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Here Beside the Rising Tide:  

The Dead, the Counterculture, and American Democracy 

Michael J. Kramer 

 

PRELUDE 

Thanks. Many, if not all of you, at this conference could speak in this spot, as the 

keynote, so I am honored to get to do so. I will speak for about 35 minutes, and my hope 

is that we have lots of time for discussion, not only of this presentation but any 

reflections you might have about the conference as a whole. 

This talk comes in three parts and I am going to read it—because sometimes it's 

just nice to be read to. 
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Part I: Kazoos 

[Kazoo!] 

In 1987, I heard the sound of kazoos.  

No, it was not "Alligator" from Anthem of the Sun. The kazoos, together with a 

good number of party horns, were coming out of the speakers of a boom box my parents 

had given me on my 13th birthday. They were being broadcast from WNEW-FM to the 

suburbs of New York City. But where they were really coming from was Oakland, 

California. The Grateful Dead were about to begin their annual New Year's Eve concert 

and send it out across the country on radio and pay-per-view television. 

 

The kazoos and party horns were coming from the audience, of course, whose 

roar intensified as the band took the stage. Then I heard other instruments—the squiggles 

Oakland Coliseum, 
New Year’s Eve, 1987



**Do not publish or quote without explicit permission of the author.** 
 
3 
 

 3 

of Jerry Garcia's exploratory, warm-up guitar runs, Bob Weir's bright-edged, razor-blade 

chords slicing across the radio waves, a few thuds from Phil Lesh's bass, thumps from 

Bill Kreuztmann and Mickey Hart's tom-toms, and a guttural mutter of Hammond organ 

from Brent Mydland. 

Only, at the time, I didn't really know those names too well. What I most heard 

was that audience and band together, warming up in anticipation. That was what made 

the strongest impression upon my ears. There was a presence, a warmth, and an 

interesting kind of sound of multiplicity and togetherness all at once. Somehow it came 

through the radio, transmitted on satellite waves and air, like a mass campfire, buzzing 

and yet also mellow; breathing, many people, individuals, and yet gathered there with 

each other, by the musical riverside. This was a sound I wanted to listen to, experience, 

maybe even join, and certainly understand more. What was that? 

Many of you gathered here today have spent a lot of time with this question—

coming back to it time and time again along these so many roads, whether they be 

musical, cultural, political, or literary; whether they be psychedelically swerving or 

straight and narrow.  
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Like the Acid Tests out of which it partly burst forth, the Grateful Dead's music 

affirmed. But it also wanted to prompt questions.  

 

Muir Beach  
Acid Test Poster, 
1965

Merry 
Pranksters ID 
Card, circa 1966
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After all, it wasn't "you will all pass the acid test," it was "Can you pass the Acid Test?" 

There was lots of love and care, and hard work and intense play, of course—there was 

lots of affirmation—but there was also the questioning of both self and other that made 

the events go, that turbo-charged them, that made them count: What is this? Who am I? 

Who are we? And—there's Uncle Sam of course—it was about these questions in the 

context of America. 

 

Though I couldn't have articulated it at the time, my own experience of that New 

Year's Eve in 1987 and its party horns and kazoos, its electrified strings and keyboards 

and drums, was about a fascination with this mix of affirmation and questioning. It 

eventually led me on a journey (possibly foolhardy, but screw it) back to the 1960s, and 

not just to the world in the Grateful Dead, but also to the world around the band, and 
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particularly to the spaces where rock music, the counterculture, and the broader structures 

and wavelengths of 1960s and 1970s American society intersected, both at home in the 

States and around the world. This ended up as a book, The Republic of Rock, that tracked 

the way people responded to rock in two key places, the San Francisco Bay Area, 

epicenter of the domestic American counterculture, and the Vietnam War, perhaps its 

polar opposite.  

 

What I discovered in zeroing in on the symbolic circuit between San Francisco, 

city of the Summer of Love, and Vietnam, country where the United States waged war, 

was that while symbolically they were worlds apart, materially they were not. In fact the 

symbolic opposition of peace and war seemed to arrive at some level out of how much 

the two places connected to each other. Vietnam did not only linger in the background of 

US GI helmet, 
circa 1970
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the counterculture among political activists—the so-called politicos over in Berkeley—

but the Bay Area itself was also one of the key points that linked the domestic US and the 

war zone of Southeast Asia.  

 

It was where most GIs left from and returned to for their tours of duty—many GIs 

recounted spending their last night at the Oakland Army Base or Travis Air Force Base 

and many GIs who were young at the time remember that the first place they wanted to 

visit when they returned from Vietnam was the Haight Ashbury. And not only GIs 

movements linked San Francisco to Vietnam. Much of the war was in fact administered 

and managed from the US Army base at the Presidio. In-country, in Vietnam, all US 

military installations eerily had San Francisco addresses.  

So the Dead and their scene burst forth from a place that was not only part of a 

US GI in Saigon, 
1968
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domestic culture of consumer abundance that was at once inspiring and also, for them, 

deeply troubling and alienating; they also came out of a geographic and cultural context 

that was, in a sneaky kind of way, thoroughly militarized. Remember, of course, that Ken 

Kesey, Robert Hunter, and others took LSD at a facility secretly funded by the CIA. And 

the entire economy of the Peninsula that was a seedbed for the Dead was, in the 1950s 

and 60s, shaped quite dramatically by the shift from agriculture to contract work for the 

military.  

 

It's no wonder that the Merry Pranksters imagined themselves as a kind of LSD combat 

unit, a special teams force bombarding in among the civilians. They were funhouse 

mirroring the larger American context, and this kind of energy was all around them (it 

probably helped that Ken Babbs had been a helicopter pilot in the early days of US 

Prankster brigade, 
circa 1966
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involvement in Vietnam).  

And it's no accident that one of the most striking scenes in DA Pennebaker's 

documentary film about Monterey Pop, at the 1967 festival just a bit further south than 

the Peninsula, shows a GI whose shaved head has been painted in Day Glo. At some level 

the sixties counterculture was just that: drawn in Day Glo upon the head of a militarized 

society; and, maybe, kazoos and party horns in hand, its participants channeled—perhaps 

even smuggled would be the right word—democratic energies through a developing 

consumer marketplace that felt oddly, weirdly, suspiciously connected to these 

militarized structures of power. After all, what was Monterey Pop but a crucial moment 

when rock went pop: counterculture and consumerism met there, but Fort Ord was just 

down the road: military structures lurked in the backdrop to both. 

US GI, Monterey 
Pop, 1967

"serious fun" 
- Mickey Hart
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As I dove into the archives, I began thinking about those party horns and kazoos 

and all they meant in this framework of Cold War American consumerism and militarism 

that the counterculture emerged within during the sixties. And I began to think about a 

comment Mickey Hart once made in an interview. He argued that a key aspect of the 

Dead and their scene was that they were really into having what he called "serious fun" 

(others, such as Mountain Girl, have made similar remarks). I think he meant that term at 

all implied levels. The pleasure principle was always primary, of course. If it wasn't fun, 

it wasn't worth doing. But there was another energy lurking in this music too, and in the 

world it created, something about a dedication to the serious work that fun might 

accomplish, a curiosity about whether fun might create change. Serious fun meant 

extreme pleasure, but it also meant something more weighty, elevated, contemplative, 

and infused with moral passion (though certainly not moralistic and definitely not somber 

in any way): to think, to know that there was pain in the world too (see that GI's head at 

Monterey), and to adopt the core notion that you could do something profound with fun, 

that it could be put to good ends. Serious fun, but also fun seriousness. 

The questions were many: What could be accomplished in the world with "serious 

fun"? What kind of community could rock generate and how did this community relate to 

the larger structures and powers in which it emerged: the abundance and affluence of 

postwar America and the military power that was inextricably linked to that abundance 

during the Cold War decades after World War II? Certainly the Dead scene posed itself 

against those structures and powers. But it was also born of them and in them. That was 

exactly what made—and still makes—it interesting. There were no easy answers here 

(sly 90s Dead song reference). 
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In short, we might say that serious fun, in all its multifaceted senses, was a way to 

approach the democratic experience in postwar America. In my book, what I started to 

understand was that as rock music circulated between San Francisco and Vietnam, it 

circulated this energy of engaging and participating in democratic experiments and 

explorations through serious fun. It issued a calling to belong, to join, to become a citizen 

of Woodstock Nation. Here was the New Left's concept of "participatory democracy" 

made deeper and wider, reaching into people's lives, incorporating dance and religion and 

spiritual yearnings as well as the practical and profane necessities of expanding a 

democratic ethos and democratic practice. These were among the issues that the sixties 

counterculture, at its best, affirmed were worth asking and—party horns and kazoos in 

hard—struggling to answer. 

 

Part II: Wild West 

Festivity became a key way of doing so, and for the remainder of this talk, I invite 

you to join me in turning to two festivals from the sixties counterculture that are less well 

known than Monterey, Woodstock, and Altamont. These less well-known events—The 

Wild West Festival and the Saigon International Rock Festival—take us past the myths of 

Monterey-Woodstock-Altamont to the more complicated story of countercultural rock 

music and democracy in the San Francisco-Vietnam circuit.  



**Do not publish or quote without explicit permission of the author.** 
 

12 
 

 12 

 

So we begin in San Francisco in the summer of 1969, at the glorious Wild West 

Festival, a free three-day music and arts gathering organized by the Bay Area arts 

community itself. Sponsored by a newly-enriched and empowered cohort of rock music 

impresarios and band managers, Wild West was to be funded by three admission-only 

multi-band nights in Kezar Stadium, yours for the wallet-emptying price of $3 per 

evening. It was to be an event to recover the original energies of the SF scene in the 

Haight-Ashbury from pre-Summer of Love days, and it was to make the San Francisco 

rock scene a City on a Hill again counterculturally, a beacon of lightshow brilliance 

flickering out to the rest of the world, illuminating what a rock-based scene could do as a 

model of democratic togetherness.  

But don't take my word for it about the Wild West Festival. Listen to San 
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Francisco underground radio legend Tom Donahue at this press conference in the 

summer of 1969. 

Wild West was to be, as Donahue put it, an "earthquake" that would generate a "tidal 

wave" of artistic countercultural activity across the nation and the world. It was such a 

big deal that one underground newspaper referred to the upcoming Aquarian Exposition 

in upstate New York, to take place the week after Wild West and soon to be better known 

as Woodstock, merely as Wild East. 

So why do we remember Woodstock, but not the Wild West? Because it didn't 

happen. The Wild West Festival was cancelled at the last minute by its organizers— 

Donahue, rock critic Ralph Gleason, the young publisher of the fledgling countercultural 

newspaper Rolling Stone, Jann Wenner, band managers Ron Polte, Bill Thompson, the 

Tom Donahue, Wild West Press Conference, 1969
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Dead's Rock Scully, and others, and also by festival organizer Barry Olivier, hired to run 

the event because of his work putting on the annual Berkeley Folk Music Festival. Why 

did these organizers cancel Wild West? It was neither because of protests from neighbors 

living close by Golden Gate Park, nor because of the concerns of city officials. It was 

because of protests within the Bay Area counterculture scene itself. The months of efforts 

leading up to the Wild West in the summer if 1969 had spawned a vibrant debate within 

the counterculture about what its shared communal life should be: How did it relate to 

commerce? What should be free and what should be part of the conventional economy? 

Who should be in charge and how should collective activity be organized? What did it 

mean to create a democratic counterculture and when did things turn undemocratic? 

Questions and more questions, again. 

 

Wild West Festival Postcard, 1969
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The Wild West was a remarkable example of DIY countercultural organizing and 

radical democracy. Great efforts when into conceptualizing, organizing, implementing, 

funding, and broadening the event to include far more than just core counterculturalists.  

 

Committees were formed, organizational meetings held, a staff and office set up, 

numerous rap sessions and planning meetings took place.  

Wild West Press Conference, 1969
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A newsletter was published (compiled by a young Joel Selvin, and Joel if you owe any 

back taxes, your pay stubs are in the Wild West archive). 

 

Wild West Meeting, Glide Church, 1969
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Open town halls were even held at venues such as the Glide Church. Serious fun was had. 

Even the mayor of San Francisco at the time, Joseph Alioto, issued a proclamation in 

anticipation of the festival. In all these respects, Wild West, though it failed to come off 

as an event, was a kind of remarkable success, fostering community, debate, discussion, 

reflection, and activity around creating arts and music and trying to do so by balancing 

what was for free and how to raise funds as well as what it meant for the festival to be for 

all San Franciscans, from young to old, inclusive of the city's ethnic diversity, and linking 

the official government to what amounted to a countercultural rock civic association. 

But this was not just a harmonious undertaking. It also found room for dissonance 

and dissent.  

Mayoral Proclamation, Wild West Week, 1969
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Countercultural activists in the San Francisco Mime Troupe, the Haight-Ashbury 

Commune, a West Coast chapter of the New York radical-anarchist group The 

Motherfuckers, and others protested what they saw as Wild West's efforts to coopt the 

activities of the counterculture and bring them into the emerging rock music industry 

especially.  

Wild West Protest 
Flier, 1969
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Long Hair is not Enough, Is Your Soul Shaggy Too? People's culture vs. Culture for Sale. 

These were the slogans of the protesters, who imagined themselves as the indigenous 

peoples and frontiersmen of the Wild West.   

Though it ultimately had trouble incorporating those who protested Wild West 

into a successful event, the event was marked by a genuine effort to do so. The organizers 

met with the protesters, even expanded the newly-formed San Francisco Music Council 

to include representation from them. But the opposition was too rigid for this sort of 

compromise. And so Wild West's organizers abandoned their ambitious plan and, to 

salvage expenses, turned the event into a set of concerts at the Fillmore Auditorium and 

the Family Dog on the Great Highway that took place instead of the original dream of a 

massive festival in Golden Gate Park. 

Wild West Protest 
Flier, 1969
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Yet it was there, at the Family Dog, that something else grew out of the efforts to 

organize and pull off the Wild West Festival. It was a thing called "the Commons" and it 

was organized by promoter Chet Helms and others who wished to try to carry on the 

nascent democratic processes that had sprung up around Wild West.  

Family Dog at the 
Great Highway
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So here is Bluto, citizen of Wild West. He is speaking at a town hall gathering at the 

Family Dog that took place after yet another protest from within the counterculture 

during the summer of of 1969, a shortlived unionizing effort and strike by lightshow 

artists in the Bay Area. Bluto speaks, we know not what of exactly, and Bluto and his 

band also participated in the Family Dog's next few months of collective presentations. 

Helms put a calendar up at the Family Dog and turned it into what amounted to a 

democratically-run community arts center for music, theater, dance, and other adventures. 

 Maybe pulling off Wild West was less important in this moment then sparking 

that debate and discussion: what did it mean to be free? Who were the people, exactly? 

Could the counterculture really create an alternative to the existing mass consumer 

culture of the United States, or for that matter, to its war machine? If the Wild West 

Citizen Bluto
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Festival failed at a conventional level, its cancellation was, in retrospect, a kind of 

success in that it marked difficult explorations of how an arts-based, radically democratic 

community might function. Maybe the party horns and kazoos broke down a bit, but in 

doing so they allowed other voices to emerge. Democracy could be serious fun, but even 

when it was a bummer, it was worth the effort to pursue. And where it led, that proved 

quite surprising. 

 

Part III: Saigon Rocks 

If Wild West marks a kind of lost moment in the American countercultural story, 

one overshadowed by the typical focus on Monterey, Woodstock, and Altamont, then 

another festival reminds us that sixties rock and its democratic energies of serious fun did 

not only pertain to the domestic United States alone. In 1971, two years after Wild West's 

demise, the Saigon International Rock Festival took place in Vietnam, right in the middle 

of the war. The event featured a multinational billing of bands from Southeast and East 

Asia, including Australia, Thailand, the Philippines, Japan, Malaysia, South Korean, and 

the Republic of Vietnam. They performed covers of the latest pop and rock hits. 
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Inspired by seeing the film of the Woodstock Festival and making a living 

entertaining American GIs in a wartime economy, many of the bands at the Saigon Rock 

Festival had dreamed of staging their own event. 

 

 

Saigon International 
Rock Festival, 1971
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As the guitarist for perhaps the most popular Vietnamese group at the time, the CBC 

Band, Phan Linh, told an underground newspaper in the Republic of Vietnam (yes, they 

existed there too): "I hope that one day we can have a Woodstock in Saigon…with some 

rock groups from America and England, playing together with us. It would be the greatest 

day in Saigon—for our young people and your young GIs." In May of 1971, the Saigon 

International Rock Festival took place. But the details of this event only further revealed 

the paradoxes of countercultural rock's democratic dreams for peace in the midst of war.  

We can get a glimpse of the event in this footage salvaged from a news report. 

You'll hear the reporter describe the festival, and then about a minute and a half of silent 

footage that surveys the crowd (note the presence of hippie styles—long hair, hats, 

headbands, big purple Janis Joplin glasses—as well as the mix of Vietnamese and a few 

Phan Linh, CBC Band, 
Saigon, circa 1971
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Westerners and American GIs). After that we get to hear some heavy metal sounds and 

images from Phan Linh's CBC Band, not very well recorded, but I know in this room of 

taper culture, you understand.  

Saigon International Rock Festival, 1971
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Here was a dream to create a kind of outpost of Woodstock Nation in the middle 

of Vietnam. And for one day, it did. Roughly 7,000 fans attended the event. But the 

CBC Band @ Saigon International Rock Festival

The "John and Yoko of Vietnam":  
Marie Louise and Phan Linh, CBC Band, 1971
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Saigon International Rock Festival was particularly odd because the organizers of the 

event were neither hippies, nor antiwar activists, nor even hip capitalist entrepreneurs. 

The most conservative, pro-American, pro-war wing of South Vietnamese society 

sponsored the festival.  

 

According to Gloria Emerson of the New York Times, "The Vietnamese weekly magazine 

Dieu Hau (The Hawk)" whose "writers are nearly all military men, and its editorial 

policies support the South Vietnamese Army," promoted the festival. Profits from the 

event went to the families of South Vietnamese who had served in the South Vietnamese 

Army. This was a particularly surreal form of what we might call "hip militarism," an 

attempt to coopt countercultural rock into the continued waging of the Vietnam War. Pro-

war advocates in the Republic of Vietnam sponsored music associated with the antiwar 

Dien Hau Newspaper
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movement in the United States in order to maintain consent for the war. Twisted.  

 

Yet the festival was not merely an example of cooptation. As with other instances 

of hip militarism, it also generated fervent debate about the war itself. The event met with 

protests by those who bemoaned the smothering of traditional Vietnamese traditions by 

imported American consumer culture. Again, Gloria Emerson in the New York Times 

reported that, "Critics who said they represented teachers, parents of students, religious, 

cultural, and educational groups" sent a letter to the opposition newspaper Tin Sang. They 

claimed that the Saigon International Rock Festival "legalizes a degenerate foreign 

culture which is harmful to Vietnamese culture and tradition." A Vietnamese professor 

added class to the critique. He wrote that, "a hippie or pop festival is…a festival of 

children of the privileged and powerful who are trying to turn themselves into yellow-

South Vietnamese Self-
Defense Force, circa 1970
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skinned Americans."  And do not think the Communist government in North Vietnam 

approved of the event. On a clandestine broadcast of Liberation Radio to the south, an 

announcer called the festival "a scheme to morally poison southern youths and teenagers. 

It is a wicked, evil act to sabotage the Vietnamese national culture. This is a great crime 

not against a certain group alone but against our entire people. It is an unpardonable 

crime."  

Hmm, not such serious fun anymore. But once again, rock sparked these debates 

about democracy as it spread through countercultural rock at once as part of American 

empire and—from within—in its way against it.  

 

And at the Festival itself, something else happened. Late in the day rain came, just 

as it famously did at Woodstock. Rock music, now blasting out across a muddy field, 

CBC Band, Saigon International 
Rock Festival, 1971
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offering "freedom" and "even license," as the American television reporter had claimed, 

also fostered something else. More than a feeling of simplistic individual liberation, it 

provided a small, temporary space of togetherness among the confusions of war. "About 

500 GI's attended," Emerson reported, "many wearing headbands and antiwar or black-

power jewelry." Emerson's figure suggests that the bulk of the audience consisted of 

South Vietnamese youth. She reported that, "It seemed that many of them—with their 

long sideburns, far-out sunglasses, open skirts and flared trousers—might want to be 

hippies but that life in South Vietnam did not permit it."  

Except, for that afternoon, it did. With its temporary sonic passage to a wider 

world, the Saigon International Rock Festival paradoxically generated a sanctuary, a 

refuge, a safe harbor within the claustrophobic pressures of wartime Vietnam. As Gloria 

Emerson wrote, "In the rain, GI's and Vietnamese huddled together under the big 

umbrellas on the festival grounds or inside tents put up by the army, many of them 

laughing at how wet they were." 

As Emerson suggested, the umbrellas at the Saigon International Rock Festival 

provided more than just shelter from the weather. They also provided cover for public 

expressions of fellowship and community that addressed experiences of the war and, at 

the same time, reached beyond it to new configurations of both private and public life. 

The umbrellas were impermanent and provisional, erected by the very military forces so 

many in the audience longed to escape, but under them, communal laughter blended with 

the reverberations of amplified guitars and drums. The dim outlines of a different kind of 

democratic practice took root, not exactly Woodstock Nation, but a kind of Woodstock 

Transnational, reaching out, we might perhaps say, from the world in the Dead's muisc to 
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the Dead and their kind of sounds in the world: a republic of rock whose democratic civic 

belonging beckoned, even from within the shadows of Cold War US military 

consumerism and militarism. 

So, It's under those umbrellas we still gather, party horns and kazoos in hand, by a 

rising tide where the storm rages. We might come on along or go alone, but it is there, 

where the walls are indeed made of cannonballs and their motto is "don't tread on me," 

that the shared project also continues—the project of partaking in music to have serious 

fun, to grapple with democracy in its fullest participatory sense, to confront all its 

difficulties and dreams, its ups and downs, whether they lead to easy street or there is 

danger at our doors. It is there, whether under those umbrellas in Saigon or at the Wild 

West Festival or at a Dead show on New Year's Eve 1987…or now. It is there whenever 

we gather by the river, where we've always got some things to talk about, where we still 

must ask the question of ourselves and each other, all the voices rolled into one yet each 

singing out separately: how does the song goes? 

 

Here Beside the Rising Tide: 
The Dead, the Counterculture,  
& American Democracy

Thanks! Get in touch! michaeljkramer.net



**Do not publish or quote without explicit permission of the author.** 
 

32 
 

 32 

Image Source/Credit:  

(If not listed, image credit is unknown) 

• The Grateful Dead on Haight Street by Jim Marshall, 

www.jimmarshallphotographyllc.com 

• Acid Test materials from Key-Z Productions, www.key-z.com 

• Monterey Pop, dir. D.A. Pennebaker 

• Hippie Soldier in Vietnam, 1968 by Tim Page 

• Wild West materials, Berkeley Folk Music Festival Collection, Northwestern 

University 

• Jerry Garcia at The Commons, Anne (possibly Annie Leibovitz), San Francisco 

Express Times 

• Saigon International Rock Festival guitarist, New York Times 

• Television footage of Saigon International Rock Festival, ABC News 

• Female South Vietnamese Popular Force members on patrol in Bến Cát District, 

US Information Agency 


