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PREFACE 

Rock and roll music, as the particular enclave of young peo

ple, has influenced and changed countless lives (some for the better and 

some for the worse) since its first impact on the national music market 

in 1953. That was the year that "Crazy Man Crazy" by Bill Haley and 

His Comets was the first identifiable specimen of "that music" to appear 

on best-selling record charts. Despite repeated attacks from almost 

every side, rock and roll has not only survived, it has become one of 

America's biggest industries. It prospered initially because, as soci

ologist David Riesman once observed, no matter what a majority likes, 

there will always be a minority liking something else. 

At its finest, in its most vibrant and vital phrase, rock was 

savage music of teen-age rebellion, exemplified by the sullen, surly 

Rolling Stones. A young minority rallied to their music, smug in the 

knowledge that the Stones were hated by parents throughout the Western 

world. 

As an entire generation rebelled in the mid-Sixties, though, 

rock became the music of a majority, a majority that often seemed to 

talk and think only in first-person plural. 

A latter-day, mass-culture Bohemia with mass-produced trap

pings seemed to pervade the nation. It was virtually a rock music-based 

v 
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re-creation of the Trilby craze that swept this country in the 19th 

Century. As rock music became the music of a majority (coincidentally 

building a $2 billion-a-year industry), it also served as the nucleus 

of the pop culture that majority represented and supported. 

As it became apparent that traditional journalism would not 

serve the pop/alternative/youth/counter culture and in fact regarded 

it as would a zoologist holding aloft some new, strange species of frog, 

a form of pop journalism evolved. Tom Wolfe, with his'"stuoies of sub

cultures, provided some of the impetus but most pop writing was spon

taneous. Alternative journalism blossomed in hundreds of cities and, 

importantly, it was writing from within, true peer group journalism. 

Wolfe, despite his insight, was eternally an outsider, a zoologist with 

a microscope and dissecting instruments. But young persons, finding 

traditional connnunications vehicles closed to them, created their 

own media. Their subjects, as varied as their interests, included 

politics and ecology and the war and fashion and rock music. Always 

rock music. 

Almost every one of the hundreds of alternative publications 

begun in the late 1960's had something to say about rock music. The 

Liberation News Service, an intensely serious underground news syndi

cate, once sent out a story headlined, "LNS Backs Stones in Ideological 

Rift With Beatles." 
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Many young writers, however, wrote only about what interested 

them most, and that was rock music. Much of it was bad writing and 

deservedly has not survived. Rock journalism, however, was created 

out of the spate of do-it-yourself writing movements and developed into 

a major force with young readers. The peer-group rock magazines bore 

little resemblance to such predecessors as Etude or even the more 

recent Downbeat or Record Changer. The peer-group rock writers of the 

Sixties looked to few sources; their precedents were Little Sandy Review 

and Sing Out and Hit Parader and the mimeographed science-fiction fan

zines that were passed from fanatic to fanatic. The writers attempted, 

as Paul Williams of Crawdaddy said, to create their own playground. 

Their success was limited. Crawdaddy, the first true peer-group rock 

publication, was a fanzine-inspired magazine of personal essays with 

little lasting impact. The most successful rock publication, on the 

other hand, was Rolling Stone, which concerned itself mainly with compe

tent reportage. 

It is the aim of this thesis to trace the short history of 

rock journalism, to examine the factors that led to its development, 

and to evaluate Rolling Stone, the most successful rock magazine and 

the only one to attract a general-interest audience. Emphasis was 

placed on the factual development of the publications. Personalities 

were not developed and a statistical content analysis was avoided in 

favor of an interpretation of trends. 
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Rock journalism has not yet received an objective evaluation. 

Its treatment in the several books on the underground press has been 

superficial and couched in political or even moral terms. By every 

indication, the rock magazines have exerted more influence than have the 

underground newspapers and should be accorded proper study. 

Sources 

Published materials are scarce, inasmuch as peer group rock 

writing dates from 1965, so the author has relied whenever possible on 

personal experience and first-hand research. Since 1970, the author 

has written for many of the publications represented here and is a con

tributing editor to Rolling Stone. Accordingly, much of the material 

stems from acquaintanceships with other writers and from day-to-day 

dealings with editors. The author gratefully acknowledges the freedom 

of interpretation accorded by Dr. DeWitt C. Reddick and Dr. C. Richard 

King, of the thesis committee, who felt that the author's close associ

ation with the rock press warranted a certain degree of latitude. 

Aside from personal experience, the author has relied on back 

issues of the rock magazines, which he has faithfully collected over 

the years. The first 150 issues of Rolling Stone are a primary source, 

in addition to back issues of 20 other magazines. There have appeared 

infrequent articles concerning the rock press in various periodicals, 

and many of those are cited herein. 
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Comprehensive works on the pop culture itself are 

surprisingly rare. The most useful books on the subject are Rock From 

the Beginning, by Nik Cohn; Revolt into Style, by George Melly; Bomb 

Culture, by Jeff Nuttall; and The Sound of the City, by Charlie Gillett. 

All four authors are British and display a much firmer grasp of their 

subject than do their American counterparts, who seem bound by a denial 

of heritage and a general disinclination to admit the importance of 

history. Gillett and Cohn place rock music into its proper perspective 

in recent cultural history and Nuttall and Melly closely examine that 

culture. In reviewing the available books, the author was reminded of 

an anonymous saying: "Englishmen write books; Americans publish anthol

ogies." That saying holds true for books about rock music and its 

attendant culture. 

Many persons have offered help during the writing of this 

thesis. R. Serge Denisoff of the Bowling Green State University soci

ology department has been doing pioneer work in the area of social im

plications of the rock culture and exchanged ideas and suggestions with 

the author. Jann Wenner of Rolling Stone graciously offered help and 

encouragement. Other past and present working members of the rock 

press aided immeasurably: John Burks, David Marsh, Lester Bangs, John 

Morthland, Ed Ward, Jon Carroll, Greg Shaw, Jerry Hopkins, Judith Sims, 

Tom Miller, and Howard Bloom. 
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CHAPTER I 

BEGINNINGS 

In 1965, the second "Golden Age" of rock music was well under-

way in the United States. Sparked by Bob Dylan and by the invasion of 

English bands, led by the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, rock music 

entered an age of increasing lyrical quality and, coincidentally, of 

great popularity. The record buyer (who in the next three years would 

1 
push record sales over the $1 billion mark annually ) found that, while 

his choice of music was almost limitless from the hundreds of new 

releases issued each month, his choice of reading material about his 

favorite music or performers was severely limited. This situation would 

change drastically during the next half-decade as an entire conc~pt of 
~, 

a youth-culture or "counter-culture" evolved. ( Rock music was its energy 

force and its rallying point and it soon bred its own journalism to 

cover the music and the social, cultural, and political developments 

that came to be known as the "Movement." The first stirrings of that 

journalism were felt in a small way in 1965, but at that time pop music 

writing was a veritable teenage wasteland. Rock was scorned by the 

serious critics and what coverage it received came in the form of profit 

reports in the trade magazines or contrived pap in the teen magazines. 

1 
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That changed in a few years as rock became one of the biggest 

of the big businesses: in 1973 a rock (male) singer known as Alice 

Cooper was on the cover of Forbes magazine and by that year at least 

fifty performers or groups were earning between $2 and $6 million 

annually. In early 1974, a six-week tour by Bob Dylan grossed $5 mil-

lion. Deep Purple was paid $500,000 for one TV appearance. 

But that came later. In the beginning, rock was not taken 

seriously except by the teen magazines. 

The Teen Books 

Teen magazines, after discovering and mining movie stars for 

all they were worth, began concentrating heavily on musicians in about 

1958, in the wake of Elvis Presley. "Presley started the big splurge," 

said Irving Manheimer, whose Publishers Distribution Corporation was a 

leader in the field. "The existing magazines in the field, like the 

movie books, played him up, and other publishers followed and tried to 

2 
get into the act." 

Teen books proved enormously profitable. In 1964, for exam-

ple, twenty "one-shots" (magazines published once on a particular sub-

ject) on the Beatles were issued and sold an average of a million copies 

each, at prices from thirty-five cents to a dollar. In 1965, there 

were almost eighty teen magazines being published with a circulation 

. 3 
in excess of 21 million. 
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An example is Teen Talk, which called itself "America's 

Finest Teenage Magazine" and sold countless copies of Beatle one-shots. 

The Teen Talk one-shots were undated and unnumbered (thus 

allowing an indefinite newsstand life) and had an editorial staff of 

one, editor-publisher Bob Fischer. The cover promised things that were 

not delivered inside: "Intimate Secrets, Intimate Interviews with each 

BEATLEBOY." Since the magazine was mostly photographs, it is doubtful 
, , ..... --- · -

that many "Beatlemaniacs" paid much attention to Fischer's less-than-

intimate prose, which could well have been written from newspaper 

accounts of the Beatles' tours. Beatle hysteria was such that anything 

with the name of the group on it sold, and sold well. 

There are no figures available for the true pop music progen-

itor of these publications: Scene, a monthly that was issued in 1957 

by Curtis. It was a tie-in with local radio stations for exclusive 

distribution rights under their own call letters in their local markets 

(an idea successfully resurrected in 1971 by Phonograph Record Magazine). 

It ran mostly fan articles and pictures. About forty top-40 stations 

were subscribers-distributors, such as WAPE-Scene in Jacksonville and 

WTRX-Scene in Flint, Michigan. Five pages of each issue were given 

4 
over to the local station for local promotion and advertising. 

The leader in teen books in 1965 was Seventeen, started in 

1944. Its audience, as with all teen books' audiences, was composed 

almost exclusively of girls, aged 11 to 19, and its circulation in 1965 
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was 1,212,277 monthly. Executive editor Ruth Whitney described 

Seventeen's function as informing "our reader about everything that con-

cerns, excites, annoys, pleases, and perplexes .. 

Ingenue, with a circulation of 624,581, was the nearest com-

petitor. Its editor, Mrs. Sylvie Schuman Reice, claimed that teens 

"are the nearest thing to Renaissance Man we have in this century. 

They're interested in civil rights and Beatles, Beethoven, and rock 

6 
and roll." Issues of the magazine suggest that the Beatles sold more 

magazines than Beethoven. 

'Teen, published in Los Angeles by Charles Laufer, had a 

circulation of 600,000, and close behind was 16, selling half a million 

copies monthly, mostly from newsstand sales. 16 carried no advertising 

except for its own products (such as back issues, giant Beatle posters, 

and 16's Secret Star Address Book). "We don't carry those Kotex ads," 

said editor Gloria Stavers. "The boys get hold of the magazines that 

have them and make fun of the girls at school. We don't print pictures 

of anyone smoking except the Beatles, and that's because they just 

smoke all the time. We're not square but we don't like gossip and 

scandal." She ran a cover story about the Beatles and its banner read: 

"Paul Married? Ringo Dying? George Leaving? 
7 

John Divorcing?" 

By 1967, there were more than 20 million teenagers in the 

United States and they were spending $12 billion annually. More teen 

books sprang up for a share of that money. Charles Laufer was 
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publishing Tiger Beat and Official Monkee Spectacular and was planning 

yet another, to be called Fave. A staple of it, as with all teen maga-

zines, was the letters from readers, which Laufer said were "our chief 

method of staying in touch." Some of the letters were pathetic: "After 

your article about plastic surgery, I've been doing even more wishful 

thinking about a nose job," or ''I wonder how I could get in on the 

action," or "Enclosed is a picture of me. My friends think I'm ugly--

8 
and I'm not sure." 

A philosophy of teen books was expressed by Stephen Kahn, 26, 

editor of Flip: "The kids are straight. They want honesty. You cannot 

fake them out. These books are sexless, innocent, good books. When 

the girls get older and begin to think about sex, they can go on to 

9 . th them." Flip, which was started .בWe're through w other magazines. 

in 1964, attained a circulation of 225,000 and directed its stories 

about music and TV stars to girls aged 12-16. 

For older girls, Charlie (a "magazine for the adventurous 

generation") was started in 1968 by Edward D. Brown, a 31-year-old 

salesman. By 1970, he claimed a 300,000 monthly circulation, con-

trolled through participating department stores which developed lists 

of interested teenagers. 

He emphasized the merchandising aspects: "We offer contin-

ual promotions based on Charlie events and stories and the magazine 



mixes fashion and entertainment features with ecology, women's lib, 

10 
drugs and interviews of consequence." 

6 

Teenage boys, meanwhile, were reading Mad, Playboy, or the 

specialty publications dealing with cars, sports, or hunting. One pop 

music magazine aimed at boys in the 16 to 22 age bracket was begun in 

October of 1966 as Hullabaloo. It never aspired to be anything but a 

fan magazine, even though its name was changed in March, 1969, to 

Circus in an attempt to change its image. Editor-publisher Gerald 

Rothberg wrote in a letter to readers in that issue that Hullabaloo 

"did not reflect what is happening on the sophisticated level towards 

which our magazine is growing. With Circus, we pledge continued growth 

in our coverage of rock, films, fashions and art." Rothberg claimed 

a circulation of 200,000 by 1970, mostly from newsstand sales. Staff 

jobs were openly regarded as stepping stones to record company jobs. 

Howard Bloom, who was later editor, left without a backward glance when 

Famous Music offered him a publicity job. Curiously, Circus initially 

had trouble getting record companies to advertise: "It's been tough 

to get record companies in; but, we've proved to them that print is 

11 
stronger. Print solidifies the identification." 

Esquire attempted in 1966 and 1967 to reach the male teen 

buyers with G.Q. Scene, "The Magazine for Teen Men Only," but it was 

an overly-imposing slick quarterly that talked down to its readers. 

The editors clearly had no idea what . "teen men" were interested in and 



the resulting magazine was virtually a parody of Esquire trying to be 

hip and young, with sections entitled "The Girl Scene," "The Gear 

Scene," "The Image Scene," "The Personality Scene," "The Music Scene," 

and "The What's What-Here's What Scene." It is an understatement to 

observe that the male rock fan in 1967 was not interested in long 

fashion sections advising him on the correct dinner jacket to wear to 

the school prom, or in pseudo-hip "verse" pages admonishing the reader 

that "Uptightinto a necktie is going to happen/But with it a sport 

7 

coat looks verynice/And looking verynice you're ready/for/restaurants/ 

fraternity rushing/tea parties/yachting/country clubs." Small wonder 

that G.Q. Scene did not capture the fancy of young male America in 1967, 

when jeans and long hair were the national uniform. G.Q. Scene, 

though, like almost every other youth magazine, produced at least one 

writer who would turn up in the pages of Rolling Stone. In this case, 

it was managing editor Jan Hodenfield. 

Rock Coverage Elsewhere 

Rock music received sporadic coverage, mostly of its dollars

and-cents value, in the trade papers: Billboard, Cashbox, Variety, and 

Record World. Rock reporting in the trades has been spotty and invari

ably favorable. 

The trades often have been accused of reporting what the 

record companies want them to report. More than once, they have listed 

records on their charts as fast-selling products when the records in 
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question have not even been completed, much less released. "I think 

you can influence trade papers," said Joe Smith, executive vice-president 

and general manager of Warner Brothers and Reprise Records, America's 

largest record empire. 

I think they try to do reasonable reporting in an industry that 

has so much bullshit in it. When I see some stories in there I 
could crack up . . . they are trade papers • • . and they work 

for the trade . . • that trade paper that is working for that 

industry, it can't obviously honestly reflect what's going on. 12 

There were few other outlets for writing about rock music. 

Established newspapers and magazines--which would begin seeking out 

rock writers by 1968--expressed little or no interest in 1965-67. 

Downbeat, the jazz magazine, later would admit rock into the fold, as 

would Jazz, which changed to Jazz & Pop and then folded. Folk-rock 

crept into Sing Out!, the folk music magazine which was started in 

13 
1950 as a "left-wing, connnunist-oriented magazine." It was an out-

growth of People's Songs, a leftist magazine mainly devoted to songs 

of the working class. In 1956 it began covering folk music as music 

and later embraced Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. 

The fan magazine Hit Parader began to become a fairly 

respected organ of pop music, mostly for its to-the-point interviews 

with performers. Underground newspapers were flourishing across the 

country by 1967 and most of them soon had regular pieces on rock. 

During their height, they were supported almost entirely by record 

advertising. 
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Generally, however, the notion of writing about rock music as 

something other than a distasteful, although potentially profitable, 

phenomenon found no acceptance in the Sixties until a secretary in Los 

Angeles and a young Columbia University journalism graduate--both simply 

trying to discover what they would like to do--inadvertently helped to 

found rock journalism. 

A Secretary and a Journalist 

In 1965, 24-year-old Judith Sims was a secretary for the 

Kimtex Corporation, which published Modern Rod Racing and Drag Racing 

magazines, and had no idea that she soon would be editing a magazine 

herself. Along came Capitol Records, which, after testing two music 

one-shots in record stores, decided to start a bi-monthly magazine. 

TeenSet was the name chosen and it was leased out to Kimtex for 

production. 

Sims was chosen as editor because of her enthusiasm for rock 

music: 

By this time I was in love with the Beatles, Stones, etc., and 

wanted so much to meet them that I volunteered to work on TeenSet 

without any previous experience. It was the first thing I ever 

did that was remotely connected to "journalism." I just knew I 

could do it because I wanted to so badly.14 

TeenSet thus is extremely interesting as the first recorded 

example of peer group writing; the writer as cultist, rather than 

careerist. Sims, as a cultist, was able to bring in other music fans 

to write for her: Ben Fong-Torres and Jerry Hopkins (now editors of 
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Rolling Stone, as is Sims herself) and free-lancer Tom Nolan, as well 

as now-prominent rock photographers Ed Caraeff and Jim Marshall. 

The magazine itself ultimately had little national impact 

and failed because of its duality: Sims and her writers were eager to 

write about the musicians who excited them; the publishers were con-

cerned only with profit reports. There was no common ground between 

ownership and staff and, as a result, the magazine was never able to 

realize its role--it was determined not to be just another fan sheet 

but it wasn't sure just what it was. 

Our audience was diverse, to say the least. We got the kids who 

wrote heartwrenching letters about the Beatles, and we got intel
ligent adults, although by and large the audience was around 17 

or 18 years old, compared to 14 or 15 for the fan mags (they have 
since dropped to 12 and 13).15 

TeenSet's first issue appeared in October of 1965 with the 

Byrds, a Los Angeles group, on the cover. After a year, Kimtex lost 

the production contract to Regensteiner, a printing company in Chicago 

that prints the Playboy centerspreads. The company assigned Dick Ray 

and Sheldon Widmer to oversee TeenSet and they soon ran afoul of editor 

Sims: 

Both men were assholes, always trying to tell me what to do, since 
they both had teenage children, which made them authorities. For
tunately, for two years they stayed in Chicago and left me alone 

in LA and we argued on the phone. Then in 1968 Regensteiner 

decided to open a branch office in LA and that's when the real 

problems began. Dick Ray and I didn't get along. After a year 

of muddling through, never really sure what to do (we changed dis
tributors after Kimtex, but it didn't seem to help), we agreed 
that we had to change the name because it wasn't a fan magazine, 

wasn't anything like 16 or Flip, but we came up with a shitty 
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name, Aum (it's an alternate spelling of Om, the universal mantra. 
Yuck. We were desperate, all right, but even a good name wouldn't 
have changed the course.). Aum lasted three issues; sales didn't 
pick up, they didn't drop. At that point it was obvious we had 
to either fold up or put some money into promotion (not to mention 
advertising; our ads were pitiful, most of them garnered by a real 
creep in NY who didn't know his ass from a hole in the ground). 
So we packed it in. 16 

So, even with a claimed circulation of 200,000 to 250,000 

(which sustained Rolling Stone for years), TeenSet died in August of 

1969. "Regensteiner," said Sims, "was not willing to risk more money 

on a project that had always been alien to them. They'd spend months 

dot-etching tits for Playboy, but for TeenSet they just threw it on the 

press and crossed their fingers. Nobody was really knowledgeable about 

17 
distributors and ads, and that's what we needed most." 

Sims went to work for Warner Bros. as a publicist and then 

turned up as Los Angeles bureau chief for Rolling Stone. 

About the same time as Sims was leaving her secretary's job 

to become an editor in 1965, a 21-year-old named Richard Goldstein was 

graduated from the Columbia School of Journalism with a master's degree 

and no notion of what he wanted to do. 

"I knew I didn't want to be a conventional reporter," he said. 

"I mean when the professors sent me out to interview construction 

workers--wow--I really shook." Goldstein convinced the editors of the 

Village Voice (a tabloid founded in 1955) and New York (the Sunday 

magazine of the World Journal Tribune) that they should print his weekly 

columns about the "pop beat," which he described as covering "popular 
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culture, records, drugs, art nouveau." He broke new ground and then was 

relieved of his constituency when he panned the Beatles' Sgt. Pepper 

album in the New York Times. He deserves, however, more credit than 

he has received, for legitimizing coverage of pop culture and thus open-

ing doors to countless other writers. Goldstein moved out of rock 

writing as soon as he could and moved on to freelance his articles and 

to edit US, a quarterly paperback issued by Bantam Books. US was not 

successful, by popular or critical standards. It was a counter culture 

mirror of the paperback New American Review, which sold an average of 

110,000 copies of each issue, but US offered less substance and tried 

to appeal to an underground market, which would not support a regular 

publication. 

While established writers and journalists were ignoring or 

attacking rock music, the young were welcoming it and it was inevitable 

that some of them would take to their typewriters to try to explain it. 

The first to achieve prominence after Goldstein was Paul 

Williams, a 17-year-old freshman at Swarthmore College. He started 

Crawdaddy! magazine in early 1966, after reading an article in a teen 

magazine about the Rolling Stones' early days at the Crawdaddy Club near 

London. "It all came together," Williams recalled. "I had to do it. 

As soon as exams were over, I hitchhiked to New York and went around 

to radio stations and record companies and told them I was starting a 

19 
magazine of serious rock criticism." They weren't interested in 
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backing a magazine they couldn't control, so Williams returned to 

Swarthmore and mimeographed 500 copies of Crawdaddy! No. 1 on yellow 

paper. The third issue was printed by photo-offset and by issue No. 4 

Williams had dropped out of school and moved to Cambridge, Mass., and 

Crawdaddy! was on its way to becoming the first peer-produced rock news

paper. Jon Landau, one of the original contributors (who later became 

America's most prominent rock critic as review editor of Rolling Stone), 

attributed Crawdaddy!'s success to its joie de rock school of writing. 

Williams viewed rock music as "not a phenomenon at all--if 

it is, that fact is not significant--rather I see rock as a means of 

expression, an opportunity for beauty, an art. So what I have written 

is expression, not explanation; an attempt to convey what I feel from 

20 
the music, an exploration of what rock does to me." 

Such writing and such articles as "The Esthetics of Rock," 

"Spyder Turner's Raunch Epistemology," and "The Uses of Raga in Rock" 

boosted Crawdaddy!'s circulation to a modest 20,000 by December of 1967 

and Williams expected that figure to reach 100,000 by March of 1968. 

"We started out to be a serious magazine about rock 'n' roll," said 

21 
Williams, "and ended up being an avantgarde magazine with mass appeal." 

It should be noted that rock publishers invariably inflate their cir

culation figures as well as their importance. Crawdaddy!, in all its 

various resurrections, has never been a publication with a mass appeal. 

Its initial influence was with writers (Mother magazine in Houston was 
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a direct copy) and it has never achieved a true mass appeal. 

Crawdaddy! was an important publication for two reasons: it 

proved that peer group criticism of rock (a magazine written and pub-

lished by young people for young people) could also be successful; and 

it launched a generation of rock writers: Ed Ward, Paul Williams, Jon 

Landau, Sandy Pearlman, Robert Somma (who later would edit Fusion in 

Boston), and Richard Meltzer. The latter would become the most contro-

versial writer in the genre and was expelled from the graduate philos-

II 1122 ophy program at Yale for titling all his papers Rock and • . . 

If other writers didn't take Crawdaddy! as seriously as it 

took itself (it was referred to as the "slightly popularized edition 

23 
of the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society" ), that was no matter 

to the staff. "Crawdaddy! isn't something you have to understand, 

think is perfect, or even like all the time," said Williams. "But it's 

24 
something you can love." 

Crawdaddy!'s writers clearly defined the notion (and legit-

imized it in the process) that rock writing, to be accepted by the young 

audience, would have to be done by young people, working without an 

established framework or structure. As Williams expressed it: 

Rock 'n' roll has given us a whole new playground. I mean it's 
hard to groove on Plato because other people have done it for so 
long that you have to learn the rules. But we're creating a 
whole new esthetic. It's kind of nice that Crawdaddy! is pre
senting ideas to people so that they can play in their own 
playgrounds.25 
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Sandy Pearlman added to that the charge that "the older 

critics can't even get to the life of the books they review and that's 

their thing. How can they hope to understand anything as compact and 

complex as John Lennon's lyrics, especially when they don't even have 

the requisite technical knowledge? 1126 

Dozens of interpretations of the function of a rock critic 

have been expanded in the past eight years, but Williams probably came 

closest to describing what the best rock criticism actually was. Most 

people, he said, expected critics to explain songs, to say "what it 

means." But if a critic actually understands a poem or song, then he 

probably also will destroy it in trying to translate its meaning into 

one or two prose sentences. 

If, however, a critic could paraphrase a song in two sen-

tences, then there would have been no need for the song in the first 

place. The critic, then, should act as a guide, to show listeners how 

to appreciate music. There are problems from the public, of course. 

One is that many listeners are simply "peeping toms" and want to know 

it "Mr. Tambourine Man" is really about a certain dope peddler or if 

Joan Baez is the "Queen Jane" in the song of the same name. The second 

obstacle is the desire to "find out" what a singer is trying to say, 

rather than listening to what he is saying. Listening for a message 

rather than listening for appreciation, said Williams, is a peculiarly 

American malady: 
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Take a look at a great painting, or a Polaroid snapshot. Does it 
have a message? A song is a picture. You see it; more accurately, 
you see it, taste it, feel it ..•• A song is an experience. The 
guy who writes the song and the guy who sings it each feel some
thing; the idea is to get you to feel the same thing, or something 
like it. And you can feel it without knowing what it is. For 
example, you're a sixth grader, and your teacher reads you Robert 
Frost's "Stopping By the Woods on a Snowy Evening." The poem 
sounds nice; the words are perhaps mysterious, but still powerful 
and appealing. You don't know what the poem "means," but you get 
this feeling; the idea of having "miles to go before I sleep" is 
a pretty simple one, and it means a lot to you. The poet has 
reached you; he has successfully passed on the feeling he has, 
and now you have it too. Years later you read the poem again, 
and suddenly it seems cystal clear that the poem is about death, 
and the desire for it. That never occurred to you as a sixth 
grader, of course; does that mean you originally misunderstood 
the poem? Not necessarily . . . whether you react to the poem 
as a twelve-year-old, or an English professor, it is the feeling 
you get that is important. Understanding is feeling . • • the 
ability to explain means nothing at all.27 

Unfortunately, Williams carried his beliefs in the importance 

of feeling, and feeling as an end in itself, to almost disastrous con-

sequences personally when he later left Crawdaddy! (which continues 

today in different form after twice dying) and joined a youth cult or 

family that was based on feeling and personal submission (often induced 

by ingestion of LSD and subsequent intimidation) to a leader who thinks 

he is God, as will be seen in a later chapter. That does not detract 

from his importance as a pioneer in the field, whatever he himself may 

think about that today. Of his role as founder of Crawdaddy!, he wrote 

in 1969: 

Paul Williams, "rock critic," was born on January 30, 1966, at the 
age of seventeen. His birth was self-induced; another part of him 
had willfully succumbed to the urge to publish and edit, and had 
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started Crawdaddy ! , "The Magazine of Rock 'n' Roll." He naturally 
expected the writer side of his personality to aid him in this 
endeavor by filling the pages of the magazine until other writers 
could be found. So for the two and one-half years following, my 
self-expression through writing took the guise of reviews of rock 
recordings. Fortunately, since no one had fooled around with this 
particular social function before, I was pretty much able to 
create my own forms. I want to say that, despite my resentment 
at being thought of as an expert, I've enjoyed it all.28 

An Epidemic 

As rock music developed into a giant, so rock writing esca-

lated to keep pace. By 1968, when record sales passed the $1 billion 

mark, teenagers were buying 81 percent of all records sold. In 1967, 

there were 95 Gold Records (those with sales worth $1 million or more) 

and there were hundreds of thousands of words written about rock music 

and performers. 
29 

In 1968, there were 120 Gold Records and millions 

of words expended on rock music .. 

Serious journals such as Partisan Review and Commentary began 

running "think" pieces on rock artists, as did many daily newspapers 

and mass magazines, from Reader's Digest to Life. Richard Goldstein 

conducted a regular rock column for Vogue, which also began a monthly 

"underground" column. Rock was suddenly chic and rare indeed was the 

publication that had nothing to say on the subject. 

Peer group writing continued but for a time was obscured by 

the entrance into rock journalism of the vested money interests; i.e., 

investors who saw a quick buck to be made. 
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After Capitol's TeenSet and Esquire's G.Q. Scene, the first 

businessmen who turned to a "hip" youth publication were Leonard Mogel 

and Matty Simmons, former publishers of the Diner's Club publications, 

Signature and Bravo. They launched Cheetah in September of 1967 in New 

York City. Its first 96-page issue was graced with a nude fold-out of 

200-pound pop singer Mama Cass Elliot. 

That first issue managed to combine the worst elements of 

Playboy with the least desirable aspects of semi-underground journal-

ism: a fashion spread with two girls and a boy set in a Greenwich 

Village "pad" and an expose of college basketball recruiting, titled 

"The Flesh Peddlers." During its brief history, Cheetah mixed a few 

good rock articles (usually by Robert Christgau or Tom Nolan) with a 

pastiche of self-indulgent examples of personal journalism about actors, 

drugs, and other subjects considered of interest to young readers. The 

December, 1967, issue contained a chest-beating four-page color spread 

on the "Cheetah Cotillion"--"an intimate dinner dance at the New York 

Cheetah Club ((the publishers held)) recently to note the entrance into 

society of their publication." Cheetah had a royalty agreement with 

the Cheetah nightclubs, which were also short-lived. 

Cheetah's initial purpose was expressed by editor Jules 

Siegel, 32: "The older magazines have portrayed the young as believers 

in a cult of ugliness. We want to show the world their beautiful 

30 
side." Siegel later described the magazine in different terms: 
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This was being promoted by a couple of public relations types who 
had been the publishers of Signature, the Diners' Club magazine. 
The only reason they hired me was because no one else would work 
for them. They wanted to publish TeenSet. I gave them a cross 
between the Los Angeles Free Press and the Psychedelic Review. 
There was not one page in the first issue that did not have a 
dope reference. The publishers fired me the day before the first 
issue appeared. Cheetah folded after eight issues. Fortunately 
for the Diners' Club men, they latched onto a property that was 
more in their line, Weight Watchers magazine. They now claim that 
the reason that Cheetah failed was that kids' minds change so fast 
it's hard to keep up with what they're thinking. That's probably 
true in their case, neither of them being speedy thinkers. 31 

With a new editor (Lawrence Dietz, now a Rolling Stone colum-

nist), the publishers were optimistic after four issues. Simmons, 41, 

claimed a circulation of 200,000 in December of 1967 and said of 

Cheetah, "People over 30 either hate Cheetah or don't understand it. 

. ..32 People under 30 flip over it. 

Apparently, the under-30 generation didn't think as highly of 

the magazine, for it declined to a circulation of 100,000 and expired 

with the April, 1968, issue. 

By far the most ambitious venture into the hip youth publish-

ing field was announced in September of 1967. Hearst Magazines presi-

dent Richard E. Deems, 54, revealed that Hearst would spend $2 million 

to start a monthly, to be called eye, in February of 1968. The editor, 

Susan Szekely, 27, the former "Teen Talk" colunmist for the New York 

Post, planned such regular features as "The Elevator: People on the way 

up and people on the way down." In one issue, the "downs" consisted of 

deGaulle, Franco, Ho Chi Minh, Mao, and Tito. 
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~ tried hard to be an "underground" slick (with a guide to 

the "underground bookshelf--what the 'real heads' are reading") but 

that was difficult with such cover stories as "Are You The Sister Your 

Folks Put Down?," "Sexy Nice Girls in Their Sununer Underwear," and 

"Get Your Hair to do These New Beautiful Things." 

Cosmopolitan editor Helen Gurley Brown, 45, served as adviser 

and her opinions on sex may have resulted in executive editor Howard 

Smith's saying, "When we show people kissing, they won't be pecking 

33 
each other's foreheads." (Smith, 30, was a columnist for the Village 

Voice.) 

eye's first issue, numbering 130 pages, came out in March of 

1968 with a press run of 500,000. It featured such subjects as astrol-

ogy, rock, drugs, how to wire an electric dress, Warren Beatty, sky-

diving, motorcycling, Timothy Leary, and Eugene McCarthy. A bonus was 

a "Big Fat Wall Poster in Psychedelic Color." Said editor Szekely, "You 

sort of need a retooling of your mind and a real effort to stay open to 

new things. I really hated rock 'n' roll music a few years ago, but 

34 
now I love it." 

Despite articles by such respected writers as Nora Ephron, 

Myra Friedman, Michael Lydon, Lillian Roxon, and Anthony Scaduto, the 

impression the magazine gave was that of confused executives in a New 

York boardroom trying--and failing--to figure out what the "kids out 

there" wanted. eye never found the formula. 
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A year after the first issue appeared, eye was in trouble. 

It had not sold well and Helen Gurley Brown was called in to try for a 

facelift. Many staff members quit--75 percent by one estimate--after 

a lengthy editorial meeting with her. Xeroxed copies of the proceed-

ings of that meeting soon were making the literary rounds in New York 

and quoted Brown as saying: 

Take my word for it, it's a lousy book •.• when girls march, I 
know they dress up and look pretty to do it ••• maybe we can't 
be an intellectual magazine, because we don't have enough money 
to pay for intellectual articles . • . talent has nothing to do 
with it . • • too much space was used on the Steve McQueen pic
tures, we could have used the extra page for a story, say on 
acne.35 

On March 26, 1969, Hearst announced the demise of eye. It 

had been far short of profitable, said a Hearst emissary. Most of the 

employees were absorbed into other Hearst publications, but twenty of 

the younger ones were out of work. eye was the last attempt by 

entrenched publishing forces to gain a foothold in the "hip underground." 

Others 

Meanwhile, the alternate press (meaning virtually anything 

that was started as an alternative to established journalism; whether 

it was a mimeographed flyer or a rough, offset tabloid devoted to 

underground politics or music) was flourishing. At the height of the 

underground phase, 1968, there were between two hundred and six hundred 

(depending on which source is to be believed) underground papers of 
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various types being distributed in the United States. Many of them 

were virtually being underwritten by advertising from the record com-

panies, which were trying every means possible to reach the "hip" buy-

ing public. Hip journalism clearly had become a big business. The 

Village Voice, which started the field of alternative tabloids in 1955, 

had grown fat and respectable. Its circulation was 122,000 in 1969 

and it had acquired ten writers who dealt with rock and, significantly, 

its advertising page rate was $1,lOo.
36 

The Voice's journalistic formula--printing whatever outdoes 

the regular press and giving writers free rein--was being tried in a 

thousand cities and hamlets. Underground papers were being born and 

dying so fast that no one could keep track of them. One underground 

historian estimated that there were 3 million copies of underground 

37 
papers printed annually. Some of them were devoted to rock music 

and it is those that deserve attention here. 

Perhaps the most engaging rock paper was The Royal's World 

Music Countdown, published in Los Angeles in 1967 and 1968. It was a 

pasticcio of psychedelic art, record company press handouts, stories 

pirated from other papers, cosmic interviews (" .•• as we sat slightly 

stoned in the Panhandle of the Golden Gate Park ••. "), and rock and 

roll gossip. Its publisher, Charles Royal, was a fast-talking English-

man with a mop of Little Orphan Annie hair. He had a blonde wife and 

eight blonde children who might be seen straggling after him as he 
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distributed copies of his paper. Royal always was involved in minor 

hustles, never anything totaling more than two or three hundred dollars. 

He traded advertising space for record albums, which he then sold. He 

staged many high school "battles of the bands" and had friends collect 

Fillmore and Avalon and Family Dog posters from telephone poles in San 

Francisco and Berkeley and then he sold the posters on the streets of 

Los Angeles. In 1968, he and his blonde brood disappeared and it was 

not until 1970 that it was learned that he and his family had found 

religion and embarked for Tahiti where, as a missionary, Charles Royal 

handed out Bibles instead of dance posters. 

Other such publications sprang up throughout the country, 

appeared irregularly, and then disappeared. Their formats were as 

varied as their content: some were mimeographed fanzines (as the first 

two issues of Crawdaddy! had been), some were multilithed on 8 1/2 by 

11 slick stock, but most were tabloids, printed by photo offset on 

cheap newsprint. The only lasting tabloids to appear were Creem, 

started by Barry Kramer in Detroit, Larry Marshak's Rock in New York, 

Changes (also in New York), Fusion in Boston, and, of course, Rolling 

Stone in San Francisco, which will be examined in detail. Zygote and 

Organ in New York and Big Fat in Ann Arbor, Michigan, achieved national 

distribution but they disappeared by 1971. Phonograph Record Magazine 

(started by United Artists Records in Los Angeles) and Zoo World in 

Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, came along later and are still being printed. 
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Fanzines appeared sporadically, as they still do, such as The 

Electric Frog in Seattle which published at least three issues in 

1967.
38 

In Houston, Larry Sepulvado brought out Mother in December of 

1967. It was patterned directly after Crawdaddy! and concentrated on 

covering Texas groups. Mother attracted some local advertising and 

Sepulvado attempted to make it financially independent, but only two 

more issues appeared, in March and July of 1968. In the third issue, 

he announced a reorganization of the staff and an impending move to 

Austin, Texas' music center, but nothing ever came of it. After a short 

spell as Texas correspondent for Rolling Stone, Sepulvado disappeared 

into California and subsequently returned to Houston to work in a 

record store. 

Rock Music and Journalism in 
San Francisco 

By 1967, San Francisco had become the rock music capital as 

well as the focal point of the burgeoning "counter culture." The city, 

especially the Haight-Ashbury district, attracted bands and young people 

from all across the United States. 

San Francisco also had a tradition of an informal, near wide-

open journalism, from the days of the Golden Era in the 1860's and such 

newspapermen as Bret Harte, Mark Twain, and Ambrose Bierce. That tradi-

tion continued during this period and undoubtedly aided the birth of 

San Francisco rock writing. 
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The San Francisco Chronicle, often referred to as America's 

only "dope and sex daily" for its sensational coverage, was the first 

daily newspaper to give rock music and its attendant culture extensive 

coverage, by columnist Ralph J. Gleason. The muckraking Ramparts was 

extremely influential as a prototype of a radical, counter-culture, 

mass circulation magazine. The Daily Californian, student newspaper 

of the University of California at Berkeley, covered the rock scene, 

as did America's most vocal underground newspaper, the Berkeley Barb 

and the best underground paper, the San Francisco Express-Times. 

San Francisco also had the second peer group-published rock 

magazine (after Crawdaddy!) in the Mojo-Navigator R&R News, which was 

started in 1966 by Greg Shaw and David Harris. It lasted only until 

1967 but provided a forum for the city's growing ranks of rock writers 

and it demonstrated the possibility of a San Francisco rock journal. 

The city had the cream of America's rock groups, a wide "hip" 

audience, and a cadre of young writers. All that remained was for an 

editor to combine those elements. Such an individual appeared in late 

1967 in the form of Jann Wenner, a young Berkeley student who had 

written a rock colunm for The Daily Californian and had been entertain

ment editor for Sunday Ramparts, a weekly that Ramparts published for 

about a year. 

Wenner developed the idea for Rolling Stone and launched it 

in late 1967. His co-founders were Chronicle columnist Ralph J. Gleason 



and free-lance photographer Baron Wolman. 

Rolling Stone was to become the most influential rock voice 

as well as the journal most accepted by an entire generation of young 

Americans, but that did not occur overnight. 
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CHAPTER II 

MUSIC, CULTURE, AND JOURNALISM 

San Francisco, by all media accounts, was in 1967 a sun-washed 

island of youthful euphoria. The intersection of Haight and Ashbury 

streets was as clogged with magazine and newspaper reporters as it was 

with strolling "flower children" who had fled their homes and parents 

in Des Moines and Tulsa and Cleveland and turned up in the Haight-

Ashbury district wearing buckskins and beads and calling themselves by 

new, drug-inspired names: "Crystal Sunshine," "Blue Flame," "Golden 

Dawn." Parents across the country began to dread and anticipate what 

writer Tom Wolfe called the "Beautiful People" letter: 

Dear Mother, 
"I meant to write to you before this and I hope you haven't 

been worried. I am in (San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York, 
Ajijic, San Miguel de Allende, Mazatlan, Mexico!!!!) and it is 
really beautiful here. It is a beautiful scene. We've been here 
a week. I won't bore you with the whole thing ••• but it just 
didn't work out with (school, college, my job, me and Danny) and 
so I have come here and it is a really beautiful scene. I don't 
want you to worry about me. I have met some BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE 
and • " 

and in the heart of even the most unhip maIIlllla in all the 
U.S. of A. instinctively goes up the adrenal shriek: beatniks, 
bums, spades--dope.l 

America in the mid-Sixties had spawned enough young people 

who considered themselves superfluous commodities in a prosperous, 

30 
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technological, conformist-minded society that they tore themselves away 

as much as possible from that sodety. 

The fact that they--as self-avowed members of an underground 

or alternative colony of like-minded individuals--could survive outside 

traditional avenues of income and livelihood was a tribute to that 

society's largesse and elasticity, although it was heresy to mention 

such a notion. Alternative or underground papers were commonly printed 

by sympathetic, established print shops; but, the pages of those papers 

were usually too full of calls for revolution to acknowledge that fact. 

The same papers were sold on the streets--a common source of income for 

vendors not fortunate enough to come from middle-class families who 

would still send checks. In retrospect, comparing an American "under

ground" paper of the mid- or late-Sixties to a surreptitiously-printed 

organ in Hungary or the Soviet Union is ludicrous. True, there were 

examples in the United States of police or citizen suppression or 

harassment of alternative papers, but American alternative papers were 

inherently a part of the capitalistic system and were aboveground and 

publicly sold for a profit. 

The papers, nonetheless, were the common carriers of the con

cept of a separate and different culture, one which was working for a 

revolution--whether overt or covert--in America's political, social, 

and cultural institutions. 
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In the earliest phases of the Sixties' alternative publica

tions, it was sometimes difficult to separate or label papers as 

political or cultural or musical. They were all involved, to great 

extent, with furthering "revolutionary" trends, whether they be rebel

lions of music, politics, lifestyles, or even fashion. The only com

prehensive anthology of the era, The Movement Toward A New America, 

glosses over the importance of the music while dividing the history 

into eight major sections: "The New Americans," "From Rebellion to 

Resistance to Revolutionary Action," "People of Color," "Gis," "Learn

ing," "What Price Salvation Now?," "People Media/Pig Media," and "How 

to Live What to Do." The anthology views the "Movement"--a catch-all 

term for the stirrings of personal liberation movements--as being equal 

parts politics and activism and, further, that this resistance blossomed 

spontaneously across the country as a collective rebellion against the 

"system." Hindsight suggests that the "Movement" succeeded less as a 

political revolution than as a cultural evolution and there can be no 

doubt that rock music was the primary vehicle for that evolution. The 

power of the music as the only mode of simultaneous international com

munication for young people is a phenomenon that has never been fully 

studied, but its impact is undeniable. 

Over the past dozen years--roughly since the time of Bob 

Dylan's first album--profound changes have been wrought in America's 

social structure; changes as significant as the notion of the increased 
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worth of the individual (a stated, as well as unstated, theme of many 

rock songs) and concerted anti-war feelings (and few can deny that Bob 

Dylan's "Master of War" did not have more impact on the young than any 

dozen speeches by Jerry Rubin) and changes as trivial as a fashion 

revolution, based in large part on imitations of the clothes rock stars 

wear. 

The author was recently the house guest of a millionaire stock 

broker in Dallas who freely admits that he was a "redneck cowboy" six 

years ago. Now, at the age of 30, his only interests away from the 

office are rock music and marijuana. He and his stock broker friends 

have long hair, dress in denim and turquoise jewelry and try, as much 

as possible, to be part of the rock scene, which they view as the new 

aristocracy. They read Rolling Stone as well as Fortune and are as 

likely to invest in a fledgling rock band as in a new stock. He is 

the first to say that music has been the big influence in his life in 

recent years and that the rock scene--drugs, flamboyant fashions, and 

an unconventional life style--is preferable to the country club he once 

patronized. 

His attitudes, in short, have undergone a radical transforma

tion for which rock music was largely responsible. The music, even 

more than television (initially scorned by self-described "hip" people) 

has been an enormously important method of instant communications 

across the country. A new Beatle record in the late Sixties would 
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simultaneously be played on hundreds of radio stations and hundreds of 

thousands of phonographs from coast to coast. Music's influence, both 

on the conscious and subconscious levels, is virtually immeasurable, as 

Madison Avenue discovered long ago with singing commercials. 

One popular rock singer, Van Morrison, quite writing songs 

when he began to realize the importance that listeners attached to his 

compositions. "I became frightened," he said. "People told me they 

actually considered suicide after listening to one of my songs. That's 

too much power for me to deal with. 112 

Charles Manson, in his advanced stages of dementia, imagined 

that the Beatles were addressing him directly with such songs as "Helter 

Skelter" and "Blackbird" and he developed a twisted logic based on 

imagined directives from the songs, as Rolling Stone reported. 

Popular music, it follows, is a pervasive influence and it 

has been more effective because, unlike protest songs from earlier 

eras, it does not preach. It exposes, rather than imposes, which is 

what the best journalism has done. 

Greil Marcus (former Rolling Stone review editor and doctoral 

candidate in political science at Berkeley) has, more than most rock 

writers, explored the music-politics ties and concluded that rock 

music's inunediacy and story-telling ability helped to develop a New 

Left consciousness. Traditional protest songs, said Marcus, were 

inevitably smug and self-congratulatory and had no power to incite 
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thought, much less action. Along came rock music with its street-based, 

city-derived sounds and rhythms and it became a common denominator, an 

articulated bond of shared experience. After the 1968 Democratic 

National Convention in Chicago, wrote Marcus, Berkeley students took 

to the streets to express their feelings about Chicago and they listened 

to two songs: "Revolution" by the Beatles and "Street Fighting Man" by 

the Rolling Stones. The latter was banned by most radio stations, which 

played the former because of its anti-revolution lyrics. Paradoxically, 

"Revolution" became a street song because unlike the "polite, quite, 

cerebral music of the protest song," it was "full of the crashing explo-

sions of a great rock 'n' roll band •..• the music doesn't say 'cool 

it' or 'don't fight the cops'. . it makes people aware of their 

3 
bodies and aware of themselves." In other words, listeners ignored 

the pacifying lyrics in favor of the driving beat and the "confidence 

in themselves they sense when the beat is translated into a personality 

4 
of movement." 

"Street Fighting Man," although suppressed, found an outlet 

immediately in the post-Chicago street marches in Berkeley: 

The people on Telegraph Avenue knew nothing of the Stones' new 
song save for its title. If it had been coming out of the windows 
of the apartments facing the street, along with "Revolution," the 
only words we would have understood would have been "Street" and 
"Fighting" and "Man"--our place to start. . . • there's no time 
to reply when all one can hear is "the sound of marching, charg
ing feet. 11 5 
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Berkeley, home of the Free Speech Movement, was logically the 

center of political-rock with Country Joe and the Fish: "An underground 

band with a mass audience! They sing anti-war songs, and dope songs, 

and love songs, and it sounds natural because it's their life. We like 

it because it's our life too. 116 

The San Francisco Bay Area, as a beacon for nonconformists 

since Mark Twain and Bret Harte and the Fifties Beat era of Ferlinghetti 

and Rexroth in the North Beach, was the logical center of what was some

times called the "New Bohemianism." Paul Williams' Crawdaddy! in Boston 

and Judith Sims' TeenSet in Los Angeles were slightly ahead, though, 

with reporting rock through young writers. Crawdaddy!, which attempted 

to reflect a national scene without a local base, failed because of its 

intensely personal approach and epidemic of first-personism. 

Readers in Des Moines or Dallas were not ready for Paul 

Williams' reflections in the shower on the Beach Boys or Richard 

Meltzer's quasi-celestial ramblings on the meaning of rock as part of 

the pop cultural universe. Crawdaddy!, in its first death, was not 

nationally mourned. Meanwhile, Richard Goldstein's impact was largely 

limited to the New York City area and especially the literati of 

Manhattan. 

TeenSet in Los Angeles, however, was the vox populi being 

heard; the basic common denominator in print. It was a cut above the 

fan magazines--Hit Parader, in particular, which had stressed factual 
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interviews with the leading rock artists--in that it cultivated writers 

who, although they were music fans, were basically journalists and could 

be occasionally depended upon to depict the stars, warts and .all. Its 

circulation bobbled between 150,000 and 250,000, which is still better 

than any music-oriented publication besides Rolling Stone, but adver-

tising revenue lagged far behind and killed the magazine in 1969. 

TeenSet is, however, important as a prototype. Editor Judith Sims 

started writing about rock, 

not because I had a burning desire to write, but I did want to 

hang around with rock stars (a penchant that disappeared alto

gether about 2 or 3 years ago). And I was writing for an audi

ence that wanted to do the same thing; that was the wonderful 

thing, that personal kinship with readers. I corresponded with 

many people in those four years, a couple of them became friends. 

I still get letters from TS readers who've tracked me down. We 

were all in it together; I got to live out their fantasies as 

well as my own. It's a situation that doesn't really exist any

more, because now that fantasy is available to everyone who isn't 

too bored to pursue it.7 

Sims' experience is the story of most rock editors: they 

started out because they loved the music, period. Loving the music 

wasn't enough; they had to write about it too, their enthusiasm could 

not be contained. To borrow Jon Landau's term, they were cultists. 

Their early writings were acts of love. Eventually, as writing became 

simply a job, they became careerists. Sims' recollections illustrate 

the cultist-to-careerist evolution: 

As for rock journalism, it never occurred to me that what I was 

doing was journalism; I still don't think it was. I had to 

'learn' journalism when I went to work for Rolling Stone, because 
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all I ever did before was write about people whose music I liked; 
I never probed for news (hard on a monthly schedule anyway), I 
just presented good people in a kind of semi-gushing, appreciative 
atmosphere. But then in those days there was so much to appreci
ate, unlike now where I can't even dredge up enthusiasm for Dylan. 
In 1967, there was so much, the Monterey Pop Festival (TS did 16 
gorgeous pages on that), and in 1966 the Beatle tour ••.• Just 
a few people on the East Coast, like Goldstein and Christgau, were 
into criticism and high-toned observations. Out here in lotusland 
we just got emotional, didn't analyze, and although several TS 
writers (always freelance, by the way; myself and the art director 
were the only staffers) were journalists and wrote like journal
ists, it was never a requirement, if you know what I mean. The 
fantasies are different now, less innocent, and I can't identify. 
I think I'm a better writer now, but I'm not having as much fun. 8 

Those are sentiments echoed by many former cultists who, find-

ing they could make a living doing what they wanted to do, became 

careerists without actually striving to. Like their counterparts in 

music and radio, they were taking control of a medium that had long 

been controlled by established business interests. In that sense, it 

was a revolutionary movement: a post-adolescent generation totally 

refusing the mass culture of the elders and forming a new culture by 

either infiltrating and transforming existing vehicles or bypassing 

them and starting new institutions. Amateur journalists became editors 

and publishers; other music fans turned to broadcasting and "under-

ground radio" was born; and dozens of talented young songwriters, exem-

plified by Dylan, the Beatles, Carole King, and Paul Simon, wrested 

control of pop music from Tin Pan Alley. None of this was consciously 

political; it was more a matter of cultural economics. If rock music 

were an overriding passion in a young person's life, it was only 
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natural that he or she make it a full-time vocation. The old idea of 

serving an apprenticeship was abandoned; there was suddenly enough 

loose money floating around that virtually any young person with a 

little talent and ambition could carve out a niche in music or its 

related industries. 

The major record companies, as it became apparent that rock 

music was a sales surge of major proportion, poured advertising money 

haphazardly into virtually every alternative paper of any consequence 

and began hiring "company freaks." These were "kept hippies" who sup-

posedly kept communications open between the boardrooms and the uncon-

ventional aristocrats of rock. Danny Fields, one of the first company 

freaks, described his role: 

The record industry is establishment in form, but anti-establishment 
in content. So now these executives have to deal with a new gen
eration of money-making talents, with whom communication is often 
kind of difficult. Their artists are on the other side of the 
generation gap, and the company freak is someone who is supposed 
to provide the liaison factor between the company and its artists, 
and also between the company and the alternate media. No hip FM 
dj, for example, will have anything to do with the promotion 
sharpies in shiny suits--you don't get to their heads by slapping 
them on the back. And yet a record company has to reach these 
cats because they have a lot of influence on kids who buy records. 
Hence, the company freak.9 

In essence, the rock culture--which was simultaneously the 

only de facto youth culture of national import and the only marketable 

fact of youth rebellion--was entirely bankrolled by the record industry. 

The radio stations and papers could not have survived without advertis-

ing from companies which, as Warner's did with Black Sabbath, could 
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afford to spend at least $50,000 to promote one album. 

A relatively minor label, Grunt Records, once spent $100,000 

on a press party attended by 1400 people. 

Besides providing sustenance for writers and broadcasters, 

rock's financial success also spawned a new entity: the corporate 

family of a band, which included attorneys, accountants, road managers, 

equipment handlers, sound experts, and various hangers-on. At one time 

the Grateful Dead, which never has been one of the best-selling bands, 

supported an entourage of 150. 

Hip capitalism (the amounts of money made in the name of the 

youth culture) is a long way from the original spirit of the rock move

ment, with its emphasis on sharing and cooperation and the politics of 

"free," but it is a fact of life. It has been, however, a fact that 

no one who is in a position to be knowledgeable about is willing to 

talk about. Rock stars who are millionaires prefer to maintain the 

original image of the rock performer as being just like any other long

haired youth on the street who happened .to get a break. Young people 

wanted to believe that, wanted to think that the only thing that pre

vented them from rock stardom was that lucky break that would surely 

come. As recently as 1968, the peak of rock's explosion, virtually 

anyone with a modicum of musical talent could get a recording .contract. 

Seventy percent of Rolling Stone readers own at least one musical instru

ment, and, according to a Roper Survey: 
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75,000 Rolling Stone readers are working musicians. Forget the 
passalong (3.8 persons per copy). Forget the non-working musicians 
(who are a strong secondary market for musical equipment) and for
get that Rolling Stone readers are deeply involved in rock music. 
(Billboard has the whole shot - C&W, opera, jazz.) Rolling Stone 
still comes out on top. Rolling Stone delivers more musicians, 
together with more young people who are heavily into music, more 
than any other media anywhere--a total potential market of more 
than 1,000,000 music equipment buyers.10 

Besides the Horatio Alger myth, young people wanted something 

that was theirs, a separate culture and separate institutions. It was 

inunaterial that their music was being peddled back to them by giant 

conglomerates. After all, a band like Jefferson Airplane looked and 

acted like the hippies next door. They represented the appeal of San 

Francisco's hip scene although, all the while they were vocally reject~ 

ing society, they were accepting sizable royalty checks from RCA. They 

were accessible folk heroes, contemporaries who could ride in limousines 

and sing about revolution and thus perpetrate a grand joke on capitalism. 

By 1973, Forbes magazine was forced to conclude that: 

the fastest way to become a millionaire these days in the United 
States is to become a big rock 'n' roll star ..•. Forbes esti
mates that at least 50 music superstars are currently earning 
between $2 million and $6 million a year ..•. (they) make from 
three to seven times more than Harold Geneen, the highest-paid 
executive in the country, makes.11 

The record business by 1972, with $2 billion in record sales 

and $150 million in concert revenues, surpassed Broadway ($36 million), 

professional sports ($540 million), movies ($1.3 billion), and network 

television ($1 billion). The richest show business couple in 1973 was 
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not, as might be imagined, Richard Burton and Liz Taylor. It was, Forbes 

reported, singers Carly Simon and James Taylor, who out-earned Burton-

Taylor by at least $1 million. Writer royalties and performing fees 
) 

bring in even more revenue than album sales; Don McLean earned at least 

$1. 2 million for the single "American Pie"; Paul Simon's royalties on 

"Bridge Over Troubled Water" are near $1 million; Neil Young can clear 

nearly $2 million from a three-month tour; and Bob Dylan's 1974 tour 

was expected to gross $5 million. Elvis Presley can demand--and 

receive--$150,000 for a week in Las Vegas. At their peak, the Beatles 

12 
were earning between $10 and $20 million a year. 

None of the rock magazines has ever delved into the economics 

of rock in any serious manner, primarily because of dependence on the 

record companies for advertising revenue. Even Rolling Stone was 

scooped on the 1973 payola/drugola scandals by the New York Times. 

Forbes' 1973 article on the economics of rock (the piece was passed 

around at a Rolling Stone staff meeting in April, 1973, and discussed 

as a springboard for possible Stone articles, although nothing came of 

it) remains the only source of hard information about rock and money. 

The sort of information Forbes produced, however, should be 

of interest to every would-be rock performer: beginning rock singers 

receive about 25 cents on each album sold and about four cents for each 

single. The record companies, however, deduct from the performer's 

income all production expenses. A first album normally costs at least 
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$25,000 to produce and if it sells only about 5,000 copies (not unusual), 

then the performer or group ends up owing the company $23,750. Addi-

tionally (and Forbes did not report this), most groups are obligated to 

do their first tours free--that is, the record company assumes the tour 

expenses but also claims any profits resulting from the tour. Album 

sales of 100,000 means the performer roughly breaks even. At 200,000, 

the artist will earn about $25,000. One million copies of an album 

sold will result in artist income of $225,000. Some superstars receive 

up to 80 cents per album, more than triple the fee beginners get. Addi-

tionally, there is the writer's cut: two cents per single and 12 cents 

per album. Above that, for the shrewd writer-singer, is the publishing 

copyright: another cent per single and six cents per album; plus 

foreign record sales and broadcast royalties. Then there are contin-

uous negotiations for higher royalties: Alice Cooper got a 35 percent 

boost to 55 cents per album after his first release and Sly Stone, in 

1972, received a $1 million advance for a new album in a renegotiated 

contract. Bob Dylan's 1974 album, Planet Waves, was reportedly worth 

$1 million before it was released. Steve Paley of Columbia Records, 

for one, thinks "this business is amoral. If Hitler put together a 

combo, all the top executives would catch the next plane to Argentina 

. 1113 to sign him up. 

Mike Nesmith, as one of the Monkees--a manufactured rock 

group tailored to reach teenage girls--earned $3 million from 1967 to 
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1969 and spent every cent of it. He said his happiest day was when he 

escaped the superstar syndrome and left behind his $500,000 mansion in 

Bel Air. He still owes the IRS $60,000 and lives in a modest two-room 

house, but is grateful for the "great escape" he made from superstardom, 

from the prison of overnight fame.
14 

The mentality of the record industry, which is as much a fac

tory as Detroit's auto makers, is geared to one goal: sales. Justifi

ably so, but the sparks that occur when record executives, ~company 

freak as buffer, meet rock bands and rock audiences are often spectac

ular. Clive Davis, who was the $350,000-a-year president of Columbia 

until his ouster in the wake of 1973's scandals, took one look at Frank 

Zappa and his unkempt band and told him the group had "no commercial 

potential." Zappa went on to become one of the brighter stars in Warner's 

stable. Company executives are as famous for their epochal failures 

as for their successes. It is business of gambling on a large scale, 

a business of big winners and big losers. Any method of reaching the 

enormous rock audience is considered legitimate. Columbia once ran 

"revolutionary" ads: "The man can't bust our music." Anything to sell 

records. 

Fred Rice, Capitol Records' national merchandising and display 

devices manager, once devised a promotional circular for his merchan

disers in the field which divided the youth market into three areas: 

"Young (The Teenybopper), 2. Young Adult (The Trend Setter), 3. Adult 
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(Young-in-heart)." Of the third division he waxed eloquent: 

This group comprises the vast segment of society between the ages 
of 26 and 80. This is the group whose theme song is "for those 
who think young." They drive a Mustang Fastback and have a Honda 
trailbike for weekend sorties. Look around you and see your 
friend, Bill, who is 45, with the beard and sideburns, who wears 
the beads around his neck and notice his wife who, besides having 
three kids, wears unusually short mini-skirts, plus the ironed 
hair. Agree? Put the three groups together and you've got an 
army! But we (the so-called establishment) who have always dic
tated the trends are both annoyed and a little panicky as we feel 
the reins of authority over this booming market slipping from our 
hands. Again and again we ask ourselves--why can't they (The 
Youth Market) think like we do? Why won't they accept what we 
offer them as their mothers and fathers, grandmothers and grand
fathers? Maybe it's simply because we lost contact with them! 
Let's try a simple "teen test" and see if we're still communicat
ing with this vast younger generation: 

TEEN-SET TEST 
For the Establishment 

Questions: 
1. Do you believe that "All you need is 

love. . . . "? 
2. Does it bother you to see your fellow man 

walking the streets barefoot? 
3. Do you feel the average teenager today is 

more intelligent than the teenager of your 
generation? 

4. Draw the love symbol. 
5. Does the length of a man's hair style cause 

you to have doubts about his intelligence? 
6. What's Maryjane? 
7. Draw the peace symbol. 
8. Name one underground newspaper. 
9. Name one state which allows youth under 

21 to vote. 

10. Be honest and candid with yourself: Do you 
have a chance to establish a rapport with 
today's younger generation? 

Answers: 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

No 
Marijuana 

Free .Press 

Alaska, Ala., 
Hawaii, Ga. 

15 
Yes. 
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That is the merchandising aspect of hip capitalism. So far 

as record companies go, that is the only aspect that matters. Aesthetics 

and artistic considerations are understandably second to profit margins. 

Pushing product is the primary interest and it is difficult to fault 

the companies for furthering their own interests. 

The subject of hip capitalism, however, has received little 

scrutiny in any media. Roger Karshner, a former vice-president of 

Capitol Records, wrote a book in 1971 called The Music Machine (Nash 

Publishing) that threatened to rip the lid off the music industry. 

Instead, it was a generalized, vague set of generalities ("Record 

America is a trendy business. In fact the industry looks for trends to 

follow because it's not a leader"). No names were named, no figures 

cited. 

The only peer-group writer who has attempted to deal with 

hip capitalism in an intelligent way is Craig Karpel, whose manuscript 

on the subject was summarily rejected by publishers. Karpel has 

examined, at length, some of the instant millionaires that rock pro-

duced and, in the process, did pioneer work on the genre. Warner 

Brothers vice-president Fred Weintraub told Karpel: 

Within the so-called establishment, there are people who are as 
concerned as the young people are. Right now the young people 
are ineffective--once they learn to use the establishment, changes 
will come faster than anybody anticipates. What they need is 
somebody who can sit down with the bankers.16 
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Again, Karpel caught San Francisco music entrepreneur David 

Rubinson in a talkative mood: 

Many young people feel that, quite strongly, they have no effect 
· upon things which determine the way they will lead their lives. 

Rock is more than a trend in music--it has become a way of life. 
We have alienated our business from the community which supports 
it. This could lead to disaster. The rock community must be 
allowed asayin the affairs that affect its way of life. We must 
pass the mantle of leadership on to those who will take it anyway; 
but we must train them and educate them or the crisis will become 
a catastrophe.17 

Rubinson attempted to persuade the record industry to open a 

free university to train potential producers, arrangers, and executives. 

The industry wasn't interested. By and large, of course, the industry 

is a closed circle of lawyers, accountants, and self-made businessmen 

first and last concerned with increasing sales and protecting their 

positions. 

Rock papers have been lax in reporting the behind-the-scenes 

industry story primarily because their writers are mostly fans, rather 

than trained investigative reporters; it would threaten their advertis-

ing base; and most subscribers would rather read about Mick Jagger's 

personal life than about profit reports from Columbia Records. Of all 

the papers, Rolling Stone has had the editorial capability to conduct 

such investigative reporting but has chosen not to do so. It is easy 

to understand why: Stone was started seven years ago with $7,500. It 

is now worth one hundred times that, or $7.5 million and did not get 

there by antagonizing its advertisers. 
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Rock journalism, for me, is a child of the recording industry's 
need for getting around the Top Forty program director. As with 
"free form" radio Rolling Stone provided a vehicle to expose LPs 
and other material which was not suited for AM airplay. It also 
provided a form for straight record company executives to hype 
their product to people they would not normally have access to. 
Rolling Stone's economic support from Mo Austin, Joe Smith, Clive 
Davis, and others in the beginning was yet another symptom of the 
post-Monterey awareness just like house hippies and tee-shirts. 
Wenner, notwithstanding, the Stone probably would not have made 
it without a lot of Warner/Reprise et al advertising capita1.l8 

Before there could be a Rolling Stone, however, there had to 

be a need for it and not just the recording industry's need; there was 

a popular need and that leads back to San Francisco. 

San Francisco : Music and Journalism 

San Francisco set the standards in the Sixties for the three 

chief factors that made successful rock journalism possible: alterna-

tive journalism, "hip" culture, and American rock music. All three 

existed in other cities, but nowhere near on the level that they flour-

ished in the Bay Area. None of it was new--radical journalism is as 

old as journalism itself, jazz and blues have been peculiarly American 

music scenes, and Bohemians and drop-outs were thriving in New York and 

San Francisco over a hundred years ago--but the combination of the three 

yielded an exhilarating and intoxicating blend of an alternative to a 

society that was becoming increasingly impersonal and technocratic. 

Rock music itself shared an important characteristic with 

preceding Bohemian literary works and traditions: it was subversive 
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(just as the John Birch Society charged), it was dedicated to either 

totally escaping from or else overthrowing or subverting the middle 

class from which it came. Rock music stood for Eros, first of all, 

for the Beat that appealed to the body and made it want to dance. 

That, more than anything, generated a war between generations. The 

kids, when they heard that beat, wanted to dance, had to dance, and 

their elders wanted them to sit still and be genteel. The rock halls 

became successful precisely because they had no seats; the listener 

was free to dance. Later auditorium concerts often ended in riots 

because guards or police tried to keep the kids in their seats. 

Society demanded that adolescents become carbon copies of their elders; 

the adolescents preferred to strike out on their own, create their own 

world that bore as little relation as possible to watching television 

in their middle-class homes. Rock and roll was that world. Their 

rebellion had less to do with Marx and Marcuse than with Dylan and 

drugs. 

We were held together by our own good vibrations, and with the 
rise of the Sound, we were drawn together into a family. The 
Fillmore and Avalon of 1966 radically changed our language, our 
interests, and our lives; from a goal-directed, school-directed 
way of living, we'd moved to a life-style directed by music and 
acid. Acid and the bands became the loci of our lives. Saturday 
night became the center around which the rest of the week was 
left to move; reminiscing about the last, planning for the next. 
All day Saturday spent in preparation, collecting flowers, buying 
new costumes, buying and selling dope, getting super stoned and 
listening to music.19 
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First came Bob Dylan, with his reassessments of values and 

attitudes; then, the Beatles and their charming reawakening of rock 

for rock's sake; closely followed by the snarling Rolling Stones, 

street youths who had no respect or reverence for anything or anyone. 

Daughters were not safe so long as the Stones were around and parents 

knew that; but, alarmingly, the daughters knew that and relished the 

fact. Small wonder that parents throughout the country loathed rock 

music and smaller wonder that children delighted in throwing it up 

against their parents: the Stones played at top volume was guaranteed 

to drive parents berserk. 

In 1962, the author knew college students who hitchhiked 

to New York after hearing Dylan's music, simply because they were con-

vinced he was the key to some sort of nebulous new age and if they 

could only meet him they, too, might be carried along into that new 

day. By 1967, thousands of young people were ready to head for San 

Francisco, lured by the shimmering promise of the music of the Jefferson 

Airplane and the Grateful Dead and the attendant scene • 

• the San Francisco Sound was a label and a myth created by, 
believed in, and lived through by only a small group of people 
living in the Bay Area, the first youths of the Haight, mostly 
college drop-outs, smoking lots of grass, feeling like a real 
community of outsiders. We had escaped society, and the public 
no longer forced itself into our heads. We had severed almost 
all ties with insiders, and for those who had dropped out of 
college, alienation had become part of the past.20 

That is a bucolic view of San Francisco, but it is the view 

that most original participants retain. Ralph J. Gleason, the former 
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San Francisco Chronicle columnist who did more than anyone else to 

publicize San Francisco musical happenings and became a virtual one-

man chamber of commerce, remains an ardent booster of the scene, as a 

columnist for Rolling Stone and an executive of Fantasy Records in the 

East Bay. His Chronicle columns spread the word about the burgeoning 

rock scene and his following--he had been covering jazz and pop for the 

Chronicle since the early Fifties--was such that word of the Airplane 

and the Dead and the other San Francisco bands went far beyond the 

usual underground press audience. Gleason's enthusiasm sometimes sur-

passed the bounds of the music itself, but he nonetheless provided the 

most complete account of the era, which he dates from October, 1965, 

when members of the Family Dog came to see him to discuss presenting 

rock dances. They picked San Francisco because it was a "pleasure city" 

because it was the "only city in the U.S. which can support a scene. 

New York is too large and too confused and Los Angeles is super-uptite 

21 
plastic America." As it developed, the members of the Family Dog 

(a production company) were largely correct, as San Francisco is the 

only American city that has supported a sustained music scene. 

Urban renewal had escaped San Francisco and the city was 

littered with low-rent buildings suitable for rock halls and for com-

munal living and they were used for both. The city's reputation as a 

tolerant and easy-living town attracted would-be Bohemians, who did 

not know the meaning of the word and had no remembrance of the Beats 
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of San Francisco's North Beach, from across the country: fuzzy-cheeked 

hitchhikers who flocked to the Haight-Ashbury district. First, though, 

came the bands, approximately 600 of them at one point. There was no 

better place for an American rock musician to be: San Francisco was 

packed with clubs and rock halls and record company talent scouts and 

thousands of young drifters whose money went for drugs and music. 

Free park concerts became commonplace and, for a brief time, 

San Francisco was actually a city with "flowers in its hair," the host 

city for a short-lived innocence bred of music. There was, briefly, 

a coherent hip community that conceived of a solid rock scene that could 

exist away from the music centers of New York and Los Angeles. It 

worked, until the con artists and petty criminals moved in and until 

drugs became primary. While the San Francisco "renaissance" was bloom

ing, the city also gave rise to the first underground radio station 

(KMPX), the first underground comics, and the first commercially suc

cessful light shows. 

It was, to be sure, a clannish, insular scene. The 13th 

Floor Elevators, a Texas band that was first with what was called 

"psychedelic music," moved to San Francisco, where they were largely 

ignored because they were not part of the original scene. Other inno

vative Texas bands, such as the Red Crayola and Shiva's Headband and 

the Conqueroo, received equally chilly receptions in the Bay Area. 

Gleason himself (as did the San Francisco rock papers) stressed only 

the local bands. 
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The bands, pure primal power, our first deities, the sources of 
our new myths, metaphors, and anecdotes. If there was any social 
organization in the Haight in those days, it was that of a big, 
anarchistic family, with the bands as a sort of primal father and 
we as happy, naive children. Jerry Garcia, lead guitarist for 
the Grateful Dead, was the archetypical mayor, and Signe of the 
Airplane was our cosmic lover. We walked into a magic fantasy, 
a land that lasted forever every Saturday night and got us through 
the next six days.22 

That last statement closely parallels sentiments the author 

has heard from: (1) religious fanatics, (2) poor black sharecroppers 

who live for Saturday night, (3) poor white farmers who live for Satur-

day night. Obviously, the counter-culture was not anything revolution-

ary. Not only did it build on Bohemianism as a lifestyle and borrow 

musically from black blues and white country blues and borrow journal-

istically from Poe, Twain, Mencken, et al, but it also, in the end, 

did not even completely rebel against its parents. 

The hip culture, writer J. Anthony Lukas surmised after a 

survey of inhabitants thereof, was the logical extension of the con-

sumer society: the hippie spent all his time in consumption; whether 

of drugs or music or various entertainment. It was all intake and no 

outgo; the hippie was entirely passive, vicariously consuming whatever 

came into the frame of view or reach. This, posited Lukas, was simply 

an extension of the behavior of most adults. He based his postulate 

on a theory of Harvard professor Erik Erikson: 

The values of any new generation do not spring full blown from 
their heads; they are already there, inherent if not clearly 
articulated, in the older generation. The generation gap 
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is just another way of saying that the younger generation makes 
overt what is covert in the older generation; the child expresses 
openly what the parent represses.23 

Lukas' extensive interviews with hippies led him to endorse 

Erikson's theory. 

All theories aside, there was a flourishing, self-described 

hip community in San Francisco that was ripe for a new kind of journal-

ism that would be part of that culture. The most important journalistic 

influence was Ramparts which, before Warren Hinckle took it over, was 

a Catholic magazine with less than 5,000 circulation. Hinckle, a 

former publicity man, turned Ramparts into the prototype of a muckrak-

ing, radical organ and boosted circulation to 250,000 by 1968. He also 

brought the magazine to the brink of bankruptcy and jumped ship in 1968 

to start Scanlan's Monthly, which shortly failed. 

One of Hinckle's employees at Ramparts was young Berkeley 

drop-out Jann Wenner, who borrowed from Hinckle's spectacular modus 

operandi when he started Rolling Stone. Hinckle, like Wenner, was 

jealous of the Eastern press and determined to put San Francisco on the 

publishing map but he, like Wenner, was careful to announce his big 

stories by placing ads in the New York Times. 

The Bay Area got its first weekly underground paper August 13, 

1965, when Max Scherr, a bearded bar-owner and radical activist, started 

the Berkeley Barb. The paper accurately reflected the interests of the 

radical Berkeley community: all the local news covered with a Movement 
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slant. It was a political paper and, as such, was not warmly embraced 

by the cultural hippies in San Francisco's Haight-Ashbury, whose primary 

interests were drugs, music, mysticism, and psychedelia. A loose group 

of artists and writers in the Haight started their own paper, the San 

Francisco Oracle, which was the first true psychedelic underground 

paper. It started in the fall of 1966 and introduced an important in-

novation: the Oracle was the first underground paper to discover off-

set printing. Not only did off set cut production costs to about $200 

for 5,000 copies but it also allowed the artists and writers complete 

layout freedom and the results in the Oracle were spectacular. Print 

and drawings were merged and use of color justified the term 

"psychedelic." 

The Oracle was truly the print expression of the innocence 

that existed for a short time in the Haight and, at its height in 

August of 1967, the Oracle was selling an estimated 100,000 copies on 

24 
the streets. That was before the "Death of Hippie" and the trans-

formation of the Haight into America's first teen-age slum: a haven 

for criminals and speed and heroin addicts. 

The unspoken antagonism and schism between cultural hippies, 

as represented by the Oracle, and the political hippies, championed by 

the Barb, finally came out into the open New Year's Day of 1967. The 

Oracle had organized the Golden Gate Be-In so that "union of love and 

activism previously separated by categorical dogma and label mongering 



will finally occur ecstatically when Berkeley's political activists 

and hip connnunity and San Francisco's spiritual generation all over 

California meet for a gathering of the tribes. • • • 1125 Jerry Rubin 

addressed the gathered tribes about Vietnam and the buckskin brigade 

ignored him. Max Scherr of the Barb was furious: "There was great 

potential there for protest •••• The organizers implied that they 

were against the war, but they didn't want to bother people about it 

26 
on this occasion." 
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It was symptomatic of the national split between political 

radicals and cultural radicals. The conflict was between the personal 

liberation of Norman 0. Brown and the social consciousness of a Marcuse. 

Eventually, through strength of numbers and by dint of the apathy of 

the majority, the personal liberationists persevered and the politicos 

dwindled. 

The last American radical publication that managed to unite 

the two schools of thoughts in any way was the Masses and all it 

managed was an uneasy truce that eventually collapsed. Rolling Stone, 

though its editors never claimed the paper spoke for radical politics, 

was assumed by many radicals to be "their magazine" and Stone is still 

bitterly reviled for failing to be radical or underground. 

Journalistically, the rebellions by both camps of writers 

over the past decade fall into a pattern of literary insurgency. The 

first phase of the revolt occurs when a generation of writers comes of 
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age and prepares to indict the society that educated and nurtured it. 

The more daring writers of the generation mount an attack on the 

"Philistines" (who have appeared as "Men of Understanding" in Emerson's 

time, as "Plutocrats" in the Gilded Age, as "Puritans" in the early 

Twentieth Century, as "Babbitts" in the Twenties, as "Middlebrows" of 

the Fifties, and as "Squares" in the Sixties and "Straights" in the 

Seventies). The second phase comes with a sweeping manifesto (declara

tion of a new culture), followed by intense criticism of the Philis

tines' culture and practices. Many writers adopt causes, such as war, 

poverty, civil-rights, imperialism, or injustice. In the third phase, 

the revolt declines and the writer is absorbed back into the society 

he rejected, with varying results. All the while, a new generation 

is readying itself, prepared to attack the preceding generation and 

27 
draw up a new manifesto. 

The writers of the rock-and-revolution era managed to race 

through all three phases in about seven years, roughly from 1965 to 

1972. The originators have disappeared or are striving for respect

ability and legitimacy. Rolling Stone has been maneuvering for at 

least three years to get into the mainstream of magazine publishing; 

one-time radical writers are jousting to court publishers and to get 

into the pages of Esquire or Playboy or Atlantic. Thus far, a suc

ceeding generation of r ebels has not appeared. 



A Rock Journalism Foothold in 
San Francisco 

About the time Travis Rivers, Allen Cohen and others were 

starting the Oracle in San Francisco, there was talk of starting a 
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rock paper. Music was a virtual mania and bands from across the coun-

try were moving to San Francisco daily. Obviously, there was a paten-

tial audience for such a publication and it finally was launched by a 

17-year-old who had just left home and moved into an apartment. He was 

Greg Shaw and his prize possession was a mimeograph, with which he had 

published science-fiction fanzines since he was 13. Shaw's roommate, 

Dave Harris, was an avid blues and rock record collector and he sug-

gested to Shaw in the summer of 1966 that they publish something on 

music, since no one else was. Neither Shaw nor Harris had seen 

Crawdaddy!, then the only peer-group music publication. 

Dave came up with the title--Mojo Navigator R&R News--in an 
inspired flash. I believe the "navigator" part originated in 
this record "Navigation Blues" by Bill Hjerpe, a gross Dylan 
imitation effort on Epic. I didn't know much about music but 
I knew a lot about publishing, and Dave was, in reflection, one 
of the most astute critics the field has seen. I'd put him on 
a level with Landau, whose style he shared. We had another 
friend who could draw pretty well, so we were all set. We 
decided to do it as a community newspaper, since the Haight at 
that time was a music community. There was hardly anybody on 
the street except members of the local bands, and the scene at 
the time was very inbred. So we started out with a format 
based around a lead interview (which usually ran to 2 or 3 
installments), reviews of Fillmore/Avalon dances and news of 
upcoming events, album and single reviews, and a long gossip 
column drawn from local sources as well as national magazines, 
the trades, English pop papers.28 
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Mojo Navigator R&R News was the prototype for all the rock 

papers: interviews with the leading rock personalities, authoritative 

record reviews, and titillating bits of gossip. More importantly, the 

tone of the articles was chummy, much like a letter from one member of 

the rock audience to another member about what's happening. 

Initially the paper was printed on Shaw's mimeograph and 

sold for 10 cents; ad rates were $10 per page and the circulation was 

less than 1,000. One full page of issue number eight was given free 

to an announcement for a rally protesting the California law declaring 

LSD illegal: "At 2 PM in the PANHANDLE at MASONIC and OAK we will 

gather in a LOVE-PAGEANT RALLY •.• to affirm our identity, community 

and innocence from influence of the fear addicition of the general 

public as symbolized in this law." 

Mojo was issued weekly, usually in a 10-page format, stapled 

in the corner. With number nine, Shaw went to a photo cover and sales 

peaked locally at 1,000 copies, with distribution effected by Shaw 

riding buses around the city and dropping off copies at the Psychedelic 

Shop, M5 Records, Cosmo's Grocery, Bally Lo, HQ, the Blushing Peony, 

Moe's Books, and Shakespeare & Co. In issue nine, Shaw concentrated 

on making Mojo more of a magazine and introduced color and articles 

on oldies record collecting and British blues. Mojo was also the 

first of a long line of rock magazines to tangle with rock promoter 

Bill Graham, who managed the Fillmore auditoriums in New York and 
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San Francisco. Mojo editorialized against a planned Fillmore appearance 

by Paul Revere and the Raiders (a blatantly commercial group) and suc

ceeded in having the engagement canceled. Graham subsequently banned 

the Mojo staff from Fillmore shows, even as paying customers. 

Bill Graham deserves a separate chapter in any sort of rock 

history. Born Wolfgang Grajonka, Graham in 1965 was managing the Sun 

Francisco Mime Troupe and, after Chet Helms' Family Dog put on the first 

successful San Francisco "community" dance in October that year, Graham 

started booking rock concerts the next month. He dominated rock book

ing in San Francisco and New York because, of all the early rock pro

moters, he was the only one who could consistently maintain an efficient 

business operation. In the process, his profitable operation and his 

practice of employing brusque guards made him enemies throughout the 

rock industry. 

Graham has carried on running battles with virtually every 

rock paper over his pricing policies, his hired guards, and the fact 

that he is an avowed capitalist--a self-made hip capitalist. He also 

presented the best possible entertainment at reasonable prices. 

Graham bested radical spokesmen at their own game: the "Up Against 

the Wall Motherfuckers" in New York demanded that he donate one night 

a week at the Fillmore East to them. He complied and they, of course, 

had no idea what to do then. His war with Rolling Stone ended in 1974, 

when Graham and the Stone agreed that there was a new common enemy, 
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David Geffen, the 30-year-old "whiz kid" who started Asylum Records and 

stole Bob Dylan away from everybody else for his label. 

Meanwhile, in November of 1966 he took an anti-Bill Graham 

editorial from Mojo and tacked it up on the Fillmore bulletin board and 

barred all Mojo writers from entrance. Greg Shaw, as a lighthearted 

prank, arranged to have Country Joe and the Fish, friends of his, 

include giant ads for Mojo in their light show at their next Fillmore 

appearance. Graham was suitably livid. One suspects that he enjoyed 

his encounters with the press. 

Mojo in its early issues presented an accurate reflection of 

the San Francisco ambience: reviews of and interviews with the leading 

local musical personalities and up-to-the-minute news about the scene. 

Where even Ralph Gleason's Chronicle columns were written from the 

viewpoint of an outsider examining this new, this strange culture; the 

Mojo writers seemed to be talking about the people next door, just 

other young people who happened to be involved in music. 

By the end of 1966, Shaw felt the San Francisco music scene 

was slipping and he wanted to make Mojo a national magazine. It took 

until April of 1967 to produce issue No. 13, in offset format. The 

issue did sell 5,000 copies, but it was another four months before 

No. 14 appeared, in August. 

It sold well, but it was obvious we were no longer what was hap
pening. If we'd managed to come out monthly in this format dur
ing '67 I think we could've given Crawdaddy a run for the money, 
but there were personality hassles between me and Dave. I was 
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living in San Francisco doing all the work on the magazine, while 
he had moved to Marin County. He was always a heavy doper and 
began now to lose interest in writing. I'd pester him every day 
to get to work on his material for the next issue, but it never 
happened, and he was still the best writer we had. For #15 I 
had lined up some great material, from some of the best people 
around. Artwork by R. Crumb (then unknown) etc. I had learned 
a lot about layout and such, and it was to be a 3-color issue. 
It would have made or broke us, but we never had a chance to see. 
Dave got it into his head that I was pilfering subscription money 
or promo records or something, and came over one day with some of 
his buddies and forcibly removed all the materials, files, etc. 
I heard from an impartial friend of his plans for elaborate issues, 
a big benefit dance, etc., but like the pothead he was he left it 
all in the pipedream stage.29 

So Mojo disappeared after a year. In its wake, it left some 

pioneer rock journalism (including the first interviews with major 

groups) and the first examples of populist (as opposed to Crawdaddy's 

elitist) rock reviewing. Mojo almost succeeded despite receiving no 

review copies of albums from record companies and drawing only one 

record ad in its history. 

Mojo did demonstrate that the Bay Area could support its own 

rock magazine. It also laid out the format that most newsprint rock 

papers would emulate: a lead article or question-and-answer interview 

with a leading rock singer, several newsy articles, a gossip column, 

letters section, and short album reviews. Those reviews, particularly, 

swung away from the highly personalized Crawdaddy!-style rambling, 

subjective reviews and moved toward shorter pieces that stressed the 

record's significance in terms of the artist's career and its place in 

the overall rock picture. That was a radical departure from any rock 
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reviewing anywhere and it came to be the standard, especially in Rolling 

Stone. 

I don't mean to accuse Jann of stealing anything, by the way. We 
were good friends in those days, when he was on the staff of 
Ramparts. We used to spend a lot of time talking about the pos
sibility of doing a rock magazine on mass scale. I couldn't see 
any way to do it except from the ground up, the way we were, but 
Jann with his big-money society background was obviously in a 
better position to pull it off. He pulled it off, and I believe 
RS, for the first year or two at least, was everything a national 
rock magazine based in San Francisco ought to be. I couldn't 
have done as well, and I ain't bitter at all. As a matter of 
fact, I'm glad the scene has become so big, as I can now make it 
as a writer instead of messing with business, which I never liked. 
If you've ever hustled ads, you know what I mean.30 

By late 1967, San Francisco was over-ripe for a professional 

rock journal, as was, coincidentally, the rest of the record-buying 

country. 

Once upon a time only a few years ago, we were all separated 
into little bunches of lonelies and weirds huddled together 
around tiny campfires here and there across the country. The 
skyscrapers and billboards and housing developments and TV din
ners loomed around us as wild and hostile as any jungle. No 
matter how indifferent we acted, we felt pretty out of it. 
Slowly we began to reach out the fingers of our caring towards 
one another. Hitchhikers came to town with word that there 
were others like us out there beyond the rim of our world. 
Posters, beads, incense, and flowing clothes made their appear
ance. We might be out of it, but we sure were beautiful. 
Bands began to travel, wars began to escalate, and after a while 
lo and behold there was a tribe, a community, a movement, a new 
way of life ..• no one is sure what it amounts to, but it's 
here.31 
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CHAPTER III 

THE RISE OF ROLLING STONE 

In the fall of 1967, in the wake of the Monterey International 

Pop Festival and the "Summer of Love" in the Haight-Ashbury, cultural 

bohemianism was peaking in San Francisco, but just beginning to be 

widespread across the rest of the country. Devotees of love and flowers 

and rock music and drugs had literally flooded San Francisco and 

attended free concerts in Panhandle Park, where they could eat free 

food provided by the Diggers while listening to free music from Country 

Joe and the Fish, Big Brother and the Holding Company, and the Quick-

silver Messenger Service. Drugs and love were plentiful and, in the 

event of a case of hepatitis or gonorrhea, the Haight-Ashbury Free 

Clinic stood by to offer free treatment. 

There was, however, a major drawback to the "politics of 

free": various con-men and criminals and hard drug pushers sensed the 

weakness of the children--the acid-dropping innocents from Tulsa and 

Kansas City and Houston--and muscled their way in. 

From the standpoint of vulnerability, the flower movement was 
like a valley of thousands of plump white rabbits surrounded by 
wounded coyotes ...• The Haight attracted vicious criminals 
who grew long hair. Bikers tried to take over the LSD market 
with crude sadistic tactics. Bad dope was sold by acne-faced 
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methedrine punks. Satanists and satanist-rapist death freaks 
flooded the whirling crash pads. People began getting ripped 
off in the parks. There was racial trouble. Puke was sold 
as salvation. 1 

An ex-convict named Charles Manson drifted into the Haight 

and became known as a "psychedelic satanist." 

The price of living "free," of being preyed upon by hustlers 

and street criminals, became too high and the original hippies in the 

Haight departed for communes in rural areas. On October 6, 1967, the 

end of a valiant experiment was marked when Haight residents gathered 

in Buena Vista Park to declare the death of "Hippie." Invitations were 

circulated: 

Funeral Notice 
HIPPIE 

Haight-Ashbury District 
of this city 

Hippie, devoted son of 
Mass Media 
Friends are invited 

to attend services 
beginning at sunrise 

October 6, 1967 
at 

Buena Vista Park. 

"Hippie" left a legacy, however. The young "rabbits" who 

were still in Topeka and Austin missed the obituary and were eager to 

consume pre-packaged youth culture from San Francisco, popularly 

referred to as "the city where it all started." Record companies 

scouted the city and handed out handsome prices for bands: $20,000 

for Jefferson Airplane, $60,000 for Quicksilver, and $250,000 for Big 
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Brother. San Francisco's sound was clearly the coming trend. Mojo-

Navigator had demonstrated the potential for success of a San Francisco-

based rock music paper. All that was lacking was the presence of an 

ambitious editor. 

Strong editors make strong magazines. An editor need not be right 
or even bright, need not be intellectual, fair-minded, of good 
will or even likeable. What he has to be is distinct and somehow 
to be able to transfer that distinctness to his magazine, making 
it consistently recognizable and different from every other maga
zine. If he is fortunate, he feels an empathy with his readers; 
and if he is particularly fortunate, he is like a few thousand or a 
few million of them. Few things can be successfully faked, and a 
magazine can never be. Magazines are produced by editors and the 
circumstances of a given time. Great editors make great magazines 
and make them conunercially as well as editorially successful. The 
one follows the other without their having to bother too much 
about it. The best magazines have a durability that is better 
described as a property in the minds and attitudes of their readers 
than as inherent in the publications themselves.2 

Jann Wenner was born in 1946 to Mr. and Mrs. Edward Wenner. 

The elder Wenner ran a successful baby formula business which he had 

started in San Francisco in the late 1940's. Mrs. Wenner helped her 

husband in the business and published two books, Back Away From the 

Stove in 1960, and Daisy in 1961. The Wenners' other child, Kate, 

attended Radcliffe and wrote Shamba Letu about her experience of teach-

ing in Tanzania. Jann was graduated from Chadwick, a private school 

in Palos Verdes, and enrolled in the University of California at 

Berkeley in 1964. He reported the Berkeley Free Speech Movement as 

a stringer for NBC and wrote a rock column for The Daily Californian. 

After his junior year, Wenner left school to become entertainment 



editor of Sunday Ramparts, a weekly that flamboyant Warren Hinckle 

published for six months. While at Ramparts, Wenner met his future 

wife, Janie Schindelheim, who was working in the mailroom. She sub

sequently went to work for Rolling Stone as an editorial assistant 

until issue number 15. 

After Sunday Ramparts ceased publication, Wenner started 

thinking about a newsprint magazine about rock music and discussed 

the concept with free-lance photographer Baron Wolman and Chronicle 

music columnist Ralph Gleason. 

"Jann came over and asked me how I thought a magazine

newspaper on rock 'n' roll would do," said Gleason. "He wanted the 

publication to focus on rock music, but it was also to cover every-

3 
thing else in the youth culture." 

Wenner had no idea how to finance such a project but, at 

Gleason's suggestion, persuaded the owners of Garrett Press (which 

printed Sunday Ramparts) to donate office space in a loft over their 

plant at 746 Brannan in San Francisco's warehouse district. 
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Gleason lent Wenner $300 to print the first sample issue 

and another $1200 to go into publication. He borrowed more from his 

mother, stepmother, Janie Schindelheim, and other friends until he 

had a total of $7,500. The first issue of Rolling Stone, dated Nov

ember 9, 1967, sold only 6,000 copies of the press run of 40,000. 
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That first 24-page tabloid issue was put together largely by 

Wenner himself, although he had a staff of 17, including Gleason as 

consulting editor and correspondents in Los Angeles, New York, Boston, 

London, and "Europe." Of those 17, only one, Jon Landau in Boston, 

remains a full-time employe (after quitting once) and that is reflec-

tive of the high personnel turnover at the magazine. Staff changes 

began after four issues, when assistant editor Michael Lydon quit. 

Lydon, a former Newsweek correspondent, later said that he and Wenner 

experienced a personality clash and that he realized that Rolling Stone 

4 
was Jann Wenner, and vice versa. 

Other staff members were fired after five issues for, as 

5 
Wenner later said, "trying to take over the whole show." 

Jon Landau, a Brandeis student and contributor to Crawdaddy!, 

joined Rolling Stone because Wenner flattered him: 

I was impressed. I mean, I never had anybody write me a letter 
asking me to start with the first issue. Totally professional-
he's gonna pay me--right away I got the flash that he was serious. 
I was being treated professionally. It was a whole new thing for 
me. 6 

That first issue was professional in comparison with other 

alternative papers. In layout and use of graphics, it was staid. It 

used four-column format with column rules and body type was 8-point 

Times Roman, with 18- and 24-point Times Roman headline faces. Repro-

duction quality was somewhat muddy, as the result of offset printing 

on 34-pound supertone newsprint stock. 
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In content, issue number one spelled out the basic Stone 

formula: picture of a rock star (John Lennon) on the cover, interpre-

tative stories (on the "Death of Hippie" ceremony and finances of the 

Monterey Pop Festival), bits of rock gossip and news ("Mike Bloomfield 

arrested in LA!" "Grateful Dead busted!"), a succinct essay by Landau, 

a "Perspectives" column by Gleason, an interview with Donovan, and 

record reviews. 

The style made it apparent that what Wenner was presenting 

was not so much information as attitude, an attitude and point of view 

at once breezy and authoritative and young and irreverent. That point 

of view was expressed through what is still Stone's formula (although 

emphasis has shifted from music to stories of general interest): 

exhaustive coverage of the superstars, inside information on the per-

formers and the music industry, and competent, often excellent, report-

age of anything of interest to young persons. Jann Wenner's letter 

to readers in the first issue comes as close as anything to defining 

his purpose and he, in fact, still quotes from it: 

You're probably wondering what we are trying to do. It's hard 
to say: sort of a magazine and sort of a newspaper. The name 
of it is ROLLING STONE, which comes from an old saying: "A 
Rolling Stone gathers no moss." Muddy Waters used the name for 
a song he wrote; The Rolling Stones took their name from Muddy's 
song, and "Like A Rolling Stone" was the title of Bob Dylan's 
first rock and roll record. We have begun a new publication 
reflecting what we see are the changes in rock and roll and the 
changes related to rock and roll. Because the trade papers have 
become so inaccurate and irrelevant, and because the fan maga
zines are an anachronism, fashioned in the mold of myth and non
sense, we hope that we have something here for the artists and 



the industry, and every person who "believes in the magic that 
can set you free." ROLLING STONE is not just about music, but 
also about the things and attitudes that the music embraces. 
We've been working quite hard on it and we hope you can dig it. 
To describe it any further would be difficult without sounding 
like bullshit, and bullshit is like gathering moss. 

Although the early Rolling Stone was not overwhelming in 

traditional magazine terms (a line from No. 1 such as "He didn't dig 

the gig anymore" does not wear especially well), it is impossible to 

overestimate the impact that it had on young readers. As many have 
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remarked, for the first time everything they wanted was assembled there 

for them: the music, the musicians, the new attitudes; all presented 

in a style that was both exuberant and believable. Ralph Gleason 

likened the magazine to a "letter from horne."
7 

Lester Bangs, a pro-

lific critic who is on the staff of the rival Creem (and who was ban-

ished by Wenner from Stone's record review section in 1973 after 

writing one too many "negative" reviews and failing to have "the proper 

attitude toward the artists"), recalled that "it seems funny now to 

reflect that Rolling Stone was once a cornerstone in my life, in a way. 

I bought the very first issue, and it wasn't long before I was waiting 

for it with even more enthusiasm. I can remember when my biggest 

. 8 dream was that someday I would be on the staff of that magazine." 

Early letters to the magazine were largely hosannas, both 

from industry representatives and members of the rock-buying audience 

and most proclaimed that Stone was just what they had been searching 

for ("Rolling Stone is a high"). The fact that the same feeling was 
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sustained for half a dozen years is substantiated by a series of letters 

that Tom Miller, a free-lance writer and sometime Stone-contributor, 

received in late 1973, when he placed an ad in Stone to sell a copy of 

the first issue. 

Miller received dozens of replies, with bids ranging from a 

lifetime supply of Champion spark plugs to $100 to a 1947 Buick in 

running condition. One writer rambled for several pages about the 

difficulties he was having with the IRS and he discussed an elaborate 

plan he had devised to trap IRS agents in his record store, lock them 

in, and then turn the heat all the way up. The tone of all the letters 

was remarkably uniform, the writers closely identified with Rolling 

Stone and described it in terms of "an old friend" and " a big part of 

my life." "The Stone and I go back a long way," wrote one, "it was an 

9 
early teacher of my new state." Another confessed that he was a 

"passive but passionate observer ..• participating in the spectacle 

as a spectator." Stone gave him, every two weeks, a vicarious entry 

into a culture that he identified closely with but that was personally 

10 
denied him because of parents, high, school, and geography. 

Wenner's concept of covering rock music as the focus of an 

emerging culture did not make Stone an immediate sensation. The early 

issues were extremely uneven in quality, national distribution was a 

problem, and an editorial bias for San Francisco restricted the paper's 

appeal. 
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Constant tub-thumping in favor of local groups and issues 

(the fate of a proposed second Monterey Festival was the cover story of 

three of the first eight issues) ensured an icy reception from the New 

York rock crowd, then grouped around Cheetah magazine. When New York's 

"showcase" band, the Velvet Underground played the Fillmore, Gleason 

expressed San Francisco's reaction when he described the band as "sick," 

"boring," and "noncreative." 

Cultural chauvinism--the East's resentment of Stone and the 

San Francisco bands and Stone's own condescending attitude toward the 

East--reached a pinnacle with the "Bosstown Sound" episode. Eastern 

record companies, envious of the San Francisco scene, began looking 

for a commercially viable scene of their own. New York City has never 

been able to generate or support an indigenous circle of bands. Boston, 

however, with its large student population and strong tradition of folk 

music, seemed a likely candidate. M-G-M Records descended on the city, 

signed several local groups, and undertook an intensive promotional 

campaign on behalf of the "Bosstown Sound." Several publications, most 

notably Time, Newsweek, and Jazz & Pop, jumped on the bandwagon and 

puffed the "new scene" in Boston. 

Jan Landau was by then the country's most influential rock 

critic and, especially since he lived in Boston, his verdict on "Boss

town" was eagerly anticipated. When it came, it was "a nail in the 

coffin," as Fusion editor Robert Somma said. Landau's Stone piece, 
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titled "The Sound of Boston: Kerplop," accurately described "Bosstown" 

as an artificially created boom with little musical basis. Easterners 

resented his negative vote, but Stone readers appreciated his honesty 

and thoughtful analysis. What the readers did not know was that, all 

this while, Landau and Wenner were having "fierce arguments" over the 

latter's reluctance to print anything negative about certain San 

Francisco bands. 

"Bosstown" died and Stone reaped the benefits of publicity 

over the controversy. Circulation and advertising increased slowly 

and with issue No. 18, Wenner was able to expand to 32 pages. With 

No. 8, he had gone to a double-fold so that the newsstand size of the 

paper was the standard 8 1/2 by 11. 

Stone's first major non-music feature appeared in No. 21, 

November 9, 1968. Copy editor Charles Perry, working from letters 

from servicemen, wrote a 7,500-word cover article on drug use in the 

armed forces. Stone had attracted many young servicemen as readers 

and they wrote openly about the proliferation of drugs, especially in 

Vietnam. 

Perry, an accomplished linguist, scholar, and drug expert, 

was part of the staff expansion. Jerry Hopkins, now a prominent rock 

biographer, became the paper's fulltime Los Angeles correspondent by 

accident: 
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I had a head shop in LA called Headquarters and was carrying all 

the so-called undergrounds; Rolling Stone came in the door with 

the regular hippie distributor. I took the customary 10 copies 

to see how they'd go, noticed a box in which Jann was calling for 

writers. I'd been an establishment journalist for five years, in 

TV another five before starting the head shop and was writing a 

weekly column for the LA Free Press, so writing for RS seemed a 

natural thing to do. I dug the music, had in fact been writing 

about it in my column, and I seemed to have a notion that work

ing for publications that didn't pay well (or at all) was a) 

glamorous, b) exciting, c) helpful, or d) good for the kharma. 

I then thought RS had promise, but not as much as it's proved 
it had.11 

Besides Perry and Hopkins, Wenner added art director Robert 

Kingsbury, art critic Thomas Albright, and managing editor John Burks. 

The latter was a former editor of the San Francisco State College daily 

and a reporter for the Oakland Tribune. Burks brought an aura of pro-

fessionalism to the operation, which then was run haphazardly. Last-

minute frenzy has been the editorial tradition at Stone from the first, 

which helps explain the paper's motto: "All the News that Fits." 

Burks' influence was immediately detectable as the paper 

took on a crisper journalistic tone. He started working for Stone in 

early 1968: 

It was about issue No. 18, I guess. Circulation was at 20,000, 

they'd had a hell of a hard time meeting deadlines and no success 

at developing a real newsgathering squad, etc., and were in direst 

need of an m.e. if anything was going to happen. Gleason used to 

write a column for a San Francisco weekly I put out during 1965, 

the Observer. He liked the way it looked, the way it came out 

regular as clockwork, my professionalism, thought I was halfway 

hip, told Wenner so, Wenner hired me. I thought: for $125 a 

week, I'll give it a try, see if I can get something cooking here. 

I thought RS was an awful good idea being lamely, if promisingly, 

executed. Saw big potential--bigger even now than Straight Arrow 
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is able to conceive. Doubt they'll ever realize it because their 

depth of field is too narrow.12 

With Burks as managing editor, Rolling Stone entered into an 

identifiable second stage of operation. Wenner ceased running day-to-

day operations and turned control over to Burks more and more. Editor 

Wenner spent more time overseeing operations in New York and getting 

distribution underway. "We were at our best, emotionally and there-

fore editorially," said Burks, "while the chief was out of town. The 

only hard part then was the phonecalls where these guys in New York 

and LA would giggle at us because the boy publisher was out riding 

d . 1. . 1113 
aroun 1n a 1mous1ne. 

One of Wenner's major decisions during this period was to 

put a nude photograph of Beatle John Lennon and his wife Yoko Ono on 

the cover of No. 22. It was a rear view of both parties, taken by 

Lennon, and demonstrated that Lennon's body was aesthetically more 

appealing than was Yoko's. The cover caption was indicative of 

Wenner's uneven judgment: "And they were both naked, the man and his 

wife, and were not ashamed." 

No. 22 was the first anniversary issue (Wenner had missed 

four publishing dates in the hectic early days) and was also the first 

issue to be distributed in London. The nude cover garnered Wenner more 

publicity than he had anticipated. The San Francisco Chronicle 

announced the issue with a four-column headline: "Nude Beatle Perils 

S.F.'' A Rolling Stone street vendor was a~rested for selling the 
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magazine. The postmaster in Englewood, New Jersey, refused to allow 

copies through the mail and a distributor in Boston withheld the maga-

zine from newsstands there. "The point is this," wrote Wenner, "print 

14 
a famous foreskin and the world will beat a path to your door." 

Five issues later, Wenner had another "sensational" cover. 

John Burks, Jerry Hopkins and New York correspondent Paul Nelson (a 

former editor of Sing Out and Little Sandy Review) combined their files 

to produce a lengthy article about "Groupies." 

Groupies (described by one groupie as "non-profit call girls" 

who follow rock musicians) had been the subject of a story in Cheetah 

in December, 1967, but the story received little attention. When 

Rolling Stone's article appeared, it caused considerable stir. That 

was mainly attributable to Stone's journalistic approach: where the 

Cheetah article had been vague and non-specific, Stone's Burks, Hopkins 

and Nelson interviewed groupies and got them to talk frankly about 

their avocation. In the world of rock and roll, the existence of 

groupies had been common knowledge but the story apparently came as a 

revelation to what Wenner called "the world." He was in New York at 

the time the issue appeared and learned that Time was hurrying a 

groupie article and was not planning to credit Stone, even though the 

Time piece was basically a rewrite. Wenner reacted quickly: 

I got pissed off, you know, 'cause I thought that Time Magazine 
should do a stock about us. We had to do something, and some
thing turned out to be a full page ad on the back page of the 
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New York Times about the Groupie issue and about ROLLING STONE. 

• • . Time did their story on groupies--in the same issue they 

also did a story on the discovery of Johnny Winter, giving credit 

anonymously--to "one of the underground papers." Two months later, 

Time did a story on us. Newsweek did a story on us the same week 

that Time did. These stories were all written just after Eye 

folded. So you can imagine that we all felt very righteous and 

self-satisfied.IS 

Time often is referred to by Jann Wenner and it may well be 

that he more closely identifies with Henry Luce than with William 

16 
Randolph Hearst, to whom he was likened by one of his editors. There 

have been persistent rumors, to which Wenner has not replied, that 

Rolling Stone will become a weekly publication by late 1975 and will 

mount a concerted effort to compete with Time. In 1969, Wenner was 

still slightly awed by Time: 

This Time Magazine story did a weird thing, because in "the world," 

Time Magazine is the real thing, the 

of legitimitization in this country. 
you find in dentists' offices. When 

to Muscle Shoals, I saw the copy of 
and I showed it to the stewardess. 
ping to send to the advertisers and 
us seriously.17 

most important printed voice 
Time is the kind of thing 

Boz and I were flying down 
Time with the story in it, 
Anyway, it made a nice clip-
a lot more people began taking 

Jann Wenner's second year of publication virtually established 

Rolling Stone as the only professional and credible rock music magazine. 

He was attracting advertisers and writers alike and was publishing 56-

page issues by his second anniversary. Stone had already become a 

youth institution (with circulation hovering at 80,000) and its content 

was recognizably institutionalized. Even though a given issue might 

include two dozen different bylines, there was an overall uniformity 
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of outlook that reflected Wenner's strong editorship. 

Writers who could not adapt their styles and attitudes to 

conform to those held by Wenner did not last long with Stone. Whereas 

a magazine such as Crawdaddy did not ever have a discernible point of 

view, there was an apparent Rolling Stone viewpoint, although it was 

never spelled out. Wenner usually refers interviewers to his state-

ment of purpose in the first issue. He has told writers on several 

occasions that, if they have to ask what Stone is trying to do or say, 

they obviously have not read the magazine. Otherwise, they would not 

have to ask. Many writers could never decide what they were doing or 

what RS was doing. John Morthland, who worked for almost a year as 

an associate editor in the San Francisco office, felt that: 

RS was always Jann's magazine, and it was to reflect his ideology; 

I thought the writers should express themselves, but he thought 

they should express him, though of course he didn't say it in so 

many words. It's that old story of an editor determining the 

slant to be taken on a story covering an event he wasn't even at. 

An editor must trust the writers he's got to get the story; if 

he doesn't, they aren't gonna perform well. It's that simple. 

They have to write what they saw and heard, and the story's slant 

must flow from that. They can't "plug" their data into a slant 

dictated to them, but that's what we often had to do.18 

Wenner freely admits to being impatient with writers and 

editors who cannot share his vision or meet his stringent demands: 

"Those who left the paper just weren't able to adapt fast enough to 

keep up with a growing, changing publication. 1119 

Changes in Stone during the second year were gradual; music 

coverage became increasingly professional and non-music features 
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appeared irregularly. They varied from an examination of roller derby 

to an interview with filnnnaker Jean-Luc Godard to political forays. 

The latter, particularly, inspired furious debates between adherents 

of political radicalism and those favoring cultural separation. In 

April of 1969, Stone devoted half an issue to "American Revolution 

1969." The cover depicted a visored policeman, riot stick in hand, 

holding a bloody youth on the ground. Wenner himself wrote the intro-

duction to the political supplement and it was a departure from his 

previous dismissals of radical politics: 

Like it or not, we have reached a point in the social, cultural, 

intellectual and artistic history of the United States where we 

all going to be affected by politics. We can no longer ignore 

it. It threatens our daily lives and our daily happiness. The 

new political movements we feel all around us can no longer be 

left at the periphery of the artistic consciousness. 

Our black population and our student population have finally 

declared themselves sick and tired of desolation row and fin

ished with the old folks home at the college. The blacks and 

the students are our brothers and they are doing something 

which we must take awareness of. And we must participate in 

it because they are fighting a fight against .Q.!:!!. enemies, even 

if our participation is just by the fact of awareness itself. 

These new politics are about to become a part of our daily lives, 

and willingly or not, we are in it.20 

Radicals who anticipated Stone's metamorphosis into a polit-

ical organ failed to evaluate one key phrase in Wenner's manifesto: 

II . even if our participation is just by the fact of awareness 

itself." That awareness, Wenner has said, has been reflected in Stone's 

coverage as set out by the original statement of purpose: " ••. not 



just about music, but also about the things and attitudes that the 

music embraces." 
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Nonetheless, attacks against Stone proliferated in the under

ground press and the thrust of their charge was that the magazine did 

not take a stand "against Pig culture" and in favor of radicalism; 

that it failed "to educate and to articulate to its readers the politi

cal consequences of their culture"; and that Stone covered politics as 

"a political event rather than an outlook or a way of life. 1121 

Radicals found it difficult to accept that Wenner had all 

along foreseen Stone as ultimately becoming a successful publication, 

rather than just another haphazard underground organ full of "Us vs. 

Them" sentiments. As a journal of reportage, Stone has attempted-

with varying success--to address itself to the interests of its readers. 

The years 1969 and 1970 found many of its readers intensely concerned 

with politics; so then did coverage try to stay apace with those inter

ests. The difficulty, oddly, is that Stone's credibility with the 

young has been so strong that an over-eager political announcement, 

such as Wenner's in the American Revolution 1969 issue, deeply affected 

many readers, especially those who--via relatively distorted views in 

the underground press--felt that an authentic street revolution was 

imminent. Stone gave the readers brutally frank photographs of youths 

being beaten, tear-gassed, and ground into the pavement and those, 

coupled with articles tinged with revolutionary rhetoric, conveyed a 
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selective vision of youth in revolt. The author, while stationed 

overseas, recalls many young servicemen who obtained their news from 

Time and Rolling Stone during that period and, judging from accounts 

from the former of a nation that was literally a tinder box and from 

the latter that millions of young people were ready to revolt, many 

servicemen were reluctant to return to America at all. The apocalyptic 

messages they were receiving were accurate but they had no method of 

ascertaining the extent of the movement covered in those messages. 

In other words, during the time that many persons who iden

tified themselves with the counterculture, and also flirted with radi

cal politics, there was an extremely thin line between simple reportage 

and advocacy reporting. For RS readers, who probably were not able to 

tell the difference, the title of the lead article in the RS Revolution 

supplement, "The Sound of Marching, Charging Feet," (which was taken 

from the Rolling Stones' "Street Fighting Man") and the author of 

that article, Michael Rossman (a member of the Free Speech Movement at 

Berkeley) further blurred the advocacy-reportage line: "I am sick with 

statistics and examples," he wrote, "I want to tell you what is happen

ing in America, about why the violence will increase, and about some 

real reasons for fear." 
22 

It was a period charged with emotions and Wenner's position 

of reporting what was happening by calling on the chief participants 

to relate their experiences was widely interpreted as advocacy. Issues 
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in the "counterculture" invariably were viewed in either-or terms; one 

was "for" or "against" the "revolution." It was small wonder, then, 

that the nation's underground press was bewildered by Stone, which 

followed the American Revolution issue with one devoted to Sun Ra, a 

black avant-garde musician, and Bunky and Jake, an interracial duo. 

In Wenner's mind, however, he was obeying his journalistic instincts. 

Hindsight has proved him correct; had he, as the underground press 

urged, turned RS into a political organ, he would now be just another 

out-of-work underground editor. He had bigger things in mind. 

Two of his grander ideas in 1969 ended up draining the 

Stone's meager treasury but they did not slow him down. Any 23-year-

old editor who could gamble on a $7,000 ad in the New York Times 

(declaring "If you are a corporate executive trying to understand what 

is happening to youth today, you cannot afford to be without Rolling 

Stone. If you are a student, a professor, a parent, this is your life 

because you already know that rock and roll is more than just music; 

23 
it is the energy center of the new culture and youth revolution." ) 

was not going to be set back by one or two failures. In Wenner's own 

words, in 1969 he began to believe: 

what was being said about us, and did two things rather hastily, 
which have finally caught up with us. We acquired a nearly bank
rupt small magazine in New York (Scenes) and pumped money and 
talent into it. Finally, after getting rid of the old editor, 
it began to to show itself as a potentially fine little publica
tion, and one that might even have made money, but because we 
leapt before looking, have had to bail out of it and cut it 
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adrift. We also somewhat hastily opened an office in London, with 

the financial backing of Mick Jagger. Again, we acted too hastily 
and it ended up that neither Mick nor I were there to supervise, 
and we just recently cut the operation down to a much smaller 
staff, and temporarily ceased publication of a separate regional 
edition, although the regular ROLLING STONE is still being pub
lished in London. Our main business, and the thing it turns out 
we're best at, is ROLLING STONE and rock and roll music. 24 

Another source reported than Wenner sent an angry letter to 

Jane Nicholson, briefly editor of the British Rolling Stone: 

" ... Your business practices are appalling •.. Is this some 
kind of joke? ... You're a bunch of amateurs and kids playing 
at the game of publishing . . . taking a ride on the established 
reputation of Rolling Stone and Mick's bank account .•. Suspend 
operations and payroll . . • have a chartered accountant audit 
the books . . • I hope that Mick and I will have a solution . . • 
restructuring it from top to bottom .... 11 25 

Those Wenner dismissed brought out a rival paper initially 

called Friends of Rolling Stone, later shortened to Frendz. It was 

largely indistinguishable from other underground papers and shortly 

disappeared. 

Two other Stone issues in the second year drew special atten-

tion. The first was that of September 20, 1969, the "Woodstock issues." 

Woodstock was the first and the last of the mammoth rock festivals, 

with a conservative estimate of an attendance of 450,000, and it is 

still a landmark event in the progress of the "counterculture." The 

daily press treated it in terms of just another case of youthful 

"hijinks" and relied on police reports for the "official view." 

Rolling Stone sent Greil Marcus (RS review editor, doctoral candidate 
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at Berkeley), Andrew Kopkind (of Hard Times), and Jan Hodenfield (RS's 

New York editor) to cover the festival and their combined coverage 

surpassed that of any other publication. 

The daily newspapers and the wire services, in depending on 

official news sources, reported that the festival was a total disaster. 

Stone's on-the-scene coverage indicated that it was not and demonstrated, 

once and for all, that "official" reporting was not necessarily truth

ful reporting. The wire services might feel that the chief of police 

in Bethel, N.Y., was the authority to consult on Woodstock; RS's writers 

went into the field. Festival reporting, for which there were few pre

cedents, was difficult to do well, but Stone developed several contrib

utors who could literally be dropped into the middle of any such mass 

gathering and come out with the story. It was largely a matter, said 

both John Burks and John Morthland (who did the bulk of the acclaimed 

Stone issue on Altamont three months after Woodstock), of relying on 

one's instincts. Those instincts, however, had to have sound bases. 

The author, who covered five such mass music festivals, developed sev-

eral informal guidelines for coverage: 

1. Basic research should be completed before the event. 

This includes familiarity with local laws, contacting local authorities 

and law enforcement officials, and interviewing the promoter in order 

to attain a reasonable set of predictions of the events to come. 
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2. An acquaintance should be developed with the head of 

security for the festival, as well as with stage guards and other 

security personnel. They are literally the gatekeepers at such events 

and, since press badges often are not honored, can grant one access 

backstage, to the performers' area, or to the promoter himself. Such 

access is essential when a festival site might encompass 1,000 or more 

acres. After the press was restricted to a small compound at a 1971 

festival in Louisiana, the author was able to move freely through the 

700-acre grounds by dint of a security badge provided by a sympathetic 

guard and a performer's pass lent by a rock singer who was bitter at 

the treatment he received from the promoter and wanted to ensure that 

"the story got out." 

3. The performers themselves should be interviewed. Often, 

a reporter can learn more about the finances and logistics of a festival 

from them; rather than from the promoter's account. Prior knowledge 

of and familiarity with their music is mandatory. 

4. Arrest should be avoided. Often police make mass arrests 

to "clear out" a trouble area. Generally, the reporter can "escape 

the dragnet" by remaining on the fringes of the trouble area (which 

generally can be detected ahead of time by a ripple in the crowd or 

any unusual crowd movement) until the spot is cleared. At one festival, 

the author and a Newsweek correspondent were backstage when shots were 

heard from a nearby wooded area. The Newsweek reporter rushed into 
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the middle of a group of policemen struggling with several youths. He 

was arrested and lost his story and, eventually, his job. The author 

waited until police left; then located and interviewed several eye

witnesses and balanced their story against the police report. 

5. "Looking like a reporter" should be avoided. Part of 

Stone's succes with festival coverage can be attributed to the fact 

that its reporters can, and did, pass as members of the crowd. Basic

ally, they were members of the crowd. Audience reaction and attitudes 

are always important to such a story and such information can be 

gathered best by a reporter who is a member of the audience. At another 

festival, the author was able to learn in advance of a planned "peo

ple's raid to liberate" the concession stands and was thus in a posi

tion to observe and photograph the melee, while several wire service 

reporters were vainly looking for a festival public relations office 

to inform them of what was happening. There has never been a function

ing PR office at any festival; reporting depends on individual 

initiative. 

6. One should remain aware of the promoter's general where

abouts. At some festival failures, the promoter has seized the gate 

receipts and disappeared. Additionally, statements from the promoter 

are essential at the conclusion of any festival. Often, the promoter 

is reluctant to talk for publication. In such event, there is usually 

at least one member of his staff who feels cheated and dissatisfied 



and is willing to talk. That person should be located as soon as 

possible. 
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7. "Wrapping it up" usually consists of final statements 

from the promoter, local authorities, and members of the crowd as they 

leave. Nearby residents will have opinions. 

8. It is sometimes advisable to remain in the area an extra 

day or two to obtain final financial information or to interview police 

or persons being released from jail. 

With such improvised tactics, Rolling Stone has consistently 

been able to provide the most complete and balanced festival coverage. 

The Altamont special issue led to the magazine's receiving an award 

for excellence from the Columbia Graduate School of Journalism. 

The event that came to be referred to simply as "Altamont" 

was a free concert by the Rolling Stones at Altamont Speedway, near 

Livermore, California, December 6, 1969. Members of the Hell's Angels 

motorcycle club were hired as security guards, to police a crowd of 

300,000. There were numerous beatings in the crowd and the concert 

culminated with the stabbing death, by unnamed Hell's Angels, of a 

young man. After the general euphoria of Woodstock, Altamont came as 

chilling reality to the counterculture. Stone prepared a special 

18-page account of the concert, drawing on 11 writers and locating 

some 50 photographers who had been there. It was excellent reporting, 

a skillful reconstruction of how 100 Hell's Angels were able to control 
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a crowd of 300,000 and intimidate leaders of the counterculture and the 

cream of the rock bands. While much of the counterculture press viewed 

the incident fatalistically (unwilling to admit defects in their cul-

ture and regarding the Hell's Angels as fellow "Outlaws of Amerika"), 

Stone's coverage was a direct indictment, a blunt revelation of the 

fragility and hypocrisy of the counterculture. 

As Jann Wenner continued his third year of publication, he 

could well be proud of his newsgathering staff. The Altamont issue 

was praised for months, Woodstock had been a solid issue, and the 

second anniversary issue contained an interview with the elusive Bob 

Dylan. Additonally, managing editor Burks had taken a month off to 

visit underground papers throughout the United States and returned 

with the most comprehensive story to date on underground publications. 

The editorial staff had ballooned to about 25 (it fluctuated) 

and Wenner, though he did not realize it in early 1970, had a rough 

year ahead of him. He was to face financial and personnel crises of 

major proportions. 

First, Wenner moved Stone from the free offices on Brannan 

Street (described by Dun and Bradstreet as a "loft in normal house-

26 
keeping" ) to an entire floor of a building at 625 Third Street, also 

in the warehouse district. The staff moved April 10 to the new build-

27 
ing (where the office space was reputed to rent for $75,000 a year ), 

next door to the MJB Coffee Company and the Wells Fargo Bank, which was 
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built on the site of Jack London's birthplace. Just down the street 

is Jerry's Inn, a bar at the corner of Third and Brannan, which came 

to be the after-hours editorial office. It is not especially a savory 

neighborhood and Jerry's closes at 8 p.m. and late-working Stone staff-

ers move their cars to the parking lot behind the building or summon 

taxicabs to come to the front doors of 625 Third Street, which are 

locked promptly at 5 p.m. 

Wenner still had an ambition to start another magazine, the 

failures of his New York Scenes and British Rolling Stone notwithstand-

ing, and he decided upon the ecology movement as a suitable entree. 

In April of 1970, he launched Earth Times with a full-time staff of 

eight. The editor was Stephanie Mills, who had drawn national atten-

tion when, in her valedictory address at Mills College, she announced 

that she would never have children to be brought up in the midst of 

environmental rape. Earth Times' first issue was a 36-page, double-

folded tabloid that closely resembled Stone. Mills's letter to her 

readers in the first issue proclaimed that it looked as if "the world 

is coming to an end. • . . if we fail to turn the (ecological) fad 

into direct action, we die. The function of Earth Times is to sustain 

the environmental movement by supplying the real activists with 

. f . ..28 in ormat1on. . • . 

Although well-intentioned, Earth Times was virtually a cata-

log of doom: injustice here, environmental catastrophe there. Despite 
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a national concern over ecology, it became apparent that Earth Times 

was a loser. Ralph Gleason once estimated that the venture cost Wenner 

at least $40,000 a month. Wenner suspended publication after three 

issues. "It wasn't worth continuing," he later said, "so I folded it. 

I'd rather put out Rolling Stone. Earth Times was nice but it was set 

up badly. Stephanie was no editor; she was more of a figurehead. 1129 

Another major foray into political coverage was well-received 

critically but was a newsstand disaster for Stone. The April 2, 1970, 

issue was largely devoted to Gene Marine's reportage of the trial of 

the Chicago Seven and the cover pictured Abbie Hoffman with one inset 

cover line: "Chicago: The Trial of the New Culture." Reportedly, 

more newsstand copies of that issue were returned than of any other 

edition. Stone is distributed partially by CBS through its chain of 

Discount Record Stores and Doug Hanners, who then managed the Discount 

shop in Austin, Texas, reported that his sales of the Chicago issue 

were almost nil. "Record buyers who come into the store," he said, 

"generally buy Stone on the strength of the cover. We sold almost no 

copies of that issue.
1130 

There was also a major staff uproar developing at Stone. 

The rapid expansion of the magazine brought in several editors who, 

it later became apparent, could not co-exist with the Rolling Stone 

of Wenner's vision. The story of one of them, John Morthland, is indi

cative of what happened throughout what has come to be known as the 

Great Purge of 1970. 
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Morthland was reared in San Bernadine, California, and 

throughout high school worked for the daily newspaper there. In 1964, 

the Rolling Stones made their American debut in San Bernadine and 

Morthland secured the first major interview with them. In terms of 

rock press history, that was a major achievement. After high school, 

Morthland enrolled in the University of California at Berkeley. One 

night in 1969, his roonunate brought in his political science teaching 

assistant, Langdon Winner, who was a Stone contributor. 

Morthland and Winner became friends and Morthland later moved 

into the house Winner was renting. Winner's best friend was Greil 

Marcus, also a teaching assistant at Berkeley, who lived nearby. 

Marcus, on the strength of submitting numerous well-written record 

reviews, succeeded Jon Landau as review editor of Stone, after Landau 

quit to pursue a career of producing records. Morthland met Marcus, 

who asked him to consider writing record reviews. Morthland was flat

tered and started submitting them and they were printed, although he 

thought they were not especially well-written. He continued contrib

uting record reviews throughout the summer of 1969, although he had 

no plans to be a writer, much less a rock writer. In September, he 

began graduate school at Berkeley since he had no other plans. After 

a month, he dropped out. He had no money and had soured on journalism 

after unhappy experiences with the San Bernadina daily. He thought, 

however, that Rolling Stone might be different. He went to San 



Francisco and talked to John Burks, who told him Stone would not be 

hiring before February of 1970. Morthland began working as a clerk 

in the University book store in Berkeley. 
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Then came Altamont. The day after, December 7, the San 

Francisco editorial staff--Wenner, Burks, Marcus, Ben Fong-Torres, and 

Charles Perry--met and decided to put out a special Altamont issue. 

Marcus recommended Morthland as a good writer for the special 

issue: he had interviewed the Stones before, he had a background as a 

reporter, and had attended Altamont. Burks called him and asked if 

he could work on a trial basis on the Altamont issue. He and Burks 

worked well together, collating the files of nine other writers and 

obtaining additional interviews. Morthland was hired inunediately, to 

supplement Burks on the news side. This was early January, 1970, just 

before the staff expansion. 

Throughout the first half of 1970, except for the Earth 

Times fiasco (the Earth Times staff nucleus later regrouped and pub

lished as Clear Creek for over a year before folding), Stone maintained 

64-page issues and the level of music writing was high. Two months 

after the Chicago issue, student politics and counterculture politics 

virtually demanded more political coverage. Stone responded with a 

special issue titled "On America 1970: A Pitiful Helpless Giant." 

The issue was full of reportage of temporary suspension of civil rights, 

from the shootings at Kent State to the bombing of a radio station in 

Houston. 
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Some assistant editors have maintained that they put out the 

entire "Helpless Giant" issue independent of Wenner. Jon Carroll 

(briefly managing editor of Earth Times and assistant editor of RS), 

claimed that Wenner was "paranoid about the amount of respect RS was 

getting for things he hadn't much to do with--the Altamont issue • • • , 

the Manson book (Felton and me--oh, and Dalton, as an interviewer), 

the Pitiful Helpless Giant issue (Burks and me, plus everyone else in 

31 
the world), etc." 

Wenner replied that "the politics issue is not worth comment-

ing on. The Pitiful Helpless Giant issue was put out with my full 

knowledge while I was in Chicago and New York. I got the Allan 

Ginsberg centerspread and I sent Morthland to upstate New York and to 

32 
Washington." 

Meanwhile, assistant editor Morthland was largely outside 

the wrangling. His relationship with Wenner was based strictly on 

business. Wenner handed down the word to Burks, who then dealt with 

the other editors. Morthland turned his copy in to Burks or Carroll 

and saw Wenner only at staff meetings. Morthland felt uncomfortable 

with Wenner, since their relationship was distant. 

The Kent State killings, in addition to prompting the Pitiful 

Helpless Giant issue, elicited only one response from the record indus

try, which continued to advertise "revolutionary, underground" music 

as usual. Jae Holzman of Elektra Records bought a full page in the 
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Giant issue and the text did not mention his company at all. He wrote: 

Violence wounds us all. 

We can close our eyes to the events of our time; close our ears 
to the voices that express the ideas and emotions behind those 
events; close our minds to the struggle of people, both young an 
old, who labor in the causes of peace and freedom and life against 
the evils of war and violence and repression and death. But 
violence wounds us all. 

It is not enough to offer sympathy. It is not enough that death 
triggers our hearts to mourning. It must also trigger our minds 
to think. The music of our time is perhaps the only medium 
through which we can come to recognize and understand those ideas 
and feelings. When music becomes the mirror of the chaos and 
frustration in our troubled world, then it becomes our responsi
bility, ultimately our duty, not just to listen, but to act. If 
cormnunication is our goal, then we must realize that human under
standing is the highest purpose of communication. And if we are 
not afraid to listen, then we must not be afraid to speak. We 
are the communicators. Each of us in his own way must help 
achieve human understanding.33 

The Pitiful Helpless Gia~t issue again reflected Wenner's 

position that "awareness" of social issues was what was required of 

him and, journalistically, he was correct. The counterculture press 

still demanded that he "take a stand" and continued to lambast Stone 

as . a sell-out. 

After the Giant issue came another Stone landmark. No. 61, 

dated June 25, 1970, was another special report: "Charles Manson; the 

Incredible Story of the Most Dangerous Man Alive." David Felton, a 

seven-year veteran of the Los Angeles Times, did most of the work on 

a remarkable story of the Manson family, although David Dalton was 

given a co-byline. Jon Carroll claimed that he co-wrote it and Dalton 
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later told this writer that he (Dalton) initially sympathized with the 

Manson family, until Felton reminded him of his journalistic obliga-

tions and of the full nature of Manson and his followers. In any event, 

it was another Stone tour de force, skillful interviews with Manson 

followers and the first fairly complete account of Manson's life and 

deeds. Manson, like the Hell's Angels, was considered by many under-

ground papers as a fellow outlaw (a paper called Tuesday's Child felt 

that Manson was the "Man of the Year") and the Stone story, as straight 

coverage, was a rebuttal. The Manson issue and the Altamont edition 

earned Rolling Stone the Columbia Graduate School of Journalism National 

Magazine Award for 1971 for "freshness of presentation and effective 

formula-free group journalism as reflected in its exhaustive reports 

on the Charles Manson case and the tragedy of the Altamont rock festi-

val. The judges particularly admired the integrity and courage of the 

magazine in presenting material that challenged many of the shared 

. 34 
attitudes of its readers." 

After the Manson issue, Stone was fairly much in limbo the 

rest of the year as staff troubles multiplied. Ralph Gleason abandoned 

full-time writing (although he continued doing the Perspectives column 

for Stone) to become "Minister Without Portfolio" for Fantasy Records 

in the East Bay. Greil Marcus, Stone's extremely able record review 

chief, was fired after an unflattering review of Bob Dylan in the 

July 23, 1970, iss ue . 
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The next issue, dated August 6, was slinnner than usual (only 

40 pages) and included an unusual memo from Wenner on the Random Notes 

page: 

On Vacation 
During the next two weeks, while the sun still shines on brightly 
and the advertising is still slow, we'll be taking a little vaca
tion break in these offices for a little time at the beach and 
a little time to catch up with ourselves . 

Thus, we're skipping the "extra" third issue that occurs every 
July and at the end of Decembers, and the issue you now hold in 
your hands will be on the stands for four weeks instead of the 
usual two. So read it slowly.35 

What that memo did not report was that Rolling Stone was 

in grave danger of going under. The staff had been split asunder and 

RS had serious financial problems. John Burks left about the middle 

of July and his departure led to several others. 

Burks, after two years as managing editor, had developed a 

newsgathering staff loyal to him. The members of Burks' "gang" ·had 

their ideas about the directions Stone should take; Wenner had other 

ideas. Burks was a strong figure, as was Wenner, and it became 

apparent there was not room in the office for both of them. Those 

loyal to Burks included Morthland, Jon Carroll, Michael Goodwin, John 

Lombardi, and Ed Ward. 

Carroll, after Earth Times folded, moved to Stone as Burks' 

assistant. Burks had met Lombardi, then on the staff of Philadelphia's 

Distant Drurmner, while researching his underground press article and 

brought him to San Francisco to write and edit the book review section. 



99 

Goodwin wrote articles and reviewed movies. After Greil Marcus' 

departure, Ed Ward, a former Crawdaddy! contributor and Antioch College 

student, became record review editor. Wenner's loyalists were associ-

ate editors Charles Perry and Ben Fong-Torres. 

Burks resigned in mid-July, after the August 6 issue went to 

press. 

Wenner is about the most difficult cat I've ever worked with and 

one of the most complicated. It all came to a head at midsummer 

when he'd wasted an outrageous amount of money that Rolling Stone 

had made and had to go back to New York to float a loan from the 

Kinney Corp. (owners of WB-Reprise, Atlantic, etc.) to keep the 

trip going. A hundred thousand dollar loan. Then not long after 

his return he "decided" that RS should do a lot more interviews 

with the stars and all the Random Notes ought to be rock and roll 

and a lot of other bullshit that added up to a magazine that 

would--well, it sounded like it was going to be a tastefully 

executed fan magazine, but nothing more than that. 

It was going to stick with the rock and roll trip, and not get 

into all this troublesome political shit. The advertisers (I 

learned from our ad side) had complained that with the repres-

sion that's coming they weren't sure whether they could get behind 

a paper that didn't do j~st about a hundred per cent rock and roll, 

and besides, you know, we got to look out for our asses and not 

get caught up in some political trip if you can dig what I mean, 

Jann, baby. 36 

After Burks' departure, Carroll considered quitting until 

Wenner asked him to stay on during the transition and assume the duties 

of managing editor. Wenner, meanwhile, moved into Burks' large corner 

office, overlooking the back parking lot, four stories below. Carroll 

had never had a good working relationship with Wenner. He had been 

hired by Burks and his confessed loyalties were to his conception of 
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the magazine, Burks, and Wenner, in that order. Carroll wanted more 

politics and pop sociology in the magazine at a time when Wenner wanted 

more music coverage. Carroll lasted two weeks as acting managing 

editor: 

I left because--well, technically because I was fired. My desk 
was moved to an obscure corner, and one of his secretaries (read: 
spy; it got awfully heavy through there) gave me an exploding 
cigar. Ha ha. I sure was pissed •.•. (Wenner) wanted to get 
back--the phrase was very popular just then--to music. That was 
the basic conflict. There were other things, like his handling 
of money and writers, but we'd all lived with that right along. 
The heavy conflict, of long duration, was between Burks and 
Wenner. I was only a pawn in their game, heh heh.37 

With Burks and Carroll gone, John Morthland emerged as the 

number two man and he did not like his position. He had never dealt 

directly with Wenner before and their relationship was distant. Too, 

he favored less music coverage and more politics. He disliked the 

idea of "deifying" rock stars and felt that, during the political 

unrest of 1970, to concentrate on music without really "watchdogging" 

the record industry was wrong. He was still in sympathy with Burks 

and Carroll and planned to join them at Flash, a general interest 

magazine that former Stone business manager Philip Freund planned to 

publish. Morthland finally quit in November: 

When I first got the job, I planned to work a year, save money-
which is very good at RS, no one but no one can complain about 
being underpaid, because Jann really does look after his own in 
that respect--and then travel abroad for a year or so. I called 
Jann to quit after attending the first Flash meeting. I thought 
it over to myself and decided I couldn't have both, I couldn't 
be on the staff of one and faithful to the other. There was 
never any great flare-up between me and Jann, as there was 
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between Jann and JB, Jann and Carroll, Jann and Ed. I never 
actually screamed it out with him or anything. There were several 

moderate sputters, leading up to the big rumble, but the big rum
ble itself never came. I could see it coming and decided to step 
down before it ever happened on the grounds that I was just sick 
of the hassle and one more major rumble would be just XXX amount 
of wasted energy on the part of everybody.38 

By November, Rolling Stone's third anniversary, only three 

staff editors remained in the San Francisco office. Perry and Fong-

Torres continued to edit, assign stories, and write; and John Lombardi 

assumed the role of acting managing editor until he resigned two months 

later to join the staff of Esguire. 

Review editor Ed Ward left shortly before Morthland did, but 

his separation from the magazine was by no means a quiet one. One of 

Wenner's idiosyncrasies as an editor is a preference for constantly 

updated lists from his writers and editors: lists of story assignments, 

of potential writers, of story backlogs, of future projects. That 

began to grate on Ward: 

I was suddenly made subject to an increasing demand by Wenner for 
lists--lists of reviewers, lists of records to be reviewed, lists 
of what galleys were on hand, lists of who had been assigned 
what. . . • I told him one day point blank that if I did all the 
lists he wanted I would have no time to do anything else. "Take 
it or leave it," he said. I stayed on. Pretty soon, he really 
began turning on the pressure for these lists, stressing the 
fact that if I couldn't do anything quite that simple, how could 
I possibly make it through the harder tasks of keeping the sec
tion going? We began engaging in screaming matches in his office, 
and I began to think I was going crazy. Finally, one screaming 
match culminated in my telling Jann to go fuck himself and storm
ing out. I have quite a temper, and I was really stewing by the 
time I got back to my desk. Gretchen (Jann's female slave, he 
now has two) had left a broom propped up next to my desk with a 
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note attached: "This place looks like a pigpen--clean it up." 
Psychological warfare aimed at my biggest weakness--orderliness. 
I knew where everything was, but my order is kept in my head--
the same reason I didn't make lists. Anyway, Jann was still 
interested in pursuing our screaming match, so he had followed 
me out of the office, and into mine. I saw the broom, and I 
wheeled around at him with it in my hand, screaming obscenities, 
and threw the broom at him. He, of course, threw it back. I 
just went wild, and chased him the entire length of the building. 
Finally, we wound up in the stairwell, and he was trying to placate 
me. I told him I quit, and he was wishy-washying around, saying 
things about couldn't we work out some kind of thing, etc., and 
I was screaming FIRE ME, FIRE ME. Anyway, he avoided me, and 
put John Morthland in as liaison between me and him. Then Jon 
Landau came to town to visit and after talking much with John M. 
and myself and a couple of others, decided that he didn't much 
want to work for Jann. Imagine my surprise, then, when Jann 
told me that he'd decided it would be better for both of us if 
I were to leave. I was to be replaced, he said, by Landau, "who 
has a bigger name anyhow." That was it. ••. I promptly had a 
severe nervous breakdown.39 

Editor Wenner, after losing most of his staff, was philo-

sophical: 

Everybody got swell-headed, I mean everybody. They thought they 
were something other than what they really were and that we were 
something other than what we really were. It was a money crisis, 
so we dumped some bad people. It was an overdue housecleaning. 
The bad people left and the good ones stayed. You can see the 
difference now: we have Grover Lewis instead of Morthland, Paul 
Scanlon instead of Burks, and Landau instead of Ward and Greil. 
Greil was the only good person I lost.40 

In early 1971, Wenner hired Paul Scanlon, a reporter from 

Palo Alto, to handle the network of correspondents and to serve as a 

carefully-supervised managing editor. Wenner himself, until he hired 

John Walsh of Newsday in late 1973, was his own managing editor for 

almost three years. The experience with Burks had affected him deeply 

and he was increasingly reluctant to delegate power. He was obviously 
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publishing career, he was extremely cautious as he went about it. 
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"Wenner thought he was training me," John Burks said later. 

"I thought I was training him and we both were right in some ways. 

Wenner used to tell me that I saw the trip as a phenomenon while for 

him it was The Trip, and he was, of course, right. 1141 

Loose Ends in San Francisco 

The departed Stone staff members, with exceptions, attempted 

to start magazine alternatives to Rolling Stone. Greil Marcus continued 

graduate study at Berkeley, contributed occasionally to Creem, and 

worked on a book. John Lombardi went to New York as a junior editor 

at Esguire. The rest, though, committed themselves to Rags or to Flash. 

Rags had been started in June, 1970, by former Stone photog

raphy editor Baron Wolman with initial capital of $66,000. To save 

expenses, he moved into the Garrett Press loft at 746 Brannan, where 

Stone was born. Rags, printed by offset on 8 1/2 by 11 newsprint stock, 

was nominally a counterculture fashion magazine but its subject matter 

ranged from "alternate culture capitalism" to "life in a hash pipe 

factory." Burks was the managing editor and Carroll the co-editor and, 

despite a competent staff, Rags folded after 12 monthly issues. Paid 

circulation reached 50,000 but the magazine was losing $6500 a month 

and there was not enough capital to cover expenses until a break-even 

point was reached. 
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The "RS malcontents" (as they termed themselves) were putting 

their hopes and their savings, however, into Flash, intended as a gen-

eral interest "magazine of our times." One pilot issue was printed in 

March of 1971. Philip Freund, fired from his Stone job as business 

manager, was the publisher and the staff was dominated by former Stone 

employees. 

John Burks was the managing editor, Michael Goodwin was copy 

and "inter-media" editor, Morthland was news editor, Carroll was fea-

tures editor, Ward was in charge of reviews, fiction, and poetry; and 

Robert Altman, who briefly succeeded Wolman as Stone's photography 

editor, was the photographer. 

Two thousand copies of the 46-page pilot issue (black and 

white offset on 9&3/4 by 12&3/4 newsprint stock) were printed and dis-

tributed to potential writers and advertisers. In content, Flash 

resembled a Life magazine of the counter-culture: stories on truck-

driving music, primal therapy, Krazy Kat Komix, Little Richard, oil 

spills, playing steel guitar, wrestling, and interviews with Groucho 

Marx and Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead. 

Flash did not progress beyond the pilot issue stage because, 

John Burks said: 

we couldn't convince Money to spring money to invest in it and 
part of the reason for that was an overly hazy product, result
ing I believe, from the foolish attempt at democratizing the 
editorial process. I was the editor and so were eight other 
people, and all of us were publisher and the stake in ego all 



105 

around was just too ridiculous. I think the best magazines and 

bands have been centered around one (rarely more than two) per

sonalities, with the whole thing coordinated to get the best out 

of all the cats in support. 42 

After Flash, Burks became an investigative reporter for the 

San Francisco Examiner, Carroll edited West, the now-defunct Los Angeles 

Times supplement, and then became co-editor of Oui, Hugh Hefner's sister 

publication to Playboy; Goodwin became managing editor of Take One, a 

small Canadian film magazine; and Robert Altman drove a taxicab in San 

Francisco. Philip Freund started the Consumers' Institute for Food 

Research. Ward and Morthland tried to freelance stories and became 

involved with the last attempt to start a San Francisco magazine that 

would compete with Rolling Stone. 

It was called SunDance and was started by Ken Kelley, 21-year-

old former editor of the Ann Arbor Argus, a small Michigan underground 

paper. Kelley moved to the Bay Area after breaking with the White 

Panther Party and, with Craig Pyes, who had written a widely-reprinted 

and factually questionable attack on Stone in the underground press, 

raised enough money for two Life-size, four-color editions of SunDance. 

It was ultimately a shallow, if showy, magazine, which claimed to offer 

"an alternative to what is too often the rhetorical shallowness of the 

underground papers, the academic aloofness of the leftist journals, 

43 
and the camouflaged news management of the 'straight' press." 
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SunDance had no editorial cohesiveness, no central editorial 

vision, and appeared as an amateurish, if lavish, indulgence of the 

underground sensibility. 

Ward and Morthland were engaged as music editors, but Ward 

quit after seeing the first issue. Morthland decided to remain for a 

second issue because he like the editorial freedom accorded him. After 

turning in his copy for the second issue, he resigned: 

because I don't particularly like the mag. It's totally humor
less, for one thing, It's an impressive mag to look at, but when 
you get right down to reading it • . . they lack the balance 
between political militancy and entertainment. I also don't like 
the way it's run--as a movement superstar trip. They're more 
interested in the name of the writer than what he writes or how 
good it is. There's also a l~t of bullshit attached. Like at 
the first meeting, there was a two-hour debate about whether we'd 
let Krassner write for the mag because he was a sexist. And at 
that point, he hadn't even offered to write for the mag, it was 
strictly a conjectural discussion and it was ridiculous. If I 
was really enjoying doing a music section, I would have continued 
doing it for the $25 per issue just cuz I liked it. 

Starting in October, they plan to go monthly. They are confident 
they will have raised a quarter-million then, and will have the 
capital to publish. For now, they're working on a shoestring. 
My attitude is, I'll believe it when I see it. I've been closely 
involved in the beginnings of five magazines now, they are all 
sure they'll get their money, they were all superior products, 
and none of them lasted more than nine months. I think the cru
cial thing with the alternative press is money. The talented 
writers, artists and editors are all there. But most of the 
alternative press can't pay them enough to support them, and they 
end up writing for more established publications •••. There was 
a time when RS was the only magazine in the world that would print 
a certain type article, 
it there, money or not. 
magazine that can't pay 

so if you wrote one like that, you sent 
Now, there's so many options that the 

is sure to get left out. 
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I marvel at Creem for coming as far as they have on what they've 

had to work with. Anyhow, money is a big thing, because no matter 

how anti-materialistic we are, we do need a roof over our heads, 

food on the table, and stuff like that. And very few people who 

write solely for the alternative press make enough money to 

provide those basics.44 
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CHAPTER IV 

FROM ROCK AND ROLL TO GENERAL INTEREST 

After three and one-half chaotic years of publishing, Rolling 

Stone had encountered enough difficulties to kill any three magazines. 

Jann Wenner's overspending and reckless, too-rapid expansion brought 

the magazine to the brink of bankruptcy. His failures caused losses 

of at least $500,000. He tried, and failed, to publish Earth Times, 

publish New York Scenes, publish separate Los Angeles and San Francisco 

flyers, start an independent London edition of Stone, produce a motion 

picture, and start a syndicated radio service using taped interviews 

made by Stone writers as they researched their articles. He had purged 

the staff after a near-revolt. Of all rock magazine editors, he was 

the least reluctant to alienate young, potential readers by question

ing and attacking the radical politics then fashionable. 

With such a formidable list of liabilities, it does not seem 

logical that Stone survived, much less prospered. Yet, it did both 

during the fourth year of publishing. Advertising rates increased to 

$2800 per page, a separate book publishing division was started, cir

culation grew to 250,000 (with pass-along readership estimated at one 

million), and Stone finally started making profits. 

111 
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Obviously, Rolling Stone was the right magazine at the right 

time with the right editor. At a time when many in the magazine world 

were predicting its demise, Stone became more popular and more profes

sional. One major reason for its increasing popularity, it follows, 

has been the weakness of the competition. The other rock magazines 

have, by and large, been amateurish by comparison. Only one, Circus, 

has achieved an audited, paid circulation in excess of 100,000, with 

168,000; as compared to Stone's peak of 330,000. Every rock editor 

or publisher has entertained ideas of successfully competing with 

Stone; none of them was able to, even after Stone stopped emphasizing 

rock coverage. Accordingly, a glimpse at the competition should pro

vide insight into reasons for Stone's success. 

The Competition 

By late 1973, after Rolling Stone was "officially" a general 

interest magazine, Circus was the nearest competitor in terms of cir

culation. Distributors' figures for the surviving youth-market music 

magazines showed Circus selling 168,000 copies, Zoo World, 40,000; 

Creem, 100,000; Fusion, 25,000; Rock, 15,000; Crawdaddy!, 30,000; 

Changes, 2,000; Hit Parader, 90,000; Country Music, 30,000; Guitar 

1 
Player, 20,000; and Downbeat, 90,496. 

Three of those competitors are interesting, for varied rea

sons. Circus had the largest circulation; Creem is rabidly pro-rock 
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and claims to be "America's Only Rock 'n' Roll Magazine"; and Phonograph 

Record Magazine (not included in the distributors' figures, as it is 

distributed by selected radio stations) is the first attempt at a free 

rock magazine of high quality. 

Phonograph Record Magazine was started in early 1970 by 19-

year-old Martin Cerf. In 1968, Cerf had been west coast editor of Rock 

and the next year he edited World Countdown in its last days. In late 

1969, he wanted to start what he conceived as a progressive, consumer

oriented rock magazine that was also "sensitive" to the realities of 

the record business. His financial backing fell through and Cerf took 

a job with United Artists Records. He convinced the company that it 

would be to its advantage to finance a rock magazine. Executives 

agreed enthusiastically, as they envisioned such a publication as a 

showcase for UA groups. They were disappointed; during the three years 

that UA paid the bills, PRM featured only one UA group on the cover 

and carefully avoided endorsing the company's acts. Distribution was 

achieved through "progressive FM" radio stations. Scene in the 1950's 

and The Beat and Go in the 1960's had pioneered the practice of dis

tributing issues through radio stations, which had an allotment of 

pages for local ads. 

PRM was the first to attempt a similar system with the pro

gressive FM stations, whose growth paralleled that of the rock press. 

During its first two years, PRM attracted only half-a-dozen stations 



and few well-known professional rock writers. By the end of 1972, 

though, Cerf claimed 15 local editions, in addition to a national 

edition that was mailed to everyone thought to be influential in the 

recording industry. By that time, Cerf was mailing out 100,000 free 

copies of each monthly issue. 
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In October, 1972, Greg Shaw, who had started Mojo-Navigator 

R&R News and still published the best-known rock fanzine (Who Put the 

Bomp), moved from San Francisco to Los Angeles and went to work as 

Cerf's assistant at UA. They were in charge of public relations, pro

motion, and putting out PRM once a month. Shaw and Cerf faced con

siderable pressure. UA's legal department closely scrutinized each 

issue for libel and UA and even Polydor Records (which had a distribu

tion tie-in with PRM) had opinions about editorial content. The 

editorial budget, which had initially been $200 per issue, was in

creased to $500 by late 1972. Even so, UA eventually spent $10,000 

per issue on printing and mailing. In early 1973, the record company 

wanted PRM to break even. Cerf and Shaw started trying to sell ads, 

but few record companies were eager to advertise in a competitor's 

magazine. Oddly, PRM was not allowed to sell subscriptions. 

By April of 1973, UA decided to jettison PRM and Shaw and 

Cerf decided to go with it and make PRM an independent publication. 

Within six months, they had done well, affiliating with 30 radio sta-

tions and attracting advertising from most major record companies as 
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well as contributions from many rock writers. PRM shipped 200,000 

copies of each issue by early 1974, but there is no reliable method 

of ascertaining total ~irculation. In Austin, Texas, however, PRM 

sent 10,000 copies of the March, 1974, issue to KUT-FM, the local 

distributor. KUT took all 10,000 copies to Inner Sanctum, a local 

record store that had bought a full-page ad in the issue. Inner 

Sanctum gave away less than 4,000 copies of its allotment, even though 

the issue devoted 10 pages to Texas music. 

PRM has gotten mixed reactions. It attempts to function as 

a local magazine (each local station gets its call letters and city 

on the cover, as well as four or five inside pages) with national 

content. Greg Shaw thinks it an unqualified success: 

For the first time, a national rock magazine has also been able 

to function as a local magazine . • • and that to me is phenomenal. 

It hasn't even begun to be tapped yet either. I believe it's also 

the first time a publication has actually been owned and promoted 

by radio stations, also distributed (the stations have the respon

sibility of putting it in record locations). Magazines like Zoo 

World try to exploit radio by selling trade-out ads for airtime, 

when they might only have 150 magazines on sale in the entire 

market. That's not to be confused with what we're doing, at all. 

I think that with the addition of our black music supplement, and 

planned coverage of C&W on a similar scale, PRM will become the 

first truly definitive music publication, written and published 

by people who really care about music and know what they're talk

ing about. Nobody's tried it before; they all wanted to be poli

ticians or film critics or cultural nabobs, using the economics 

of the music industry as stepping stones while never having been 

into the music much anyway. Stone, Crawdaddy, and to an extent 

Creem have all fallen into that trap. 2 

PRM, despite Shaw's enthusiasm, is still a rock curiosity. 

Hand-outs have never been accorded a great deal of respect. Additionally, 



PRM, although it is beginning to approach the Stone pay scale for 

reviews and short articles, still attracts second-rate efforts from 

the better rock writers. There are exceptions, but, by and large, 

PRM's editorial quality is a notch or two below Stone's. 
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Greem .grew from the "high energy" rock scene of the Midwest. 

There were at one time three identifiable "schools of rock writing." 

The New York school included Richard Goldstein, Robert Christgau, 

R. Meltzer, Ellen Willis, and the Crawdaddy crowd. Rock music, for 

the New York school, was important only insofar as it provided a con

text in which to place the writer's personal discoveries and observa

tions. First-person journalism was, and remains, mandatory practice 

for the leading practitioners, especially in the Village Voice. 

The California school of writing was defined by San Francisco 

and Rolling Stone. Where the New York scene was centered around "mak

ing the scene"--being seen at Max's Kansas City and at the right press 

parties--the California writers thought there was no scene and regarded 

rock music as a free-floating, universal key to ·personal freedom. 

Rock itself would lead to the necessary changes in society, via changed 

attitudes. 

In the midwest, specifically in Michigan, rock was high 

energy, accurately reflecting the sounds of the city and the factories. 

Detroit in 1969 was home to 600 young bands who had no ties to the 
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"laid-back" atmosphere of the San Francisco music scene or the 

trendiness of New York. 

The alternative culture in the Detroit/Ann Arbor community is 

first and foremost a rock and roll culture. • •• the reason is 

simple: there isn't anything else here .••• all we've got is 

rock and roll. Rock and roll gave us immediacy, energy, release; 

what we were looking for •••• We've carried rock and roll 

beyond a mere musical form and made it a lifestyle. The life

style, like the music, is naive, crude, adolescent, simple and 

simplistic. . • • those are the reasons this is occasionally the 

most vital music scene in Amerika.3 

Detroit was the home of the loudest rock bands, of a loose 

culture that came to be known as "streetpunk," and of a militant under-

ground press, particularly the Fifth Estate and the South End, Wayne 

State University's student paper which was held in 1969 by a black 

collective that turned the paper into a Chrysler workers' paper. 

Ann Arbor, forty miles distant from Detroit, was the birth-

place of the White Panther Party, which popularized the underground 

slogans "Armed Love" and "Revolution for the Hell of It." The White 

Panthers initially existed to promote the MC5 (for "Motor City Five"), 

the loudest and most radical Michigan band. The MC5 eventually opted 

for recording success and gradually shed its revolutionary mantle, 

although the group figured prominently in the White Panther Manifesto: 

We have no "problems." 
sucks. Leaders suck. 
will do anything we can 
and into their bodies. 

Everything is free for everybody. Money 

Underwear sucks. School sucks •••• We 
to drive people crazy out of their heads 

Rock and roll music is the spearhead of 

our attack because it's effective and so much fun. We have 

developed organic high-energy guerilla bands who are infiltrating 

the popular culture and destroying millions of minds in the pro

cess. The MC5 is the most beautiful example. The MC5 is totally 



committed to the revolution. With our music and our economic 
genius we plunder the unsuspecting straight world for money and 
the means to carry out our program, and revolutionize its chil
dren at the same time.4 
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In the midst of high-decibel rock music and teen-aged revolu-

tionaries, Creem was born in Detroit on March 1, 1969. Publisher 

Barry Kramer started it with $1200 and, remarkably, three years later 

when circulation neared 50,000, his capital investment was less than 

$10,000. 

The Creem staff, from the first, has been a loose collective, 

living together in a large house and drawing modest salaries. Initi-

ally, the tabloid was distributed only locally but after four issues 

Kramer became affiliated with J&A, a small New York firm that special-

ized in "head shop" distribution. In August of 1971, Curtis began 

distribution and Creem's circulation rose sharply. 

Editorially, Creem has been extremely uneven. Initially, 

the White Panthers received considerable, and favorable, coverage. 

Creem was also the only major rock magazine to join the Underground 

Press Syndicate and to use the underground spelling of "Amerika." 

Perhaps because the magazine has never had a nominal editor, articles 

raging against "pig Amerika" were juxtaposed with pieces urging revo-

lution as an "inner transformation." Creem was militantly amateurish, 

like many underground magazines, until one member of the collective 

began to function as an editor. He was Dave Marsh, who had been 
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involved with the Fifth Estate, the South End, and the White Panthers 

before joining Creem in July, 1969. As his radicalism gradually 

lessened, so did Creem's. In 1970, 20-year-old Dave Marsh wrote in 

his "Looney Toons" column that "Creem is the magazine of rock as high 

comedy and low art, of bizarre as normalcy. You may think this shit 

5 
is easy to write and it is but did you ever try to live it?" 

At that time, he still spelled "America" with a "k" and 

bragged in print that he didn't wear underwear. Two years later, 

Creem had been transformed from a muddy, erratic tabloid to a glossy

cover 8 1/4 by 10 1/2 magazine with professional aspirations. And, 

two years later, Marsh had attracted to the pages of Creem virtually 

every writer who had become disenchanted with Rolling Stone, from 

Greil Marcus to Ed Ward. Also, two years later, Marsh became the 

first rock editor to write frankly about "the sickness which infests 

the counter-culture." Marsh indicted "rock fascism," "psychedelic 

fascism," worship of drugs, and radical fanaticism for creating a 

generation of young cripples. Marsh's "Looney Tunes" column in Creem 

was the only editorial column in the major rock magazines that con

sistently took a firm stand that did not always agree with readers' 

notions. By comparison, Ralph Gleason's "Perspectives" column in 

Stone sounded musty and archaic. 

At the same time that Creem began to be successful, Marsh 

had some lingering doubts about the worthiness of a successful youth 
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magazine: 

All of this hangs on a thread, continually, you know, in terms of 
economics. But the deal is that we really do feel some sort of 
responsibility for creating this monster--the counter-culture, the 
Manson/Lyman wing of it being the most, but only the most mon
strous--and we are willing to work with whoever we have to in 
order to reach the people we think it is important to reach. I 
dig the fact that we are talking to 28 year olds and 14 year olds 
with the same device, you know?6 

Marsh, despite his reservations about the desirability of a 

youth magazine, made Creem the only rock magazine that approached Stone 

in editorial quality. He was careful to keep it attuned to the younger 

readers, the teenagers who loved rock and roll but were too literate to 

read a fan magazine and too alienated to read Stone. Creem became, 

and remains to a lesser extent, the journal of a large disenfranchised 

segment of America's youth, a segment that has not been served by any 

other publication. Judging from the letters that Creem prints, that 

segment depended on Creem for its outlet. 

I'm sick and tired of all these "avant-garde" freaks. I guess 
I used to be one too. I read Rock, Hit Parader and shit like 
that. I used to buy Byrds, Jefferson Airplane, Beach Boys, 
CSN&Y etc., thinking I was superhip .••• I thought ••• that 
to be cool you had to like them. Then one day . . • I heard GFR, 
Cactus, Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin at a school party! And 
I loved that music. So anyways, one day in December, I picked 
up a copy of Creem. I couldn't believe it, cause it was great. 

I'd like to introduce myself as your newest and most satisfied 
fan. I got drafted into Uncle Sam's Mickey Mouse Club last March, 
and until today had never even heard of Creem. You have one 
helluva great mag! 

You bring back the spirit of rock better than the old Crawdaddy, 
the old Hit Parader • . • and the old Rolling Stone. 
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Well, I've just purchased my March copy of your magazine, and 
after reading the letters section, I felt very nauseous. Reason 
is because of most of the greasers that write to you. 

--letters to Creem. 

Creem remains an enigma among rock magazines: sometimes 

better than it could be expected to be, it is often worse than it should 

be. At one time, Creem had Marsh, Marcus, Greg Shaw, Robert Christgau, 

Lester Bangs, Ed Ward, and Richard Meltzer contributing every month. 

One issue, June, 1971, is now a collector's item because of a long 

essay by Greil Marcus, titled "Rock-A-Hula Clarified: The Sound of the 

City as Sound of the City." Marcus, with insight rare to rock maga-

zines, explored rock-as-politics at length without adopting an academic 

or a streetpunk tone. 

After Marsh left in 1973, to share the Newsday rock critic 

chair with Christgau, Creem lost its balance and tilted entirely toward 

coverage of trendy, "heavy metal" groups. One reason for the uneven 

quality is story rates. Creem has never paid more than $100 for a 

story and $10 is the standard rate for a record review. Another reason 

is the overly democratic editorial process at Creem. When Marsh started 

working there, he described the process thusly: 

Editorial decisions are handled by me, Lester, Ben Edmonds, Barry 
and for film, Robbie Cruger, lately. It's much more divided up 
than it used to be--I decided I hated the film and records sections, 
and just sort of stepped out when we added Lester for records and 
then Robbie decided she would rather do film, so I said, "let 
her."--but it's still pretty free-lance. Like Barry is mostly 
publisher but he has ideas, and the great part of it is, there is 



this incredible tension between say, my ideas and Kramer's, 
Kramer's and Lester's, Lester's and mine, all of that. 
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Basically, if it comes to it, we just battle it out, but we do, 
consistently, battle it out, which is something that isn't done 
anywhere else, apparently. We all still care, I guess. Some
times, we all wonder if it wouldn't be better if one person 
(meaning, whoever is thinking this way) doing it, dictatorially, 
wouldn't be better but I doubt it. Somebody has to become a 
fulltime editorial supervisor type and it looks like the some
body is gonna have to be me.7 

After Marsh's departure, Lester Bangs became the resident 

savant at Greem. At times the most perceptive of the young rock writers, 

Bangs is also representative of the cultist, the young music fan who 

became a writer through love of the music. He was working as a shoe 

store clerk in El Cajon, California, when he began submitting reviews 

to Rolling Stone. 

I began writing for "rock journals" by a curious process. I had 
spent most of my highschool years and the first part of my col
lege career trying to be a beatnik, writing various types of 
murky "avant-garde" prose and poetry in emulation of my heroes 
like Jack Kerouac, William Burroughs and Louis-Ferdinand Celine, 
and by the end of 1968 had just about completed the cycle with a 
book about my pharmacological adventures called "Drug Punk." It 
was pretty juvenile, and I didn't really try to find a publisher 
although I fantasised about it a lot. Meanwhile, I had always 
been something of a fanatic about music, collecting records since 
I got my first phonograph in the 5th grade. I was fairly obses
sive about it and tried to get just about every album released 
that seemed to have any promise at all. In those days, it wasn't 
that hard to do, if you had any money at all, and what I couldn't 
buy, I shoplifted. 

I had always been deeply into music, especially jazz, but with 
the full arrival of rock something changed, and it became even 
more of a way of life than jazz had been. With jazz and litera
ture, I lived it all in my head, there was no social scene 
because most of the people in that social scene were much older, 
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but now with rock I was part of a gang, and rock became probably 

the central metaphor of my life. I thought about it constantly, 

and bought and read all the publications about it that seemed to 
have any intelligence at all.8 

Bangs began writing a weekly music column in his high school 

newspaper and then discovered Rolling Stone and he bombarded the Stone 

office with submissions. His sixth attempt, which Stone bought, was 

an "angry slam" at the MCS's Kick Out the Jams, their revolutionary 

album. Bangs had purchased the album on the strength of a flattering 

article in Stone, whose editors were largely ignorant of the Midwest 

rock scene and were properly embarrassed after the story appeared. 

Partly to save face, Stone ran Bangs' "honest expression of anger." 

Bangs became a regular contributor and considered himself loyal to 

Stone until two developments ultimately caused him to move into the 

Creem collective in Detroit: Jann Wenner did not hide the fact that 

he did not like Bangs' writing, and Bangs became angered over the Stone 

practice of holding an article or review for several months without 

informing the writer of acceptance or rejection. Eventually, Bangs 

began submitting more material to Creem than to Stone and he shifted 

his allegiance: "I think Creem is the only real rock 'n' roll maga-

9 
zine with much style or substance today." 

Bangs' notion of the importance of music (which accurately 

reflects Creem's position) is not supported by Marsh, who takes a 

more cynical view. 
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Well, I don't give a shit about music, I wanna rock •.• you 
know? And I never did care about the music. I always cared about 
what went on at the edge of the music and mostly still do. Shit, 
everyone I know got involved in all of this--rock and roll--to 
get laid, centrally. I really believe that, bet you could prove 
it scientifically. Nobody I know is in it because music is so 
killer, all by itself. It ain't.IO 

Still another view of music is expressed by Howard Bloom, 

who edited Circus from 1971 to 1973. Circus, published in New York, 

is aimed at an audience that is 75 percent male and aged from 14 to 22. 

A typical issue presents short profiles of as many as 30 top-selling 

groups and, since the magazine has a three-month lead time, the editor 

must accurately predict those top-selling groups. When Bloom was hired, 

he cheerfully confessed he knew nothing about rock music. He was work-

ing as a free-lance writer when he met Circus publisher Gerald Rothberg 

on a Friday. Rothberg asked him to come to work on Monday and Bloom 

began an intensive self-taught course in rock music. He bought a head-

set radio so he could listen to rock stations while he rode his bicycle 

to work. He read back issues of all the rock magazines to learn who 

the performers were. 

While most rock writers and editors began as cultists, Bloom 

was a careerist from the beginning. Rock music was the center of life 

for write~s such as Lester Bangs; rock music for Howard Bloom was a 

commodity that sold magazines and could be seen on a sales chart. 

Rothberg gave Bloom only one piece of advice his first day 

as editor: concentrate on circulation and forget about advertisements. 
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Circus, unlike other rock magazines, depends almost entirely on circula-

tion revenue. The payroll is met by subscription sales and the rest of 

expenses came from newsstand sales. When Bloom started in August of 

1971, Circus was shipping 180,000 copies and selling 45 percent of 

those. When he quit in 1973 to become publicity director for Famous 

Music, distribution had increased to 280,000 copies and 60 percent of 

those were being sold. 

To increase circulation, Bloom worked 14 hours a day, six 

days a week, trying to determine the factors involved. 

I did a lot of analysis. I would take six issues and compare the 

sales figures for them and try to see why one issue outsold 

another. I would count the legible cover lines and see what the 

correlation was with sales. Cover lines are critical--they have 

to be legible and concern records that are high on the charts. 

So I had to predict three months in advance what would be selling. 

The eight cover lines on the last issue I did were all on the 

charts. Jethro Tull and Leon Russell were the top lines--these 

are important because lower lines are hidden on a newsstand--and 

Tull was No. 1 on the charts when the issue hit. I knew little 

about music culture, so I put a letter in the magazine asking 

kids to write in their five favorite groups and reasons why and 

their five most important subjects or issues. They had to list 

their age and sex, so that gave me those figures. I took 500 

of those letters and spent a weekend tabulating them, listing 

the groups they named on a point system. That gave me a mathe

matical system as to what the kids wanted. 

The magazine was trashy in style, so I decided to copy Time and 

discovered their story structure--strong anecdotal opening, going 

into what's happening that makes this current, and then background 

--in medias res--so we structured our stories like that. I would 

predict what albums would make it in three months, and then go 

after the story behind that album, and look for news angles. 

Most rock writers automatically write history and have no concept 

of reporting, so I ended up doing most of it myself. I discovered 

that a magazine had to have consistency, which leads to personality 



and style. Our Time-aping structure gave us "Circusese, 11 which 
I had to do myself since it didn't exist. 

126 

I noticed that some of the European rock magazines that sold mil
lions ran monthly reader polls of favorite groups. So I did it 
and it was enormously successful. Sales skyrocketed and went up 
every month. 

The biggest problem I had was constantly realigning myself to 
match the audience. 
group. At Circus, 
to stay realigned: 
Beatles.11 

At Stone, the writers write for their peer 
you can't do that unless you're 15. You have 

today's Osmond Brothers are yesterday's 

Editorially, Circus would please only a younger reader eager 

to read about "The Alice Cooper No One Wants to Know" or "How Free 

Fell Apart And Why They Fell Together Again." Bloom's reader surveys, 

however, convinced him mathematically that his young readers wanted 

breathless backstage glimpses of the rock stars. Such a formula made 

Circus the most successful rock magazine. His surveys also indicated 

that there was almost no cross-over readership of Circus and Stone 

readers, suggesting a large generation gap between the two groups. 

Judging from letters columns in other rock magazines, readers of Creem, 

PRM, Rock, Fusion, and Crawdaddy also read Rolling Stone. Circus 

represents a different kind of competition; a monopoly on a segment of 

the populace that has a passing interest in rock music, an interest 

that may well fade with marriage or "settling down." Bloom felt his 

readers largely did not "graduate" to other rock magazines as they 

got older; they simply quit reading about rock. Other magazines 

attracted hard-core rock devotees; Circus snared the newsstand browsers. 



None of the other rock magazines, however, effectively 

competed with Stone because none could offer the same professional, 

authoritative reportage. 

Rolling Stone Becomes Respectable 
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Jann Wenner acknowledges that 1971 was his crucial year, the 

year in which he had to rebuild his creation. The first two issues of 

the year, as he put together a staff, were largely devoted to a long, 

rambling interview Wenner had conducted with ex-Beatle John Lennon. 

The rest of the year, he depended heavily upon freelance writers, such 

as Nelson Algren and Howard Junker, while simultaneously nurturing 

in-house writers who figured importantly in Stone's transformation 

into a general interest magazine. The first was Grover Lewis, a former 

newspaper reporter from Texas. Lewis, in his late 30's, was working 

in 1972 as West Coast editor of the Village Voice and interviewed 

Wenner for a Voice article. Wenner was sufficiently impressed with 

the piece that he hired Lewis as an associate editor to specialize in 

coverage of the motion picture industry. Lewis, a professional in 

every sense of the word, brought added journalistic competence to the 

magazine. His first major Stone piece, a lengthy account of the film

ing in Texas of "The Last Picture Show," attracted considerable atten

tion from readers outside the rock community and Lewis was named to 

Esquire's "Heavy 100 of Rock" for upgrading the standards at Stone. 
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Lewis spent a year as associate editor and left Rolling Stone 

after a bitter dispute with Straight Arrow Books, the magazine's pub-

lishing subsidiary, which had commissioned him to write a book on John 

Connally. Straight Arrow reconsidered at the last minute, and Lewis 

quit Stone and threatened to file suit. 

Straight Arrow Books itself was announced in Rolling Stone 

in the March 18, 1971, issue in a memo from associate publisher Alan 

Rinzler, a former editor at Macmillan in New York. 

ROLLING STONE has started a new book division. We're calling 
it Straight Arrow Books, and we plan to publish a regular but 
limited number of original fiction and non-fiction titles each 
season, including new works from ROLLING STONE regulars, books 
of history and politics, how-to-do-it books for self-sufficient 
living, music books, picture books, spiritual and religious works, 
novels and reference books, hardcover, softcover, collections 
from ROLLING STONE itself--a complete line of connections within 
a corrnnunity of sensibility we feel ourselves a part of, a market 
of readers that Fred Cody (of Cody's Bookstore in Berkeley) aptly 
described once as "no longer concerned with just entertainment 
or conventional wisdom, but rather enlightenment and survival. 1112 

Straight Arrow Books has, in its three-year history, achieved 

successes, particularly with Hunter Thompson's Fear and Loathing: On 

the Campaign Trail, '72, and now is regarded as solid competition to the 

old-line New York publishers.
13 

Hiring Hunter Thompson, on a contractual basis, brought 

Rolling Stone more attention than anything in the magazine's brief 

history. Thompson, described by Jann Wenner as an "ultimate freelancer" 

and by J. Anthony Lukas as "the quintessential Outlaw Journalist," is 

35 years old and began his career as a sports writer in Florida. He 
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was granted a Time, Inc. journalism scholarship to Columbia University 

and later worked as Caribbean stringer for the New York Herald Tribune 

and as South American correspondent for the National Observer. In 1965, 

he was assigned by The Nation to write a piece on the phenomenon of 

motorcycle gangs. His article won him the confidence of the Hell's 

Angels, who felt he had given them their first honest coverage, and he 

spent a year traveling with them. His research ended abruptly: 

On Labor Day 1966, I pushed my luck a little too far and got 

badly stomped by four or five Angels who seemed to feel I was 

taking advantage of them. A minor disagreement suddenly became 

very serious ...• within seconds I was clubbed from behind by 

the Angel I'd been talking to just a moment earlier. Then I was 

swarmed in a general flai1. 14 

His year of "participatory journalism" was over, but it 

yielded Hell's Angels, one of the first books hailed as examples of 

"new journalism." Thompson, unlike a Torn Wolfe re-creating events or 

a Norman Mailer assuming an Olympian stance, was invariably a partici-

pant and thus was suited perfectly for the Stone stable of writers. 

Thompson's concept of "total reportage," indicating full 

personal immersion into each story's situation regardless of the conse-

quences, caused a stir in journalistic circles and drew admiration from 

young readers. His Stone articles usually attracted approximately 500 

letters, most praising him. Thompson, more than any other Stone writer, 

polarized readers into camps composed of intense partisans and equally 

intense enemies. His partisans appeared to be Stone readers; his 
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enemies, other journalists. His book on the 1972 presidential campaign, 

Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail '72, was praised by such 

maverick journalists as Nicholas Von Hoffman and J. Anthony Lukas and 

was bitterly denounced by the Columbia Journalism Review in a review 

by an English professor who dismissed the book as an example of the 

15 
"fallacy of imitative form." 

Thompson himself professed to be amazed at the attention 

paid to his coverage because "anybody could do it--and the reasons why 

h d ' · 11 1116 t ey on t st1 puzzle me. . . • The reasons, judging from 

Thompson's experience with other magazines and from other publications' 

political coverage, boiled down to one reason: no magazine but Stone 

would grant Thompson an editorial blank check to write what he wanted, 

at whatever length he desired. It was another of Wenner's gambles that 

paid off for him. 

In 1972, Thompson wrote a rejection slip, to replace Stone's 

existing one, which depicted a swooning nude female. Thompson's was 

never adopted, perhaps because it exceeded Stone's standards of 

propriety: 

You worthless, acid-sucking piece of illiterate shit! Don't ever 
send this kind of brain-damaged swill in here again. If I had 
the time, I'd come out there and drive a fucking wooden stake 
into your head. Why don't you get a job?l7 

Hunter Thompson became the literary equivalent of the Rolling 

Stones: the reader either loathed him or loved him. He became, in 

short order, the journalistic sensation of the day. His techniques of 
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taking certain liberties with the facts (alleging solemnly that Edmund 

Muskie was taking massive doses of a non-existent African drug called 

Ibogaine) and imbuing his stories with a sense of apocalypse came to 

be called "Gonzo Journalism." 

Gonzo all started with Bill Cardoza, who used to be editor of 
the Boston Globe Sunday Magazine. I first met him on the Nixon 
press bus in New Hampshire in 1968. • • • we sat there smoking 
dope on the Nixon press bus! Then Cardoza left the Globe and the 
next time I heard from him was after I wrote the Kentucky Derby 
piece for Scanlan's •••• the Derby 
realized you could write different. 
this note from Cardoza saying, "that 

piece was the first time I 

And after it appeared I got 
was pure Gonzo journalism"! 

I'm not sure what it means. Some Boston word for 
But to me it means intense, demented involvement. 
often to contrast with "Professionalism," which I 
have too much respect for.18 

weird, bizarre. 
I use it very 

guess I don't 

Thompson first surfaced in Stone in the October 1, 1970, 

issue with a lengthy, first-person account of an attempt by "Freak Power" 

candidates to win political office in Aspen, Colorado. Thompson ran 

for sheriff and managed the campaign of a friend who ran for mayor. 

Both races were unsuccessful and Thompson, in his attempt to court 

self-styled members of the alternate culture as potential voters, came 

to a general conclusion about radical politics vs. dropouts. 

The central problem that we grappled with last fall is the gap 
that separates the Head Culture from activist politics. Some
where in the nightmare of failure that gripped America between 
1965 and 1970, the old Berkeley-born notion of beating The System 
by fighting it gave way to a sort of numb conviction that it made 
more sense in the long run to Flee, or even to simply hide, than 
to fight the bastards on anything even vaguely resembling their 
own terms. 



So most of the freaks felt that voting wasn't worth the kind of 
bullshit that went with it. • • • This sense of "reality" is a 
hallmark of the Drug Culture, which values the Instant Reward--
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a pleasant four-hour high--over anything involving a time-lag 
between the Effort and the End. On this scale of values, politics 
is too difficult, too "complex" and too nabstract" to justify any 
risk or initial action. It is the flip side of the "Good German" 
syndrome.19 

Thompson had first drawn Jann Wenner's attention when the 

former was writing for Scanlan's Monthly, published by Wenner's former 

boss, Warren Hinckle. By 1971, Wenner had Thompson all to himself. 

The second Thompson oeuvre was printed in Stone in the April 29, 1971, 

issue. Called "Strange Rumblings in Aztlan," it dealt with the shoot-

ing death in Los Angeles of Chicano reporter Ruben Salazar. To research 

the story, Thompson moved into a rundown hotel in East Los Angeles' 

Chicano section. He found little hard evidence to prove that the tear 

gas shell that killed Salazar was fired by police intentionally to 

silence the most effective Chicano reporter in Los Angeles. He found 

that Chicanos in East Los Angeles believed that Salazar had been pur-

posely killed and that the police had little defense. 

The malignant reality of Ruben Salazar's death is that he was 
murdered by angry cops for no reason at all--and that the L.A. 
Sheriff's Department was and still is prepared to defend that 
murder on grounds that it was entirely justified. Salazar was 
killed, they say, because he happened to be in a bar where 

20 
police thought there was also a "man with a gun." Tough luck. 

While researching that story, Thompson became closely 

acquainted with Oscar Acosta, the most prominent Chicano lawyer in Los 

Angeles. Acosta figured largely in Thompson's next story for Stone. 
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In the summer of 1971, Thompson was assigned by Sports 

Illustrated to do a story on a motorcycle race in Las Vegas. Acosta 

was then acting as his attorney and the pair embarked on a drug-laden, 

whirlwind tour of Las Vegas, with Thompson as "Raoul Duke" and Acosta 

as "Doctor Gonzo." Midway through the venture, Acosta flew back to 

Los Angeles and returned with an assignment from Rolling Stone for 

Thompson to write 50,000 words on the Third National Institute on 

Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, which convened in Las Vegas. Thompson's 

subsequent article, garishly illustrated by Ralph Steadman, appeared 

in two installments in Stone, the first in the fourth anniversary issue, 

November 11, 1971. 

Wenner's letter to his readers in that issue announced that 

Thompson had been named National Affairs Editor of Stone and would 

cover the 1972 presidential elections. It had been a spectacular come

back year for Wenner. Besides hiring Thompson, Wenner had also located 

a young writer in Ohio named Joe Eszterhas, later fired from the 

Cleveland Plain-Dealer, and Eszterhas became his strongest investiga

tive reporter. His first piece for Stone was a first-anniversary 

remembrance of the shootings at Kent State University and he later pro

duced acclaimed articles on subjects largely ignored by other writers. 

His "Death in the Wilderness," about the murder of a young 

man by a narcotics agent was proclaimed a landmark of "new journalism," 

as was an article on "Charlie Simpson's Apocalypse," the account of 
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"unaccountable" murders by a "hippie" in Harrisonville, Missouri. 

Eszterhas and Thompson were as strong a reporting pair as 

any magazine could boast and Wenner gave them free rein. As one example 

of his editorial judgment, the July 6, 1972, issue featured four cover 

lines and three of those stories became popular books: Eszterhas' 

study of Charlie Simpson, Thompson on the 1972 campaign trail, and 

Robert Greenfield touring with the Rolling Stones. 

So, if he seemed to pat himself on the back in his fourth 

anniversary letter, he had some justification. In the space of a year, 

Stone's editorial reputation had drastically increased, a boost attrib-

utable to non-music features. 

His fourth year also had brought a sharp increase in the 

number and virulence of attacks from the underground press and Wenner 

answered them in his letter: 

As long as there are printing bills to pay, writers who want to 
earn a living by their craft, people who pay for their groceries, 
want to raise children and have their own homes, Rolling Stone 
will be a capitalist operation. I always thought that our com
mercial stance was as plain and obvious as what you read in the 
paper, as little bullshit and as much honesty as possible. 
Simple as that.21 

Wenner also addressed himself to the matter of radical rhet-

oric vs. reality, concluding that violent rhetoric was at once the 

weapon of Spiro Agnew and Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin and that they 

all were calling down violence upon violence. Guerilla insurrection, 

he wrote, was insane fantasy and would oniy play into the hands of the 
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heavier-armed police. It should be recalled that during 1971 violent 

revolution was being projected as a probability by the underground press. 

Wenner had managed during 1971 to undermine Abbie Hoffman's credibility 

with a free-lance article by the young writer who convincingly claimed 

that Hoffman had stolen from him the manuscript of Hoffman's Steal This 

Book. The underground press was infuriated with Stone and, in late 

1971, 60 persons claiming to be members of the Rock Liberation Front 

broke into Stone's New York offices and carried off files. "The Rolling 

Stone Papers," as they were called in the underground, were widely 

reprinted although they consisted of no more than inter-office memo-

randa and letters sent to prospective advertisers, none of them con-

taining any revelations other than advertising director Joseph 

O'Shaughnessy's advising Wenner that advertising rates should be 

lowered. 

Wenner, in his annual letter, seemed to answer those under-

ground critics on several fronts: 

And one is also tired of the eager attacks on any music enterprise 
(whether a group, ballroom, newspaper or record company) because 
it makes money. The music business, corporate and otherwise, 
has spread more pro-life propaganda in the last five years than 
any other cormnercial institutions that quickly come to mind. 

The politicos are pissed off at rock and roll because it wouldn't 
do what they wanted it to do. (Though the artists have raised 
more bread for the movement than all the self-righteous revolu
tionary writers and Yippie groupies ever dreamed up.) The problem 
with many of these people is that, as much as they try, they do 
not understand the music and its audience. • The notion of a 
coherent "counter culture" is another myth. The term itself 
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implies mirror culture, and the so-called counter/alternate culture 
is as fragmented and structured as the other one. Everyone who 
wears a suit does not eat or live the same; neither is there a 
uniformity of thought or purpose among those with long hair. Only 
some long overdue evolutions and changes •••• 

Both our friends and our critics have used the "new Time magazine" 
metaphor to put us down or in our place. Such comparisons are not 
totally inaccurate: we're media, a heavy game to be in, an eye 
for unknown thousands of people to see their world through. • • • 

As attractive as it looks or may have looked, as lucrative and 
egoistic as the illusion is, we again disclaim for Rolling Stone 
the role as spokesman for anybody other than the people who write 
it and get it off the presses and onto the counters. We speak 
only for ourselves, hoping only that we do well in our own terms, 
as businessmen and journalists--that people will be interested 
in the same things we are, and at least respect our point of 
view. 22 

After the Hunter Thompson double-issue barrage of "Fear and 

Loathing in Las Vegas" (which was issued in book form and more or less 

put Stone on the publishing map), Wenner still had one more sensation 

for 1971. David Felton, the former Los Angeles Times reporter who 

labored under the shadow of Thompson and Eszterhas, wrote a comprehen-

sive two-part story about the Lyman Family, the Boston-based sinister 

group that drew Crawdaddy founder Paul Williams into its fold. 

Mel Lyman was a former member of the Jim Kweskin Jug Band, 

a popular Boston folk group, until he gathered about him a worshipful 

band of disciples who regarded him as a deity. Lyman was not handsome, 

was not overly intelligent, and had no experience in leadership. What 

he and other countercultural shamans such as Charles Manson employed 

was psychedelic fascism; programming gullible young people with drugs. 
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How does a poor, simple American boy with a police record and a 
distaste for steady work come to acquire in five years more than 
a dozen elegant homes in four major cities, a fleet of cars and 
trucks to service them, recording and film equipment worth tens 
of thousands of dollars, and retreat houses on Martha's Vineyard 
and estates in Provence, France, near the Riviera? 

• he .doles out little favors. Like he snaps his fingers and 
his women will serve you coffee or brownies. Or he'll pull out 
some incredible joint or get you whacked out on acid. 

"See, at this time they were all going through acid therapy. He 
((Lyman )) was taking them one by one into his private audience 
and hitting them with 1500 mikes of pure acid, and studying them 
--filming and recording them. And playing really weird sound
tracks for them like pure noise--machine gun fire, screams. And 
then when they were absolutely out of their minds, he would plug 
them into this Lyman Family group sing--love, togetherness, 3ou 
know. He was playing with these people, programming them." 2 

Lyman took over a large area of Boston's Roxbury district, 

including Roxbury High Fort, a 70-foot castle built in 1775. He pub-

lished Avatar, an underground paper that was mostly devoted to his myth: 

To those of you who are unfamiliar with me let me introduce myself 
by saying that I am not a man, not a personality, not a tormented 
struggling individual. I am all those things but much more. I 
am the truth and I speak the truth. In all humility I tell you 
that I am the greatest man in the world and it doesn't trouble me 
in the least.24 

He attracted artist Thomas Hart Benton's daughter, novelist 

Kay Boyle's daughter, and Crawdaddy's Paul Williams, who gave up his 

career to join the Fort Hill Community. Williams later escaped past 

the vigilant guards: 

But that doesn't bother me. I mean, they owed it to me, in a 
sense, to keep me on the hill. If I grow enough, someday I may 
come back. I care about Mel Lyman more than anyone outside of 
myself; someday I may be able to care about him more than me.25 
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Lyman's "acid therapy" depended on feeling, which coincided 

with Paul Williams' ideas of rock criticism. Unfortunately, after 

Williams had been through the Lyman course, his writings were 0 seldom · 

lucid. Crawdaddy, which had been his creation, took him back for a 

time as a columnist and then dropped him, after the editor felt com

pelled to disavow Williams' columns. 

Felton's story about the Lyman empire furthered Stone's 

reputation as a general interest magazine and also attracted some of 

Lyman's foot soldiers, who visited Felton at the Stone office and 

roughed him up and smashed his tape recorder. 

By 1972, Wenner was well on his way to making Rolling Stone 

ageneralinterest magazine, although he did not advertise the fact and 

Time and Newsweek and the Columbia Journalism Review did not yet 

acknowledge it. Hunter Thompson started reporting the presidential 

campaign and Timothy Crouse, who accompanied him, started writing The 

Boys On the Bus, a frank description of life on the road with the White 

House Press Corps and reporters who covered Nixon and McGovern. 

Yevgeny Yevtushenko published a long poem in Stone in 1972 

and promised to contribute regularly in the future, although he failed 

26 
to fulfill that promise. 

Nonetheless, 1972 and 1973 were prosperous years for Rolling 

Stone and Wenner slowly maneuvered the magazine toward general accept

ance. It had long since ceased to be a music publication, although 
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record company PR directors still conceded that a Stone story was what 

they sought. "Within this business," said Howard Bloom of Famous Music, 

"all anybody cares about is an article in the Stone. It has more 

27 
impact than any magazine." 

Wenner unveiled his new format for Stone with a preview edi-

tion, dated August, 1973. He eliminated the double fold and made the 

magazine an 11 1/4 by 15-inch tabloid with a four-color cover. Wenner 

wrote a brief letter in the dummy issue to explain the "new Stone": 

Many different reasons led to the change. Probably the most basic 
was the ability to increase the total number of pages, since the 
quarterfold format limited Rolling Stone to eighty pages. The 
new format has presented a once-in-a-life-time editorial opportun
ity: the chance to rethink the design and concepts of the maga
zine from a fresh point of view; fully and exactly focusing the 
evolution of Rolling Stone into a general interest magazine cover
ing modern American culture, politics and arts, with a special 
interest in music. 

A "Front of the Book" has been fashioned from familiar elements, 
improved and revised: There is an expanded index; the letters 
page which will begin to solicit readers for "visuals to the 
editor" has doubled in size; World News Round-Up has become two 
pages of editorial comment and brief reports followed by one dead
line-oriented news feature. 

The most notable change in the new ·format is also the most obvious 
one: the cover will nearly double in size. Our circulation de
partment is backing the "big cover" with the first Retail Display 
Allowance program in Rolling Stone's history. 28 

As Stone increasingly' reached out to non-music readers, 

Wenner finally hired a managing editor and accorded him day-to-day 

authority to run the magazine. He was 28-year-old John Walsh, former 

sports editor of Newsday. Walsh immediately set up a copy desk and 
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made plans to hire another Newsday staffer to handle the music section. 

Former John Kennedy speechwriter Richard Goodwin became a political 

columnist. 

There was no great editorial change, said editor Wenner, 

Stone always had been interested in covering American culture. It was 

simply a matter of increasing the magazine's professionalism. 

The reason for our success is that our readers believe us. They 
believe that we are not tied to a number of special interests; 
that we ourselves are not trying to put anything over on them; 
that we are working for ourselves; that we are relatively inde
pendent and do what we want to do; and they are going to get-
even if they don't agree--they are going to get something that 
we believe and that we stand behind. Our view is just simply 29 
flat-out our view and that part of it will always be the truth. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE DECLINE OF ROCK WRITING 

Rock writing by early 1973 had reached a confused state. 

Only three years earlier, a segment of the nation was convinced it was 

entering the "Age of Rock, the American Cultural Revolution," and at 

the time it seemed not wholly inaccurate to use such terms. There was 

a vitality and sense of fresh energy surrounding rock music that made 

the notion of a counter-culture almost credible. The idea was nurtured 

and spread from coast to coast by the rock press, a helter-skelter 

assortment of magazines and newspapers and mimeographed sheets that 

formed a virtual underground telegraph linking the drug users, the rad

ical politicians, and the rock fanatics. Such a coalition seemed fea

sible then, when many people believed, and lived, in an atmosphere of 

"us vs. them"--young, "hip" people would overwhelm, by sheer force of a 

numbers and enthusiasm, the "straight" culture. It now seems incredi

ble that large numbers of people--not only young people--felt that 

there would arise an alliance of drug users and radicals and music fans 

resulting in a new age. In some circles though, it must be remembered, 

there was a similar belief that the SDS could mobilize the workers to 

overthrow the state. 
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Rolling Stone already had expressed its view vis-a-vis the 

music-politics relationship, although none of the critics of the maga

zine has acknowledged that early statement, in a page one story in its 

tenth issue, dated May 11, 1968. The story, written by editor Jann 

Wenner, was headlined "Musicians Reject New Political Exploiters" and 

sub-headed "Groups Drop Out from Chicago Yip-In." Wenner made his posi

tion clear in his fifth paragraph: "The Yip protest--in methods and 

means--is as corrupt as the political machine it hopes to disrupt." 

Wenner made it clear that Rolling Stone did not endorse the attempts by 

the Youth International Party and Jerry Rubin to trade on the youth 

appeal of rock groups by inviting them to a protest in Chicago. It 

was easy, said Wenner, for Rubin to "invite" groups to appear and 

announce their "appearances" without any assurance that they would in 

fact appear. Rubin and his Yippies, wrote Wenner, were media inventions 

and Rolling Stone would have no part in furthering that invention by 

luring music fans to Chicago. 

Still, in the late 1960's, many persons thought of rock and 

protest as one and the same. Creem, in Detroit, was still ideologic

ally aligned with the White Panther Party. Creem, like many other 

organizations and movements, grew out of radical politics. Nonetheless, 

a rock fan was de facto a radical in the eyes of the nation. The dis

tinction did not become clear until it was too late to help either 

faction. 
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At any rate, the political-musical union was always a myth 

and fell apart before it even neared reality but the rock press, find

ing success with a formula of exhaustive coverage of rock performers 

and political events and "The Movement" and sundry youth-oriented move

ments, expanded and grew. 

That formula, however, was not altered and by 1973 had grown 

stale and the rock magazines had grown fat and lazy. The styles ranged 

from confused wanderings (" •.• monotonously galloping high-hat pat

tern •... ") to pop sociology (a song "smashed into the pubescent 

underbelly of America .•. with the impact of a fuel-injected line

backer doing ups and poppers") to "Clockwork Orange"--inspired adoles

cent anger ("So, I'm a merged fleshoid, big fuckin' deal, right? But 

like they sez don't knock it until yav eaten it."). It had been but 

seven years since the appearance of the first peer-group rock publica

tion (Crawdaddy), but those years saw the births and deaths of dozens 

of rock-centered papers and the rise of literally hundreds of rock 

"experts." The one ambition they seemed to share was a yearning for 

legitimacy, a desire to be recognized as "writers." They had precious 

little else: they were (and are) largely ignored outside the incestu

ous circle of record companies and music magazines and were ill-paid-

$75 for a 5,000-word feature was not uncommon (and some magazines did 

not pay at all; the author has a stack of unpaid IOU's and knows other 

writers with the same). Meeting the rock stars can be paralyzingly 
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boring after the first two or three Holiday Inn dope-hazed interviews 

with "artists" whose sudden fame more often than not induces pretension 

and arrogance. 

The writers' one consolation was record-company-sponsored 

junkets--expense paid trips to interview rock groups. There is still 

talk of the legendary $100,000 junket held by Grunt Records. A writer 

with the right connections can be dining free at the St. Francis in 

San Francisco one week and at the Drake in New York the next. As 

recently as 1973, a rock writer could vacation in Jamaica--free--in 

the winter and Colorado in the summer. All expenses paid. An acquaint

ance of the author has recently traveled to the Caribbean, New York 

City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Denver, and San Francisco and is now on 

the waiting lists for Tokyo and London. Last year, his income from 

writing was approximately $1,300; but his expenses, aside from rent, 

are negligible. When he's not on a junket, there are always record 

company publicists who will take him to lunch. Then there are press 

parties for touring rock groups: free caviar, quiche lorraine, and 

the best liquor. His outfit consists of two pairs of jeans and a dozen 

free record company teeshirts. For beer money, he sells about $25 

worth of free promotional records each week. If he needs money for 

a new turntable, he can call a friend at a record company and earn $100 

for writing a quick press release or short "artist biography." He main

tains that he is under no obligation to the companies that are paying 
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his way but he also realizes that the writers who get the junkets are 

those who can be depended upon to turn out "favorable" or "positive" 

articles. 

The word "ethics" seldom has been mentioned in the offices 

of rock magazines. The largesse of the record companies is not sur-

prising, except to an outsider. They will do virtually anything to 

get publicity for an act, as evidenced by scandals that rocked Columbia 

Records in 1973. (C.B.S. began investigating itself in early 1974 for 

1 
junkets accorded newsmen. ) The author personally knows of no writers 

who have accepted money, but there have been no qualms about accepting 

free plane tickets, free hotel rooms, free food, free liquor, drugs, 

records, and even, in isolated cases, prostitutes. For a time, a quick-

witted hustler could live royally on no income by cultivating the right 

contacts on Sunset Boulevard in Los Angeles. Talent had nothing to do 

with it; it was all a matter of access to magazines. 

The last whole-scale junket in the rock press corps was, 

curiously, also an attempt at gaining legitimacy. In May of 1973, Stax 

Records of Memphis flew one hundred writers to that city for the four-

day convention of the as-yet-unorganized "National Rock Writers Asso-

ciation." The composition of that list of one hundred was a point of 

dispute from the first. Most rock writers are actually record reviewers 

who do an occasional profile of a group or performer and many of the 

writers work full- or part-time as record company publicists. Most of 
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those attending the convention were reviewers, as opposed to critics 

or journalists. At the time, there were probably half a dozen persons 

who were qualified to be called rock critics and half of them did not 

bother to make the Memphis trip. 

Robert Christgau and David Marsh of Newsday and Robert Hilburn 

of the Los Angeles Times and Loraine Alterman of the New York Times, 

for example, did not attend because their papers would not allow them 

to accept junkets. 

Then there are the rock journalists: people trained in jour-

nalism who found that rock magazines were the best, most accessible 

market for a young writer to break into. 

Before the rock revolution a writer under thirty didn't stand much 
chance of even being seen by an editor, much less published. Now, 
while they're still young, those writers, who have proven that 
they're into what's happening, the most important asset a journal
ist has, are sharpening their styles and gaining experience for 
the day when they will be the reporters and authors who are tell
ing us where it's at on every subject. 2 

That may be an over-enthusiastic appraisal, but the author 

is acquainted with half a dozen young journalists who started in the 

rock magazines and are now contributing to Esquire, Harper's, Playboy, 

or the Atlantic. One example is 25-year-old Tom Miller, who began his 

career writing for underground papers in the late Sixties. His involve-

ment with subjects associated with the counter culture spilled over 

into music and he became the Tucson stringer for Rolling Stone. As he 

grew disenchanted with music, he began looking for other subjects and 
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Miller attended the convention in Memphis out of curiosity: 

he wondered about the possibility of a writers' guild and he was drawn 

by the spectacle of one hundred rock writers--many still in their 

i h
. 4 teens--try ng to agree on anyt ing. 

The goal of the convention, it developed was "an organization 

to provide improved communications with and increased cooperation among 

writers and all other segments of the music industry, as well as to 

5 enhance the professional standing of the rock journalist." There were 

misgivings by many writers about such a venture. The fact that it was 

being underwritten by the record industry and that many record companies 

would send representatives led many to anticipate that the gathering 

would be merely an opportunity for publicists to pressure writers. 

Rolling Stone declined officially to participate and decided that cov-

erage of the event was not desirable. 

As it turned out, the convention was merely an expensive 

party. Few working writers attended. One-fourth of the writers on 

the final list were record company publicists. Some of them also--

sometimes under pseudonyms--write reviews for various rock magazines. 

Often the reviews are of groups that they represent • 

• • • the rock industry's oozy clubbiness would be the envy of 
the most cynically corrupt political machine. • • • Record com
panies hire rock writers as publicists; the same writers then 
publish favorable articles about their clients. And you and I, 
the poor slobs who buy records, have no way of knowing who's on 
the take. 6 
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For examples: Toby Marois runs a publicity firm and reviews 

his clients, favorably, in Performance and other trade magazines. 

Howard Bloom, a publicist for Paramount Records, writes, often under 

pseudonyms, for several magazines. Toby Goldstein, who works for a 

New York publicity firm, picked one of that firm's records as one of 

the year's best records in her column in Zoo World. Gary Kenton quit 

his fifty-dollar-week-job at Creem to take a better-paying position as 

a publicist for Columbia Records. His last Creem story was a favorable 

article on Tanya Tucker, a Columbia artist. 

It is a cozy arrangement, by and large. The Memphis coven

tion was intended by its sponsors as a showcase for that record com

pany's performers. The first thing the visiting writers saw at the 

Memphis airport was a large sign, proclaiming, "Welcome National Asso

ciation of Rock Writers." Behind the sign was a smiling young woman 

who introduced herself as "Sandy from Stax." Stax Records, the soul 

label in Memphis, was funding the $40,000 for the convention. Stax 

was flying in 100 writers from the United States and England, lodging 

them in a Holiday Inn for four days, filling them with liquor and food, 

and sending to England for a rock band to entertain the writers. 

Sandy from Stax signed in the visiting writers and instructed 

them to wait for Stax limousines. Along came a businesslike young man 

who was dressed in the "new elegance" style then favored in certain 

rock circles: short hair, fringed pink satin shirt, fashionable 
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trousers, and towering, stacked-heel shoes that gave him the popular 

Sunset Strip slouch. He was Jon Tiven, an eighteen-year-old Yale stu

dent who was the brains behind the convention. 

Ardent Records, a fledgling Memphis firm distrubuted by Stax, 

released two albums in 1972. Tiven gave one of them a "rave" review 

in Fusion. Ardent's national marketing director, a man named John King 

(who writes record reviews under the name Gideon B. Mathews), got in 

touch with young Tiven in a big hurry. They became close associates, 

inasmuch as they had similar interests, and the idea for a national 

association of rock writers was born. King persuaded Stax to finance 

a convention and even printed up National Association of Rock Writers 

letterheads with Ardent's address and phone number. Tiven compiled 

the list of writers to be invited. 

Tiven turned the visiting writers over to black Stax chauf

feurs, who took their luggage and whisked them to the Holiday Inn 

Rivermont, on the banks of the Mississippi River. In the Rivermont's 

lobby, more smiling Stax employees handed out name tags and armloads 

of promotional material: five Stax and Ardent albums, tickets to vari

ous convention events (cocktail parties, riverboat cruise, luncheons, 

and dinner parties), and teeshirts decorated with a large rat and the 

words "Skin Alley," the latter being a Stax band that was being flown 

in from England to play for the visiting writers. 

The lobby was jammed with delegates, some already wearing 

the "Rock Critic" teeshirts handed out by Creem. There was not a great 
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deal of intermingling, as the various "rock critics" seemed uncomfortable 

about meeting each other. They were inspecting each other's name tags 

and the self-proclaimed "old farts" (rock writers with several years' 

experience) congregated to drink and discuss who was "getting out of 

this racket" by breaking into Harper's or Esquire or Oui. 

The self-proclaimed "young punks" (mostly writers under 21) 

got together to get stoned and discuss the latest albums. By the time 

the Stax hospitality suite opened later that evening, John King was 

hopelessly harried and realized that things were beyond control. The 

hospitality suite was jammed with young writers intent on drinking as 

much as possible of Stax's supply of Michelob Beer and Jack Daniel's 

Whiskey. By this time, King was extremely reluctant to answer the 

author's questions about the convention and Stax-Ardent's interests in 

it. Shortly, King disappeared (after giving his motel room to Tom 

Miller, since the latter was not on the original list of 100) and the 

rest of the first night's activities consisted of parties in various 

record company hospitality suites. In the MCA suite, there were stacks 

of free records for the writers and Ben Edmonds, the editor of Greem, 

demonstrated the writers' attitude by taking two of those records and 

sailing them off the balcony into the Mississippi River, twelve floors 

below. 

Interestingly, only the smaller record companies maintained 

suites at the Rivermont. The larger companies--Warner Brothers, 
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Capitol, Columbia, ABC-Dunhill, Atlantic--felt no need to take an active 

part. "We have no obligation to these writers," a representative of 

Paramount records later said. "As far as we're concerned, radio play 

of product is far more valuable than all the rock reviews in the coun

try. Reviews just don't make that much difference. Some of these 

reviewers have gotten swelled heads and think that the industry owes 

them a free ride. I've got news for them: we don't owe tham a damned 

thing." 

The first full day of the convention began with 75 writers 

attending a morning business session. John King opened the meeting by 

admitting that Stax and Ardent were interested primarily in exposing 

the writers to groups on those labels. Otherwise, he said, "this is 

your convention." 

Greg Shaw, editor of Phonograph Record Magazine (then pub

lished by United Artists Records; it has since become independent), 

took over the meeting and it soon became evident that he and Jon Tiven 

were double-teaming to run the convention. John King was reduced to 

functioning as a messenger. "Would John King," announced Tiven, "please 

hand out the note pads now?" Note pads furnished by MCA. 

Shaw introduced Connie Hechtor, an aggressive middle-aged man 

who publishes Insider, an entertainment magazine in Minneapolis. 

Hechtor wasted no time in angering the writers. "What is a valid 

media?" he asked. "I'm sure there are people in this room who are 
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writing for papers that I wouldn't wipe my ass with." Hechtor was 

shouted down w.hen he asserted that rick writers are essential neither 

to magazines nor to the record industry. 

Shaw and Tiven presented the purposes for forming a union: 

boycott power against magazines, more money and status for writers, 

power to pressure the record companies. The point was raised that many 

of the writers feel they are indispensable to magazines and record com

panies. Hechtor was again shouted down when he attempted to answer 

that point. "What makes you think you're worth so much?" he asked. 

"You sit on your ass and listen to an album and then write a review. 

What makes that worth five dollars an hour? Huh?" 

That obviously was not what the writers wanted to hear. David 

Rensin, a free-lance writer from Los Angeles, observed that "the whole 

record thing would fall apart without the rock press" and John King, 

of all persons seconded him. Alan Levy from Record World rose to refute 

them. "We perform," he said, "a luxury service. No one needs us." 

Karin Berg, a publicist for Vanguard Records, wondered aloud 

just how serious the convention was: "This is the only general session 

and we're all sitting here waiting to go to a brewery." Shaw and Tiven 

adjourned the meeting so that everyone would have time to board buses 

for the scheduled tour of the Schlitz Brewery. Shaw called for another 

assembly for four that afternoon but he missed it, as he was looking 

for rare records in the Sun Records warehouse. 
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The four o'clock session never got started. The handful of 

persons who showed up finally decided to leave early for the next con

vention event: a free beer party on a riverboat. After that came a 

free showing of the film "Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid." 

The postponed meeting eventually got underway the next morn

ing. Tiven opened by calling for nominees to run the proposed union. 

He was interrupted by Toby Mamis, who complained about the composition 

of the list of 100. He and Shaw argued over the inclusion or exclusion 

of several writers. Shaw, calling for more discussion before selecting 

a board of directors, said the union should have a "pressure group and 

legal counsel." 

R. Serge Denisoff, a sociology professor at Bowling Green 

State University, remarked that he "could just see Joe Smith of Warner 

Brothers or Jann Wenner of Rolling Stone quaking in their boots before 

these people." Several of the "old farts" agreed; likening the conven

tion to an assembly of gnats discussing ways to disembowel the elephant 

they were riding. 

Shaw replied, "We need solidarity against the people we're 

up against." There were gasps at that statement and several persons 

complained that Shaw himself was both the employee of a record company 

and the editor of a rock magazine and that he was thus one of those 

they were "up against." Lenny Kaye, one of the few critics in attend

ance, called for the writers to "stick to their own craft and try to 
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make it more professional." He was ignored. Shaw said a screening 

committee was essential, to determine who was and who was not a certi

fied rock writer. Toby Goldstein said such a committee could be dan

gerous and Richard Meltzer said there were already too many rock writers 

and no more should be admitted. 

"Sounds like the plumbers' union," Denisoff joked, "or early 

SDS." Tiven replied that would-be rock writers should submit applica

tions and pictures of themselves to the union. 

Any resemblance to SDS was disclaimed by Shaw. Karin Berg 

offered to help the union set up offices in different cities, using 

established Liberation News Service facilities. Shaw was astonished: 

"What possible connection do we have with those people?" That marked 

a final divorce of rock writing from counter culture politics. Tom 

Miller, a rock writer as well as an old-time LNS political writer, 

counted himself out of the union at that moment. 

Whereas rock music through the late Sixties was considered 

the force that linked and unified the counter culture, it had become 

by 1973 a separate world, an end in itself, and Shaw and Tiven repre

sented the new breed of rock writers whose ambitions and interest were 

limited to music and thus were simultaneous with and complemented the 

music industry's viewpoint. As recently as 1971, Creem magazine 

expressed its credo as being "a musical magazine in the sense that we 

write about music as the source and substance of our culture. A 
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7 
primary fount of energy, not the be-all and end-all." By early 1973, 

that culture had ceased to exist. No one believed in it any longer 

and that belief had been its only real existence. A rock writers' con-

vention in 1971 would have been heavily political and cultural; the one 

in 1973 resembled any industry gathering. Music finally had become 

just another product to be merchandised and rock writers were merchan-

disers. 

Listen, we're all involved in an industry in which everything 
exists to sell product. Writers wouldn't get review copies if 
they didn't sell the product; publicists wouldn't get jobs if 
they didn't sell the product. Some of us write about it, some 
of us talk others into writing about it, and some of us do both. 
But we're all doing the same thing. There's no conflict of 
interest there.8 

Rock writing, which began as a labor of love, became simply 

another business. John Burks, who quit as managing editor of Rolling 

Stone to become a reporter for the San Francisco Examiner, explained 

it another way: 

I got to feeling like I was little more than an arm of the 
music biz. Stopped writing record reviews, as a matter of fact, 
when Columbia ran the meat of a Miles Davis review as their ad 
for the album. In fact, I phoned Columbia and told them what 
they'd done was cricket but the result was I didn't intend to 
write any more record reviews for awhile. 9 

That sort of attitude was not evident at the 1973 convention. 

Most of those attending wanted to get closer to, not farther from, the 

industry. There were some hold-outs: as voting began for a board of 

directors, a motion was successfully made from the floor that no record 
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company employees could be directors. Eight persons from New York, 

Los Angeles, London, Detroit, and Ft. Lauderdale were elected for the 

"central committee," as Shaw termed it. It was vaguely agreed that the 

union would be a "pressure group" or united "front against those screw-

10 
ing us." An "advisory board" was then selected, which could and did 

include record company employees. A name for the group finally was 

settled upon: "Rock Writers of the World." "National Association of 

Rock Writers" was vetoed because of its nationalism. Other names were 

voted down: "International Rock Writers Association," "Velvet Under-

ground," "Freeloaders Anonymous," "Junketeers Interested in Payola." 

Tiven announced that annual dues of $5 each were innnediately due. 

"Bullshit," someone yelled, "who decided that?" 

"We all did," Tiven said. "All who want may now come forward 

and pay their dues." Forty-two people filed forward to pay their dues. 

. 11 
The dues money was reportedly lost at the dog track that night. 

It suddenly occurred to several persons that no one even knew 

in which city this group would have headquarters, much less what the 

dues went for. 

"For a newsletter," Tiven said. John King said he planned to 

take out the first ad in the newsletter. 

Thus ended the official business of the first convention of 

rock writers. Still to come were a bus tour of the city and a perform-

ance by Stax-Ardent groups but many of the writers, disillusioned, 
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checked out and left. It seemed that the Rock Writers of the World had. 

little chance of surviving. Gary Kenton, the RWW's treasurer, com-

plained in letters to those who had attended that the group had no 

chance of survival unless the "big names" joined. Few did and it seemed 

a lost cause. 

Then, in early 1974, Kenton and board member Vince Aletti 

sent out another letter: 

Regardless of our status within this vocation we are all dealt 
with as less than respected and valued workers and craftsmen. 
Even many of our favorite magazines and papers treat us like 
pawns, coming to us to fill their pages but paying peanuts, if 
anything, for our efforts. In many cases, they mutilate our 
articles without consulting us, or hold onto the manuscripts 
until they are too dated to be used elsewhere. The record com
panies are just as bad, using us as a free source of promotional 
writing and then dropping, or threatening to drop, us from their 
mailing lists should we give their acts a write-up which they 
consider less than favorable. Thus we serve at least to prolong 
the lifetimes of publications and the periods of employment of 
record company publicists, while struggling ourselves to make 
ends meet. We are the unrecognized, underpaid backbone of an 
entire end of the music industry, reduced to selling promotional 
copies of albums just to pay the rent. It's time something were 
done about this situation, right? •.• Obviously, we are a long 
way from organizing any effective boycotts or strikes. But such 
actions are not so very unreasonable in light of the treatment 
we have received, and are receiving, from these parties. Needless 
to say, such actions are out of the question unless we make a 
total show of solidarity. 

A few weeks later came news that John King and Stax-Ardent 

were ready to sponsor a second convention, this time to take place on 

a riverboat cruising from Memphis to New Orleans. The response from 

prospective convention-goers was not overwhelming. Once again, the 

attitude of many "major" rock writers, as discerned by the author from 
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telephone conversations and correspondence, is that another convention 

would be just another party at some record company's expense. The 

notion of a cohesive writers' group did not seem plausible, and the 

most often stated reasons were: (1) rock writers are egotistical and 

jealous of each other and never will agree on anything; (2) any writer 

who needs a union to get paid by a magazine has no business being a 

writer; (3) record companies and magazines don't need any one person-

for every publicist or writer getting published, there are ten more 

people waiting for such a chance; (4) any writers concerned with jour

nalistic integrity want nothing to do with any cozy arrangements with 

the record industry; (5) rock writers are luxuries, the butterflies of 

an affluent society. 

All the while, one paradox continues: while the industry 

maintains that it does not need rock writers, it continues to cater to 

them. Even though junkets are being cut back, the author was offered 

expense-paid trips in January of 1974 to Nashville, Kansas City, New 

York, and Los Angeles. Tom Miller telephoned the author to report he 

was leaving on an expense-paid tour of Asia and Australia with pop 

singer David Cassidy. 

Even so, there are signs that the industry is re-evaluating its 

relationship with rock writers. Some publicists have been fired for 

spending too freely on junkets, and bookkkeeping by publicists has 

been closely scrutinized, in the wake of the Columbia Records 
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drug-payola scandals of 1973. Not surprisingly, the energy crisis 

caused a cutback in the amount of promotional albums being mailed out 

and which occasioned changes in rock writers' lives. Many of the 

writers predicated their incomes on a base of sales of promotional 

albums. Many of them received between thirty and one hundred free 

albums a week and sold most of those--at prices ranging from thirty 

cents to two dollars--to record stores. With the energy crisis, there 

was suddenly a shortage of records. Vinyl, the oil-derived synthetic 

resin used to manufacture phonograph records, was less available and 

record companies had to cut back on production. Companies not only 

became more selective in choosing new bands and artists, they also 

whittled down the lists of persons receiving free albums. "The little 

12 
fishes may get eaten up," said Warner's vice-president Stan Cornyn. 

The first little fishes to go were record reviewers. 

Rest assured that the following must come to pass not because 
we're not pleased senseless with the attention your publication 
has been lavishing on Our Product, but rather because there's 
presently so little vinyl and so many vinyl critics. At the 
moment it just won't make it for everybody to keep getting every
thing all the time. We're asking editors to specify one person 
to send Capitol Goodies to, which is to say that we can, for the 
time being, remain on the good side of but one person per publi
cation. Basically what it all means is this--NO MORE REGULAR 
ALBUM SHIPMENTs.13 

As early as November 28, 1973, A&M Records had ceased sending 

singles to persons on the press lists and other companies followed suit. 

Rock writers who depended upon sales of promo records to pay the rent 

fell on hard times. Conventions and unions notwithstanding, rock 
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writers suddenly found themselves in the position of providing, as Alan 

Levy forecast, luxury service. Rolling Stone, still considered the 

authoritative rock voice, usually budgets no more than 14 pages of a 

72-page issue to music. Stone is still the only well-paying outlet for 

rock writers, with a rate of ten cents a word; but, it cannot run more 

than ten or twelve short music stories per issue, plus fifteen to twenty 

album reviews (at twenty to thirty dollars each). There are, it is 

safe to say, several hundred young writers competing for those stories 

and those reviews. What of the rest? Generally, they depend on selling 

promo copies of albums and low-paying stories published by other maga

zines. Obviously then, no one can make a decent living as a free-lance 

rock writer. One example: Toby Marois scrapes by with his own publicity 

firm, plus his columns for Performance and Zoo World and Kal Rudman's 

Tip Sheet (a radio tradezine). 

Rock writing at one time attracted some of the brightest 

talents of the Sixties generation of writers; it now is obvious that it 

draws only opportunists. Without exception, every magazine piece that 

appears about rock writing is written in past tense: everything that 

is going to happen already has happened. Rock writing, in short, is 

an idea whose time has passed. 

If--or when--a cutback in production of records causes an 

attendant cutback in advertising, rock magazines will be in serious 

trouble. Rolling Stone, now a general interest magazine, had only one 
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non-music full page advertisement in its February 28, 1974 issue 

(Table 1). Of 22 ad pages, 21 were musical ads. 

TABLE 1 

FEBRUARY 1974 ADVERTISING 

Magazine Pages Full Page Ads Full Page Music Ads* 

Rolling Stone 72 22 21 
Phonograph Record 40 18 18 
Zoo World 48 ll 6 
Creem 84 20 16 
Crawdaddy 92 17 17 

*Includes ads for music equipment. 

Any decline at all in music advertising would clearly prove 

disastrous for these publications. Rolling Stone, as shown by February 

issues for the past seven years (Table 2), has not been able to attract 

a great deal of non-music advertisers. 

TABLE 2 

ROLLING STONE ADVERTISING FOR FEBRUARY 

Year Pages Full Page Ads Full Page Music Ads* 

1974 72 22 21 
1973 72 27 27 
1972 64 21 21 
1971 72 20 19 
1970 56 17 17 
1969 32 7 6 
1968 24 4 3 

*Includes ads for music equipment. 
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It should be noted that Rolling Stone, unlike the other 

magazines, publishes twice monthly; consequently, the above figures 

would be roughly doubled for the entire month. Even so, Rolling Stone 

has not been successful at attracting many non-music advertisers. 

Josh Feigenbaum, former ad salesman for Rolling Stone's New 

York office, said that advertisers were waiting to see "how the Stone's 

new approach would work out with the readers before they committed them

selves." He said many advertisers were reluctant, even though he was 

mounting an aggressive sales campaign, based on subscriber character-

istics garnered from a Roper survey conducted in May, 1971. That survey 

showed that the average Rolling Stone reader annually buys 65 record 

albums, 10 unrecorded tapes, 25 packs of film, five pair of jeans, 22 

movie attendances, and $75 worth of books. More important to 

Feigenbaum's ad campaign were figures that showed that 60 percent of 

the magazine's readers go camping, 55 percent fly commercial airlines 

at least once a year, 67 percent consume beer at least once a month, 

66 percent consume sparkling and table wines once a month, 38 percent 

consume organic food, 74 percent own stereo components, 60 percent own 

tape equipment, 34 percent own still cameras costing more than $100, 

14 
and 12 percent own motorcycles. 

In addition to ads from record companies, Rolling Stone has 

run ads from five airlines, three wineries, eight apparel companies, 

eight book publishers, three camera companies, eight movie companies, 
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15 
28 stereo equipment manufacturers, and 16 musical instrument companies. 

Nonetheless, the bulk of advertising is supplied by the record compa-

nies. Those full-page ads sell for between $2900 and $5400 (for the 

16 
back cover), and at least ten of those are needed each month to meet 

17 
the editorial budget alone, which is $40,000 a month. 

We don't want to be dependent on them ((the record companies)), 
though. Record companies can be awfully emotional about buying 
ads, which isn't true of other advertisers.--former Rolling Stone 
advertising director Laurel Gonsalves.18 

That they get emotional the author can confirm. There have 

been numerous instances of pressure applied by record companies to get 

a certain performer on the cover of certain magazines strictly on the 

basis of advertising volume, of pressure applied by magazines to obtain 

advertising, of pressure applied by writers to obtain junkets, of per-

formers threatening or assaulting writers. Unfortunately, due to 

existing libel laws and due to the fact that the parties involved will 

not talk for publication, the stories cannot be printed. Record com-

pany publicity directors have been fired for insulting prominent (thus, 

influential) writers; writers have been fired from magazines and record 

reviewers blacklisted for "turning in too many negative pieces" or for 

"not having the proper attitude toward record companies." A New York 

record company recently threatened to sue the Washington Star-News for 

libel in reference to a story which quoted that company's president 

giving in to advertising pressure from the editor of a magazine. A 



166 

Chicago record company recently threatened to withdraw all advertising 

from Creem because of a "negative" article about a group that records 

for that company. Especially with the smaller magazines, the record 

industry does exert a great deal of influence and can--and often does--

decide that "it's time" a certain performer or group got a feature 

article. Editors do not like industry pressure but they don't talk 

about it. 

The fact is, as of 1974, that rock magazines function as a 

complementary arm of the record industry and that neither the magazines 

nor the industry can predict accurately what the buying public wants 

next. Increasingly, the situation resembles the classic caricature of 

the blind leading the blind. The industry is continuing its "scatter-

gun" approach--releasing product haphazardly and waiting to see what 

survives and the magazines generally endorse the survivors. There have 

been exceptions--Rolling Stone kept Randy Newman's and Van Morrison's 

careers afloat, despite the fact that neither singer sold well--but 

it is safe to say that the magazines follow, rather than anticipate 

(as they once did in the Sixties), the sales charts. 

There are now evidences that the rock audience itself is 

changing rapidly--a new generation coming along every three years--and 

will not owe allegience to any rock magazine. 

The demographics and the music itself are damn important. The 
Osmonds last year outsold the best single years of the Beatles, 
and Elvis Presley yet that 9 to 12 demographic has nothing to do 



167 

with the rock press except in Fab or Tiger Beat. The big question 
is do they graduate to Zoo World, Rock, or the Stone. My students 
who are relatively typical mid-western kids, are not going into 
the music the way our counterparts did in the mid-1960's. The 
so-called music freak is increasingly a college rarity. Of course, 
remember the campus scene only accomodates a certain percentage of 
the under-24 demographic. However, non-college married people over 
18 seem to lose interest, generally, in pop music. I do have some 
data on demographics and we are collecting more. Unfortunately, 
most record companies who could afford some good market research 
do not want to spend the money. 19 

No one who is in a position to make such a projection is will-

ing to predict that there will be another Rolling Stone. That magazine, 

it is agreed, was a result of a strong, forward-looking editor starting 

a fortuitous magazine at the right time, attracting the best possible 

staff, and changing as the audience changes. Zoo World is attempting 

to fill the void left by Stone's shift to general interest subjects, 

but it has not, after 52 issues, gained a considerable readership, a 

reputation within the industry, or a formidable writing staff. Rolling 

Stone had all three after two dozen issues. Stone, of course, was 

aided considerably by the extraordinary interest in rock in the late 

Sixties. Of late, record buyers tend to walk into record shops to ask 

"what's new" rather than "do you have the latest by Creem or the 

20 
Stones?" As interest in rock waned, Stone turned to the subjects 

that still would interest its readers--median age 21 years, 77 percent 

21 
male --and would not drive away the advertisers. It has done well--

a circulation of 300,000 after seven years--and the other rock magazines 

are still chasing it and cursing it. 
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Almost without exception, the letters section of every rock 

magazine every month--and those sections are carefully edited--contains 

at least one letter that extolls the magazine in question while con-

demning Rolling Stone for doing or not doing what the reader wants or 

does not want done. 

Most of the people we deal with on an editorial basis profess to 
be profoundly disinterested in or bored by the San Francisco 
tabloid known as Rolling Stone. The publication, in their view, 
has failed to hold their attention, has locked itself into a 
format and a perspective narrow (though profitable) and predict
able (though authoritative). The relative success of Stone as a 
business venture appears, almost perversely, to attract and repel 
a large number of these folks; perhaps it's the standard S&M 
response people usually have to commercial enterprises: a love/ 
hate that is as much an index of the publication's success as its 
carefully doctored promotion kit and its self-congratulatory press 
ads •••• It continues to be a persistently chosen "representa
tive" of a certain audience and generation, much to the dismay of 
people who view its division of American life into straight and 
hip categories as thoroughly simplistic.--Fusion editor Robert 
Somma.22 

Fusion, however, attracts few writers and readers and its 

imminent demise is forecast regularly. 

Another Stone rival, Crawdaddy, announced in its February, 

1974, issue that it no longer would be just a rock journal. 

Rock 'n' roll is here to stay. But so is madman comedy and a 
progressive movement in films and fiction. • • • Crawdaddy is 
taking the next logical step. Not away from rock 'n' roll-
Never--but toward some off-beat comprehension of what's going 
on here. In the past, we've been accused of being too "intel
lectual," too "elitist," too "serious." If that was ever the 
case, it's not so now.--Crawdaddy editor Peter Knobler.23 

That may well be too little, too late, for Crawdaddy has not 

been a serious contender for the rock audience. It, like the other 
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magazines that chase Rolling Stone, has not yet gained a focus. 

Like many rock magazines, it tries to be all things to all 

people, and fails to satisfy anyone. The February, 1974, issue con-

tains the following feature stories: a year-end review of events of 

1973, a story of the attempted comeback of Marty Balin; a satirical 

story, on the order of the Kennedy conspiracy articles, on the death of 

rock idol Buddy Holly (who died in 1959); and a substanceless story on 

UFO's and an equally vacuous article about the Guru Maharaj-Ji's appear-

ance at Texas' Astrodome. 

Publications die, not through editorial or even financial inepti
tude, but because they no longer have a role. It is to a journal

ist a rather humiliating circumstance, but I believe the case, 
that the most brilliant editorship cannot save a dying publication, 

any more than the most futile editorship can kill a living 
one. 24 

Now that peer-group, music-centered publications are nearing 

the close of their first decade, it becomes apparent that their role 

was taken from them; taken by the decline in interest in rock music and 

specifically the decline in the belief of that music as a unifying 

force behind a separate culture. The readership became fragmented and 

that left the magazines attempting to satisfy different segments of what 

had once been a cohesive market. Rolling Stone was the first to abandon 

the all-music format and the critical jury is still out on its future 

although it is clearly gaining attention and, from some quarters, 

respect. 



"I feel," said J. Anthony Lukas, a Pulitzer Prize-winning 

journalist who is now a Rolling Stone contributor, "that, of all the 

magazines in this country, only two have any real idea of who their 

audience is and how to reach that audience. Those two are the New 

25 
Yorker and Rolling Stone." 

Rolling Stone's idea, as is obvious from recent issues, is 
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basically to publish anything of interest to politically-, musically-, 

and socially-aware readers in their 20's and 30's. Subjects judged to 

be of interest to those readers include Howard Baker, Tom Charles 

Huston, Gene Autry, Hugh Hefner, William Burroughs, gay liberation, 

sports, Sam Ervin, country music, the trial of the Gainesville Eight, 

and spotty coverage of rock music. Point of view and a particular 

style is what Stone is selling. The reader is invariably led inside 

a situation and made to feel (whether it is true or not) that the Stone 

assessment of an event or person is the only valid one. Other reporters 

would ignore the spectacle of David Carradine casually urinating in 

public or John Lennon showing up with a Kotex on his head in a night

club or Howard Baker's mother "hissing" at a reporter to leave her 

alone; but, the Stone reporters revel in such revealing moments and 

the implication is always there that only in the Stone can one find 

such incisive reporting. That was true of the magazine when it was 

primarily a rock magazine and it is even truer now and is a testimony 

to Jann Wenner's strength as an editor. 
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Nowhere is that more evident than with Hunter Thompson's 

reportage. Thompson is Wenner's brightest star and his writing reflects 

Wenner's editorial outlook: outrageous, reckless, cocksure, scornful 

of tradition, and ready to win big or lose big. From the beginning, 

his ambition has set Rolling Stone apart from the others. The other 

rock editors were cautious and remain relatively inflexible and content 

with small successes or small failures. Creem was the only other maga

zine from the rock era that, for a time, was not afraid of change and 

was willing to gamble, but Creem lost its spirit of adventure when 

editor David Marsh quit to go to work for Newsday. Creem is still the 

liveliest of the magazines but has become trendy and predictable. Zoo 

World is predictable in that it is unabashadly a fan magazine, packed 

with dozens of stolid, unimaginative pieces in an attempt to appeal to 

any reader who likes any musical group. Phonograph Record is a brisk, 

workmanlike journal of music trends with an emphasis on rock history. 

Crawdaddy is unsure what to be and Fusion and Rock will be dead soon, 

in fact as well as in spirit. Circus continues to court the sub-teens. 

It's a paradox now that America's best rock critic writes for a subur

ban newspaper, Newsday. Robert Christgau ended up there after stints 

at Esguire and the Village Voice and his success indicates that not 

only can the rock magazines not pay enough to attract competent writers, 

they don't expecially want or need them. Of the prominent critics of 

the late Sixties, only Christgau continues with an understanding of, 
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and love for, the music, and he is now 32 years old. 

It is indicative of the waning interest in rock that none of 

the magazines has produced a single prominent new critic in the past 

four years. In 1967, young writers stood in line to get published in 

the rock papers; now they are less eager. Most record reviews now 

read like either industry handouts or high school term papers. Prob

ably the biggest failure of the rock press has been its inability to 

institute, and sustain, any kind of writing tradition. Rock criticism 

will not stand as any lasting contribution. Rock music has been basi

cally music of rebellion, forming an anticulture rather than any alter

nate culture. Criticism of that music has been either anticultural 

(viewing the music strictly in terms of its impact on listeners) or 

traditionally cultural (which strips the music of its vitality and 

energy, which is its life force). The anticulturists (whose work con

tinues in Creem and the various amateur fanzines such as Punk or Teen

age Wasteland Gazette) basically write for their peers; the culturists 

attempt to explain the music to outsiders. Both schools of criticism 

are essentially temporal. In rock music, a record that is four months 

old is out of date; criticism of that record is even more out of date. 

Thus most rock books, which are usually collections of reviews, are 

considered poison by publishers. Even so, Jann Wenner, who admits he 

does not regularly read the Rolling Stone review section, published a 

collection of Stone reviews. 
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The chief contribution of the rock press, however, has come 

largely from Rolling Stone: a tradition of solid reportage, of profes

sional, unbiased reporting of a generation by that generation. There 

have been failures, to be sure, but there have also been successes-

from the early team reporting on the disastrous Altamont concert by the 

Rolling Stones and the phenomenon of the Charles Manson case and con

tinuing with Joe Eszterhas' thorough reporting. 

For Rolling Stone (as for many of its young writers), rock 

music was but a springboard. Of all the youth magazines that started 

in the late 1960's, Rolling Stone alone recognized that and early on 

based its future on reportage. After seven years, that gamble is pay

ing off and as long as Rolling Stone maintains and raises its standards 

of reporting and continues to innovate, it will not have to worry about 

success. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

An unasked question that often has been hinted at by members 

of the rock press concerns the impact, the lasting influence wrought 

by rock journalism. It is admittedly premature to conjecture about 

the permanent contributions of the field. Nonetheless, rock writing's 

brief history suggests it has had a profound effect on one generation 

of writers and one generation of readers. 

For a generation of young readers, the political and social 

turmoil of the late 1960's led to alternative publications, magazines 

and newspapers that went beyond reporting the official viewpoint on 

any event or issue. Young people who witnessed or participated in 

riots in Chicago or rock festivals in New York or marches in Washington 

would not accept newspaper stories based on police accounts. With a 

sizeable portion of the populace, Rolling Stone was more credible than 

Chicago Mayor Richard Daley or Attorney General John Mitchell. 

For young writers, similarly, the notion of journalistic 

objectivity was permanently shaken. The better writers attempted to 

address themselves to telling accurately the story of their generation, 

a story they felt was distorted elsewhere. Jann Wenner said he felt 
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the reason people are really turned off to newspapers and maga

zines in general . • • the reason why the newspapers and magazines 

aren't as effective as they should be with the readership they've 

got .•• is that people don't feel they're getting the truth. 

It's as simple as that. Objectivity is not the .goal; truth is 

the goal. If people felt that was the position of the news media, 

they would read it. But there is no confidence in the media right 
1 now. 

Insofar as rock writers were concerned, their efforts at 

writing about social and political truths were largely limited to 

reportage in Rolling Stone and music criticism in isolated instances. 

Stone, as the only thoroughly professional youth magazine with wide 

appeal, developed a cadre of youug writers whose influence transcended 

the rock audience. 

Over the past three years no periodical has achieved a more 

spectacular success with the New Journalism than Jann Wenner's 

Rolling Stone. One of Wenner's great strengths as an editor is 

that he insists on detailed reporting in a field--Rock, Pop, Hip, 

Underground--where many editors give in to writers who want to 

work strictly from off the top of the head. 2 

Detailed, thorough reporting by such young writers as Joe 

Eszterhas and David Felton gave Stone the reputation it needed to cease 

being regarded as a rock magazine and to become accepted as an author-

ity on any subject it chose to examine. 

Rock criticism has not fared so well. With the major excep-

tions of Greil Marcus and David Marsh, few rock critics have been able 

to assess intelligently rock's political and social implications. 

Indeed, many writers have sought to ignore those implications. Greg 
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Shaw felt social criticism had little place in rock writing. 

Music functions on all kinds of levels. It's true that it's part 

of the social fabric of the youth culture (though not as much as 

it has been during the big Pop explosions) and as you must have 

observed there are all sorts of fascinating parallels that can 

be drawn between what's happening in music and on the street. 

But a steady diet of that can be deadly, and I'm always happy 

to see an article that talks about musical phenomena in a vacuum 

--most of my writing is like that .••• 3 

Shaw argued that rock music politicizes on an unconscious 

level, that it instills pride and independence and an urge for freedom 

in its audiences and that a description of such a process is futile. 

John Morthland, who has not himself attempted to function 

as a social critic, typified the rock writer who was unsure how to 

treat rock-as-politics. 

The musicians themselves in the mid to late-60's claimed 

their music was political. They claimed it was a conscious 

rejection of Establishment values, they even said their music 

was more political than politics itself. So even those songs 

that weren't overtly political in theme ("White Rabbit" as 

opposed to "Eve of Destruction") were said to be political, 

were said to encompass a lifestyle (my favorite definition of 

politics is still: one's politics are the way one lives his 

life), and if they were political songs, it's certainly fair 

game to talk about them in a political context. It may be 

dime-store politics (like the early MCS) but it's still, in 

the minds of the musicians and fans, "political." I just 

ain't too sure how it all connects, as there are more grey 

areas than black and white areas.4 

The views held by such writers as Shaw and Morthland pre-

vailed and rock criticism, with some exceptions, treated the music as 

if it existed in a vacuum. Marsh, Marcus, and a few others continued 

their attempts to place rock into a social context. Jon Landau, 
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Stone's movie critic and records editor, directed that magazine's 

criticism toward the auteur theory: 

I was no longer so concerned with whether or not my judgments 

were right or wrong but rather with the question of how to write 

about rock. • • • the concern has always been with the search 

for the author in rock music, the search for the source behind 

the music, the search for continuity in all of the musician/ 

artist's work.5 

Where Landau totally refuted Paul Williams' early concept of 

criticism as personal response to music, of exploring one's feelings 

that music evoked, another major critic, Robert Christgau, kept that 

theory extant during the early 1970's. Christgau rejected the idea of 

detachment and the notion of music as an absolute that existed in a 

vacuum. 

• • • my understanding was that criticism should involve total 

aesthetic response. Academics pretended that the work or body 

of work was an absolute. • • • I liked to emphasize that art 

was contingent. Ontological analysis had its place, but the 

richest and most useful kind of criticism respected the work as 

it was actually perceived, by people in general. 7 

As the importance of criticism declined in the early 1970's, 

in conjunction with a dwindling number of competent critics, arguments 

over the nature of criticism became virtually moot. As the level of 

listener interest lessened, the role of the critic had to be re-examined. 

Where in the late 1960's a critic might expend 5,000 words to examine 

the latest Dylan album (and receive dozens of intense letters from 

readers who differed with his interpretation), by 1974 Robert 

Christgau's "Consumer Guide" in Newsday seemed to suggest the direction 
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that criticism would take. Christgau's column became a quick guide for 

the reader, who could read in one or two lines the merits or faults of 

a particular album. 

Similarly, the role of the rock magazine changed and its 

function began to resemble that of the fan magazine. Almost a decade 

before, rock journalism had evolved as a reaction against the fan maga~ 

zine approach. By early 1974, however, Creem was the only magazine 

devoted to rock music that also attempted to retain the critical stan

dards of the late 1960's. Even so, Creem began reprinting Newsday's 

Consumer Guide. 

The passing of the notion of a cohesive counter culture based 

on rock music and on rebellion undoubtedly was the key factor in chang

ing the role of the rock magazine. At one time there had been an 

identifiable segment of young people who regularly read Rolling Stone, 

listened to FM rock stations, considered themselves as "freaks" or as 

part of "Woodstock Nation," and automatically purchased and paid great 

attention to artists, such as Dylan or the Rolling Stones, whom they 

considered to be also a part of that culture. The nature of the music 

drifted away from rebellion as those artists and the "freaks" grew 

older and it became apparent that there was no "Woodstock Nation." 

Simultaneously, there appeared new generations of rock listeners who 

bore no allegiance to the movements of the late 1960 1 s. For these 

younger generations, rock music was not the basis for a culture; it 
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was, rather, music to be enjoyed without any special importance attached. 

Rock magazines were faced with two possible directions to 

take: they could become general interest magazines and thus retain 

their readers (who were less interested in rock as they grew older) and 

hope to attract new ones; or, they could adopt a scatter-gun, fan maga-

zine approach and cover as many diverse musical performers as possible. 

The former alternative was adopted successfully by Rolling Stone; the 

latter, because of the scattered music audiences with different tastes, 

is an attempt to appeal to several audiences. Such an appeal renders 

impossible any unified editorial voice, any consistent point of view. 

In short, it suggests that, to survive, rock magazines must become fan 

magazines. 

Supporting such a premise is a secondary factor, which was 

more a result than a cause of the rock press' decline. John Morthland 

offered the view that: 

there was only one wave of good writers out of the whole rock 

thing. Starting with Goldstein and Williams and down to 

Christgau and Marcus, they chose rock to write about because of 

their passion for the music. When that passion cooled, they 

looked for other subjects. Rock writing now is a disaster area. 

Most of the good ones are gone and all you find is the opportun

ists, fans and hacks who want the junkets or want to hang around 

the stars. There's not a single good rock writer in Los Angeles 

anymore, and it's not much better in other cities. Personally, 

I'm not much interested in rock anymore, and I don't know many 

writers who are.7 

In the space of nine years, a journalism of rebellion based 

on a music of rebellion was born, flourished, and declined. That 
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journalism's only spectacular success, Rolling Stone, began maneuvering 

to enter the mainstream of magazine journalism in its sixth year of 

publication. At the same time, the other rock magazines editorially 

became stagnant. They had peaked and were faced with the decision to 

follow Stone into the general interest field or to retreat to the fan 

magazine approach. None of the other magazines has the capital or the 

editorial resources to offer strong competition to Stone. Survival 

for the others, then, would seem to be predicated on locating and 

catering to a narrow segment of the wide music audience, a return to 

a special interest fan magazine. 

The ultimate legacy of rock journalism, then, may be seen 

as the emergence of a small body of young writers (who otherwise might 

not have been granted such immediate access to national publications) 

and the creation of a strong, youth-oriented general interest magazine. 

Rolling Stone, with a national circulation of 330,000 and readers in 

England, Spain, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan, has achieved a 

remarkable success story and seems certain to become an even more 

major force in American magazine journalism. 
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