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Reconstructing the Warlocks: The Top 
40 Roots of the Early Grateful Dead

Mං඄ൾ Dඈඅ඀ඎඌඁ඄ංඇ

Before the Grateful Dead, there were the Warlocks. As listeners famil-
iar with the band well know, the group formed when Ron McKernan 

urged Jerry Garcia to form an electric blues band. With Bob Weir, Bill 
Kreutzmann, and Dana Morgan, Jr., the group began rehearsing early in 
1965 and had their debut that spring. They quickly morphed into a rock 
and roll band, however—as Garcia later remarked, once they “went elec-
tric” they automatically gravitated toward rock and roll, not only because 
it was “fun to play” but also—crucially—because there was the possibility 
of paying gigs (Garcia, Reich, and Wenner 1972, 37). After a few months, 
Garcia’s friend Phil Lesh replaced Morgan was replaced on bass and the 
die was cast. The young band honed its chops and paid its dues by playing 
bars on the San Francisco Peninsula for most of the remainder of the year. 

By any objective view then, this first year was, by definition, for-
mative. Yet official accounts gloss over 1965, focusing instead on 1966, 
when both the documentary record and extant recordings begin to pro-
vide a more complete sketch of the band’s history. For scholars, the most 
prominent gap in this period is also the most critical for our understanding 
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of the band: what did they actually play? Only one recording survives. 
Cut in November 1965, on the cusp of the band changing its name, this 
six-song demo is the only known recording of the not-yet-Grateful Dead 
(Scott, Dolgushkin, and Nixon 1999, 1). Band members and those fortu-
nate enough to have seen performances that year have talked about what 
the Warlocks played, but fading memories and scattered fragments in the 
documentary record are all that scholars have to reconstruct this founda-
tional era of the Grateful Dead. For most bands, this would scarcely mat-
ter: the apprentice or journeyman efforts of musicians who were, as they 
all admitted, still learning to play their instruments would interest only 
completists or obsessive fans. The Warlocks, however, were different: not 
only did they return to these roots in later years, band members all cite this 
period as critical. As Kreutzmann later said, “we were making it up as we 
went along,” but nonetheless, this was when “we got our first chops as a 
band, in front of an audience” (Kreutzmann 2015, 30, 34).

That makes the lack of information about this early repertoire all the 
more intriguing. As scholars delve more deeply into how the band became 
the mature Grateful Dead, the era in which they were the Warlocks rep-
resents a vital foundation for the Dead’s project, one that merits more 
attention. This essay builds on the preliminary (and speculative) list com-
piled for DeadBase (1999, 565), offering a deeper look at the Warlocks’ 
repertoire as one of the few archival exercises that can be undertaken in 
the absence of a more extensive recorded legacy. 

For those who never heard the Warlocks, the first inkling of the 
band’s repertoire were Garcia’s comments in his 1972 Rolling Stone 
interview with Charles Reich and Jann Wenner. There he mentioned steal-
ing from the Kinks and playing American blues recently made popular 
by the Rolling Stones, including “King Bee,” “Little Red Rooster,” and 
“Walkin’ the Dog,” along with the Chuck Berry songs “Promised Land” 
and “Johnny B. Goode.” Garcia also cited material adapted from their 
jug band days, including “Stealin’” and “Don’t Ease Me In,” as well as a 
couple of Dylan tunes: “It’s All Over Now Baby Blue” and “She Belongs 
to Me” (Garcia, Reich, and Wenner 1972, 38). Indeed, the Warlocks 
were remembered by some as being highly influenced by the Stones 
(Levy 2008). Garcia noted that the Warlocks were known for this among 
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the other bands on the Peninsula circuit. Early critics and fans saw the 
Warlocks as primarily McKernan’s band. Regardless, McKernan’s influ-
ence on the band’s repertoire is borne out by archival recordings, band 
member testimony, and even archival evidence, albeit fragmentary. The 
most interesting of these fragments is a list of songs found among his 
possessions that surfaced after his death (fig. 1). 

While at first thought to be a Warlocks set list, the tunes listed do 
not reflect known aspects of the band’s repertoire, but they do display 
McKernan’s affinity for blues and soul, along with some Beatles covers, 
and even, surprisingly, “Ghost Riders in the Sky.” Contemporary and 
other accounts suggest that this is most likely a list of songs McKernan 
may have wanted the band to perform or thought they could work up, 
perhaps even before they had played any gigs (Garcia, Reich, and Wenner 
1972, 38; Kreutzmann and Eisen 2015, 16–26). While we know that the 
Warlocks and later the Dead did in fact play some of these tunes, we have 
no idea about the rest. 

Given the relative lack of information on McKernan that survives, 
this song list provides useful insights. For the other members, we have 
far more information. Garcia noted that he listened to Freddie King 
when he took up electric guitar again, and while one can definitely hear 
King’s influence in Garcia’s playing, we have little evidence that the band 
played any of those tunes except for the occasional later appearance of 
“Hideaway.” Garcia also mentioned that Weir had sung “She Belongs to 
Me,” and Kreutzmann had played drums in rock and roll bands previously 
(Garcia, Reich, and Wenner 1972, 38).

What emerges from these comments is a fairly good description of 
what band members remembered of the Warlocks. They played a combi-
nation of blues, soul, jug band, folk, and what was by then “classic” rock 
and roll. What tends to be overlooked or downplayed in these accounts is 
music that was popular at the time. The Warlocks were a bar band; that 
meant their patrons expected the band to play what they knew, which was 
current hit records that were the staple fodder of local radio. In 1965, 
this meant AM Top 40 radio, since rock and roll on the FM band did not 
exist yet—that would emerge in just a few years, when Tom “Big Daddy” 
Donahue would become a legendary Bay Area deejay as FM radio 
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Figure 1. Ron McKernan, “Early Song List,” ca. 1965. Courtesy Jim and Danny Sullivan.
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exploded into prominence. Dubbed “The Father of Underground Radio,” 
Donahue also played a crucial role in this era of the Dead as the co-owner 
of Autumn Records, who recorded the Warlocks’ demo in November 1965 
(McDonough 1985, 95). A look at the San Francisco Bay Area weekly 
radio surveys of the period sheds some light on this overlooked aspect of 
the Grateful Dead’s musical development. 

This essay relies on surveys from Bay Area radio stations KYA, 
KEWB, and KLIV. These Top 40 stations catered primarily to a preteen 
and teenage audience, playing the songs that were popular in the area 
for that particular week. This made for eclectic playlists. Although not 
comprehensive, these surveys are revealing, not only for how the Bay 
Area’s radio fare fit into the larger national currents in the record-buying 
public, but for the changing tastes of American youth on the cusp of the 
psychedelic Sixties.

These surveys provide a good measure of how the Warlocks’ rep-
ertoire fit into those larger trends. A good starting point is one of their 
Chuck Berry tunes, “Promised Land,” which was not a current hit when 
the Warlocks formed but a recent one that got airplay in the San Francisco 
Bay Area in November and December 1964. According to Ruth Pahkala, 
Lesh’s girlfriend at the time he joined the band, Garcia originally sang 
this, after which it was handed over to McKernan, and finally to Weir 
(Pahkala 1980/84). A spring 1966 recording of “Promised Land” features 
Garcia on vocals, so it is difficult to tell exactly when and how these trans-
fers of vocal duties occurred. Sung by Weir, “Promised Land” became a 
staple of the Grateful Dead’s repertoire from 1971 onwards. 

Among the Rolling Stones songs which the Warlocks covered 
were three 1965 hits: “The Last Time,” which was getting airplay from 
March into May; “Satisfaction,” played from May through August, and 
“Get Off of My Cloud,” in the rotation from October through December. 
“Satisfaction” reappeared sporadically in Dead concerts beginning in 
1980, and “The Last Time” returned more regularly, starting ten years 
later. “Get Off of My Cloud” did not last, but it did inspire them to add 
their own flourish, changing the chorus.

It is interesting to note that these tunes are linked to certain months. 
During most of the 1960s, more songs were hitting the charts than before 
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or since, meaning that there was a higher turnover. Hit records rarely 
lasted more than twelve weeks on local surveys, most considerably less 
than that. They could therefore be associated with very specific periods, 
and that is how the Warlocks heard them on the radio. They were truly 
current hits, unlike in recent years, when a popular song can remain on the 
Billboard Hot 100 for a year or longer. 

“Good Lovin’” was another song the Warlocks likely picked up in 
1965. Originally done by soul singer Limmie Frank Snell, Jr., recording 
under the stage name of Lemme B. Good, the song was recorded by the 
Olympics and received airplay on Oakland’s KEWB during April 1965. 
Given how attuned McKernan was to blues and R&B, it seems likely that 
he would have taken notice, as would the other members of the band. The 
earliest extant recordings of the Dead’s take on the song date from early 
1966; before their May 19, 1966, performance, Garcia calls it a “new ver-
sion,” implying that there was an earlier one. The Dead famously revived 
“Good Lovin’” in 1969 and it remained in the repertoire, with a succes-
sion of lead singers, all the way to the end of the band. 

The Warlocks also covered Van Morrison’s “Gloria.” His version 
with the band Them was a radio hit in the Bay Area during April, May, 
June, and July, unlike the rest of the United States which had to wait for 
the cover by the Shadows of Knight a year later. The Warlocks would 
have heard the versions of these tunes that were aired locally, which were 
not necessarily the ones that caught on nationally. This applies to “Louie 
Louie,” a tune that Weir recalled them playing, though he had never been 
able to remember the words, as he commented during one performance 
(Grateful Dead 1971). The Kingsmen had a huge national hit with their 
version of the Richard Berry song late in 1963, but Paul Revere and the 
Raiders’ rendition got the airplay and sales over most of the West Coast. 
San Francisco’s KYA briefly played the Kingsmen’s recording in May 
1965, which reached Number 15 for the week ending May 28 (fig. 2), 
after which the Raiders’ version supplanted it, becoming a major local hit 
for the second time. 

This is the recording that the Warlocks would have heard. 
Interestingly, both “Gloria” and “Louie Louie” remained in the band’s 
repertoire well past the Warlocks era, although apparently more infre-
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Figure 2. “KYA Radio 1260 Offi  cial Top Thirty,” May 28, 1965. Courtesy Mike Dolgushkin.



GRATEFUL DEAD STUDIES VOLUME 6142 |

quently; both would be revived by the Dead in later years, though they 
would remain rarities. Future Grateful Dead keyboardist Tom Constanten 
remembers seeing the Warlocks perform Sam the Sham’s “Wooly Bully” 
at Magoo’s Pizza Parlor (Greenfield 1996, 63), which was topping the 
Bay Area charts at the time. Ruth Pahkala recalled that she wrote out the 
words to Dylan’s “Like A Rolling Stone” because Lesh wanted to sing 
it (Pahkala 1980/84). He also tackled the Lovin’ Spoonful’s “Do You 
Believe in Magic.” This took place in late summer 1965, revealing that 
the Warlocks were still picking up new Top 40 covers. 

In September the band worked up Wilson Pickett’s “In the Midnight 
Hour,” which became a Pigpen showcase. It was a prototype of the 
extended rapping he would do on tunes such as “Turn On Your Love 
Light,” and remained a staple of the Dead’s repertoire for years to come. 
In late September, San Jose’s KLIV briefly charted Peter, Paul, and 
Mary’s version of Gordon Lightfoot’s “Early Morning Rain,” which came 
in at Number 30 for the week ending October 2 (Fig. 3). While it is true 
that Tom Donahue required the bands auditioning for Autumn Records to 
play the tune, the appearance of the song on Bay Area radio that fall sug-
gests that the Warlocks might well have worked it up for live performance 
earlier than their November 3 Autumn Records session. 

In late October, well into the Warlock’s residency at the In Room in 
Belmont, two new Top 40 songs entered the band’s repertoire, both sig-
nificant. Junior Walker’s “Cleo’s Back” Garcia later cited as a major influ-
ence on the band’s developing style, noting that they studied it and may 
have even played it live (McNally 2002, 92). An instrumental played at 
the Dead’s March 25, 1966, performance at Trouper’s Hall in Los Angeles 
bears a strong resemblance to “Cleo’s Back,” and may have been either 
their own take on it, or perhaps the closest they could get to Walker’s dis-
tinctive rendition. The other song was a new one by Them called “Mystic 
Eyes,” which the band heard while driving around the Peninsula one after-
noon. That night, they warmed up with it at the In Room. 

The band’s lengthy engagement at the club gave the Warlocks an 
opportunity to explore, learning to improvise and stretch out songs, not 
just to learn how to play together but also to avoid repeating songs from 
their still limited repertoire. Sometimes that meant doing one tune for an 
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Figure 3. “KLIV Sound 
Survey,” October 2, 
1965. Courtesy Mike 
Dolgushkin.
.
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entire set, although the band justified that on artistic grounds. As Weir put 
it, “we weren’t done playing but the tune was over” (McNally 2002, 90). 

More importantly, the Warlocks did not do “Mystic Eyes” with 
Van Morrison’s lyrics. Instead, McKernan contributed new ones, which 
produced their first original to have real staying power, “Caution (Do 
Not Stop on the Tracks).” That month an outfit known as the Family Dog 
began presenting dances at Longshoreman’s Hall in San Francisco, and 
when two of its members auditioned the Warlocks at the In Room, they 
passed on the band because of their reliance on cover songs (McNally 
2002, 96). Within a month, the Warlocks wrote at least four original tunes, 
which comprised the bulk of their Autumn Records audition in November.

By that time they were no longer the Warlocks. Adopting the tem-
porary monicker The Emergency Crew for the audition, they changed it to 
the Grateful Dead shortly after and quickly settled into their role as part of 
the Acid Tests, writer Ken Kesey and friends’ free-form multimedia hap-
penings featuring then-legal LSD. This was the format where the Dead’s 
already honed improvisational acumen reached new heights. 

The Acid Test era lasted only a few months, primarily December 
1965 through April 1966, with a couple more held that fall. For the Dead, 
the end of the Acid Test era marked the end of the early developmental 
phase of the band, and the start of far better documentation, both by jour-
nalists and via concert recordings. Obviously, there is much that we do 
not know of this first year, but this study points to some tantalizing pos-
sibilities. We have a fairly good grasp of the Rolling Stones songs played 
by the Warlocks, but that suggests that they might have played others that 
received AM radio play that year, such as “Surprise Surprise,” “What A 
Shame,” “Spider and the Fly,” or “Heart of Stone,” some of which were 
on McKernan’s song list.

Which Kinks songs did they do? “Tired of Waiting For You” and 
“Set Me Free” were 1965 hits, along with the more obscure “Everybody 
is Gonna Be Happy.” The Warlocks performed “Wooly Bully”; did they 
also play “Ju Ju Hand,” the follow-up? In 1965, Paul Revere and the 
Raiders were still hard-edged enough that the Warlocks might have tack-
led “Sometimes” or “Steppin’ Out.” While suburban garage bands at the 
time were influenced by the Stones, the Who and the Yardbirds were even 
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more influential. “Can’t Explain” received some Bay Area AM airplay, 
but while “For Your Love” and “Heart Full of Soul” were major hits they 
are conspicuously absent from band member accounts, nor are they men-
tioned by friends or casual listeners. Also, while Garcia named the Stones, 
the Kinks, and especially the Beatles as inspirations for the Warlocks—or 
at least as models—their early aesthetic was steeped in folk-era ideas of 
authenticity; it is unlikely they would have found anything worthwhile in 
the more pop side of the British Invasion, such as the Searchers or Peter 
and Gordon. 

Another gap in the early Warlocks’ contemporaneity is Motown. 
Though Garcia showed an affinity for Motown in later years, there is no 
evidence that the Warlocks were inclined in that direction, though there 
are several rhythm and blues tunes that got Top 40 airplay in the Bay Area 
in 1965 that would have been logical fits for the band: “Got To Get You 
Off My Mind” by Solomon Burke, “Ride Your Pony” by Lee Dorsey, and 
“First I Look At the Purse” by the Contours. James Brown also had a few 
hits that year. In a later interview, Garcia mentioned that he listened to 
rhythm and blues stations in his early adolescence, a practice that taught 
him and many of his contemporaries that there was far more to American 
popular music than what their parents listened to (McNally 2015, 67–68). 
An interesting exception was McKernan, whose father was a well-known 
rhythm and blues disk jockey and had an extensive library of blues, R&B, 
and African American vernacular music. It is possible, even probable, that 
the other members of the Warlocks also listened to Bay Area soul stations, 
but what we know of their repertoire suggests a much stronger focus on 
current Top 40 hits, even the soul tunes.

That, in itself, is telling: the prominence of Top 40 songs in the 
band’s early repertoire is a reminder of the pressures, challenges, and 
opportunities that the fledgling Grateful Dead faced as they sought to 
establish themselves as a working band. What regional radio station play-
lists confirm is that the band members were very much attuned to what 
was being played on the radio at the time. Contrary to their later identity 
as being aloof from the musical fashions of the times, the proto-Grateful 
Dead were keenly sensitive to what was popular: for the Warlocks, the 
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Top 40 was a distinct and prominent influence, and arguably more sig-
nificant at the time than the influences their later repertoire emphasized. 

The winnowing influence exercised by the ravages of time and the 
vagaries of memory means that much of what the Warlocks played will 
likely remain speculative, but the period in which the proto-Grateful Dead 
were a Top 40 bar band deserves more attention from scholars who wish 
to better understand the roots of the band. While more work remains to 
be done, this preliminary study shows that the Warlocks were very much 
a part of the broader development of the teen/garage band movement, 
which reframes how we see the early development of the Grateful Dead. 
Most of all, this reappraisal helps us understand how and why this early 
phase of the Grateful Dead’s development continued to be a significant 
factor in their music, and performing repertoire, for the rest of their career. 

Nඈඍൾ
An earlier version of this essay was given at the first annual meeting of the 
Grateful Dead Studies Association held at the Popular Culture Association’s 
annual conference (Dolgushkin 2021). Special thanks to Nicholas G. Meriwether 
for assistance with digital images.
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