

1
Southwest Popular / American Culture Association Conference                                                        Lindsay Rice

Literary Fiction: The use of historical fiction and magical realism to capture the Grateful Dead and Deadhead experience. 

Discipline / Fields: Creative Writing, Sociology, Linguistics, Psychology, History
Multiple biographies, memoirs, and factual accounts of the Grateful Dead members, roadies and its fans abound, but the space for fictional accounts remains slim. Through character, scene and language, the novel, Birdenwheel (2025), relays multiple perspectives of the Grateful Dead’s fan culture and deserves a place in contemporary American fiction with respect to Grateful Dead studies. Presenting characters rooted in 1990s America navigating Dead tour without cell phones and subject to discrimination in small towns, complexities of drug use as well as states of liminality common in jam band culture, Birdenwheel offers unique perspectives with relevant lessons. In addition, a character from the 1890s follows both the itinerant working class in America and roots of some of the Grateful Dead’s music. The use of mythic symbolism, through avian metamorphosis functions in the novel as metaphor for transforming grief and memory. Likewise, pastoral imagery and an ethnolect of Deadheads contribute to the work. Braiding narratives of diverse characters with varying socio-economic statuses, connection to different parts of the country and divergent views of music and travel make the work a commentary on the diversification of the Grateful Dead’s fans. This presentation demonstrates how creative writing, and poetic prose can challenge social scientific approaches to the Dead scene, offering effective and experiential knowledge inaccessible through conventional scholarly and nonfiction writing. The novel also raises questions about belonging, authenticity and identity within American popular subcultures. 
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As it is often said, there is nothing like a Grateful Dead concert. Description of shows and the subculture that surrounds the band is hard to put into words and tends to be through first-hand accounts from the band, music journalists, scholars and fans. The readers of such works can look on, wide-eyed, or head shaking in solidarity, but to really feel the experience requires no suspension of disbelief, only acceptance of the others’ account. In this paper, I will explore the power of fiction to create a more immersive experience for the reader. In fiction, readers can imagine themselves in a character for greater relatability. My primary source is the novel, Birdenwheel.
Birdenwheel is set in the Grateful Dead scene of the early 1990s. A time when we didn’t all walk around with a phone and computer in our pocket. When we had to rely on paper road maps instead of Google Maps, and when people in small midwestern towns were confused when vans full of hippies turned up and wiped out the bread aisle of the grocery store. The search for community often took place IRL, in real life. Gathering opportunities were abundant at a Grateful Dead show, where it didn’t matter if one was old or young, from the city or the country, dressed up nice, or in ragged jeans and tie-dyes. Everyone was there for the music. 
The variety of concertgoers and their backgrounds and families were so various, that one memoir or article cannot capture it. Instead, a braided narrative novel, as is Birdenwheel, captures both the inner workings of several characters as well as reactions of their families. In Birdenwheel, Cass is a teenager brought into the scene when Deadheads come through her town. Everything is new to her, and she captures the innocence and intrigue of first concerts. Cass “remembered that it was ok to talk to all different kinds of people, and of different ages at a show. She remembered this from Bonner Springs. The thought was freeing” (Rice 103). Her mother, Joanne, represents the confusion and disapproval of parents whose kids are what they might say, “joining the circus.” When Cass came home after a show her mom said “Not ok, young lady. You hung up on me, and if I hadn’t known where you were, I would have been out searching with Jack. You know that!”  In contrast, Rowen is the touring Deadhead. A southern California native who is a pot dealer escaping the rougher life of his family. “The music enveloped Rowen,” “He watched Bobby’s wrist moving like a steady metronome. The room between the seats began to widen and Rowen let his feet swivel back and forth.”  His grandmother, Hettie, can’t seem to understand why he is traipsing around the country following a rock and roll band. She tracks another root of the music though through her ancestor’s ghost, an itinerant worker in the 1890s who plays fiddle music. Devon relays the more seasoned Deadhead, who saw the band back in the 60s and 70s. After crashing on his motorcycle, Devon lay on the side of the road and, “In his mind, he saw Pigpen, the dead singer, shake his head, cowboy hat points waving side to side.” The view of the Grateful Dead scene through Cass’s eyes and ears and words, with her naivety and awe, is vastly different from Devon’s. Rowen’s experience, contrasts that of the freewheeling trickster character, PJ. Offering the different viewpoints captures the multitude of people who were on a Grateful Dead tour and the ripple effects of the subculture. 
The ethnolect of the Deadheads really speaks to its solidification as a subculture, and as David Shenk says in his 1994 book, Skelton Key, “language is one window into the Deadhead spirit.” Birdenwheel includes terms and slang that was used in the Dead lot and by Deadheads to imbue authenticity and believability of the characters. For example: “‘This set was so sweet. I was fourth row on Jerry’s side,’ Hill said, ‘and I swear he winked at me during “Sugaree”’ (Birdenwheel 26). And, “Changa was most likely out cruising for groundscores” (Birdenwheel 66).  “The drive would be about ten hours, and he figured on doing most of it that day to snag a prime spot in the lot” (Birdenwheel 65).  As well as: “Yo, man, he’s tripping something fierce,” the guy behind said to Nick, flicking his head towards Rowen” (Birdenwheel 86). And: “Hey brother, she said returning his hug, “you riding here too?” (Birdenwheel 149).
Birdenwheel contains scenes and circumstances that are emblematic of a Grateful Dead community. In the 90s, there were still venues that had full-on Shakedown Streets, where Deadheads sold drinks, snacks, crafts and drugs. At these unregistered, spontaneous marketplaces, one could find a cold beer, a grilled cheese sandwich, kind veggie burrito or handmade tie dye. Scenes of Cass learning to sell Sammy Smiths Nut Brown Ale on Shakedown, Rowen hitching a ride in a dilapidated hatchback to get more ice, and Devon rushing through the crowd flesh out the novel. Likewise do scenes of undercover cops trying to shut down a vendor, or the whoosh of a giant nitrous tank sending out colored balloons. Euphoria inside a stadium scenes include a hallway filled with spinners, friendships formed over a song, lots of pot shared in a crowd, and Jerry, Bob, and Phil noodling away over great cheering. Birdenwheel’s characters also traverse miles and miles of road, endure harassment from cops and help each other out when in need. Campground mornings with soggy and stained paths from crowds the night before. , yet serenely quiet and misty.   
After the initial feelings of a first or second Grateful Dead show, or when one really feels the gems of its traveling community, a state of liminality tends to grow, wherein a Deadhead’s life off tour feels less solid than on tour. As John Mayer explained at Bob Weir’s Homecoming, when coming off tour, or back at work one was not fully there: “the other half of you was still at the venue, ready to become whole again by the music.” This concept is what draws the characters of Birdenwheel moving forward. The promise of catching the next best Scarlet / Fire, or maybe even a “Dark Star” overtook regular living. A sense of FOMO, fear of missing out, became ever-present for the newbie character, Cass. And Rowen’s world makes more and more sense to Cass and readers: when asked if he was going to the next show, Rowen answered, “Yep, that’s what I do”(Birdenwheel 59).         
Birdenwheel’s nod to the roots of American music through the character, Percy, who lives in the 1890s and visits the 1990s as a spirit, further deepens the fictional elements. Riding trains and working in factories and mines, he fleshes out experiences conveyed in some of the old ballads and the songs the Grateful Dead played, including: “Jack-A-Roe,” “Peggio,” and “Going Down the Road Feeling Bad.” Percy “had gotten a job, in a sooty factory putting things together for people far away. Nothing his own children could have” (Birdenwheel 91). “He’d found no comfort working bleakly with men across the country. The only solace he had was in playing music”( Birdenwheel 303).
In addition, an interplay of pastoral imagery leans towards the Deadheads’ appreciation of nature, and the Back to Earth sense of many Deadheads. The older character, Hettie, Rowen’s grandmother, lives on the land in rural New Mexico and interacts with nature. “Hettie stepped out of the cabin to walk across greening grass towards the bluff,” “She watched as yellow sunlight drove a shadow back across the field. Silica speckles lit up the dirt” (Birdenwheel 61). 
To further capture the elusive and magical elements of the Grateful Dead experience, Birdenwheel uses magical realism in the form of avian metamorphosis. The character, Devon, who is plagued by not being able to see his young daughter, longs to transform into a raven, often as a form of escape. Devon’s narrative of shape shifting is much like the enhancing quality of drug use in the Dead scene, yet also as a way to transform this character’s grief as well as memory of a more instinctual sense. “Sometimes the guitar strings screeched like a bird call, and Devon wished he could caw back, for real. He would have soared right down into the stadium bowl, circling the rows. Devon closed his eyes, trying to feel the extension through his shoulders, his back, his arms, but his human body was planted in a plastic seat” (Birdenwheel 107).
While Birdenwheel is somewhat complex as a novel, the presentation through short chapters in individual points of view, connects it to many Deadhead experiences and takes the reader through worlds and lenses that present a well-rounded representation and complement the more factual and scholarly work of Grateful Dead studies. Thank you for your attention. 
Copies of Birdenwheel are for purchase in the bookstore marketplace at this conference. (9:09)
