a year throughout the 80’s and 90’s.  It was the love – the conga lines of backrubs, the freedom and care, the physical and spiritual joys – that made the Dead scene a tradewind of weird and Starburst Commander does a wonderful job of capturing the feeling of hang gliding on that breeze.  He sets out clearly the Deadhead’s credo of “always care, but never mind,” perfectly capturing all that was good about that time and those places.  The book is funny, sweet, and touching.  It reflects what so many of us try to explain to people who were not there and do not get it.

                If there is anything one could complain about in this book it is that this love is so pervasive that it borders on the Pollyannaish.  There was a dark side to the scene – long jail terms, addictions, scam artists, unwanted pregnancies, even premature passings.  Any group of people will have its unfortunate happenings, its unsavory characters, its bad choices, and when it is a scene that contravenes social norms, and in some cases laws, there will be a tension that often ends up badly for those in the minority.

                But this is a trifle.  Just as Saint Augustine expressed Christian charity and doctrine in his Confessions, Starburst Commander expresses Deadhead love and metaphysics in his.  It is a love-letter to a 30-year be-in.  It is the note that a husband writes inside of a 50th anniversary card to his beloved wife who does seem more beautiful to him with each passing year.  It is an authentic expression of joy and passion for a cultural phenomenon from the inside.  It is someone who misses Jerry’s voice, but misses little in the telling of his tale.  His job is to shed light, a job he takes on with pure delight.

 

