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Jefferson Airplane’s “White Rabbit.” Its lyrics describe the 
chemical exploration popular among young people in the late 
1960s, the effort, as the lyrics put it, to “feed your head.”

But its lasting impact, for me and I think probably for oth-
ers, is the song’s introduction, the ominous, almost martial 
bass line and the guitar riff that soon joined in. (I’d happily 
listen to an instrumental entirely of those two elements, played 
that way, with Jorma Kaukonen’s guitar riffing on the bass laid 
down by his lifelong musical compadre, Jack Casady.) Those 
few bars, the opening of that song, are recognizable by just 
about everyone.

The guitar half of that duo has lived here (well, in Meigs 
County, but he’s in Athens often) for a little over a quarter 
century. The bass-playing half is a frequent visitor, as are some 
others who played at Woodstock.

And last week, Jorma was kind enough to share some 
thoughts about Woodstock as viewed 50 years distant by one 
of its headliners. It’s been proposed that Woodstock is remem-
bered pretty much entirely because of the movie, but Jorma 
disagrees.

“I think it was iconic before the movie, just because of the 
mass of what happened and the mass of humanity, the mass of 
an odd sort of cultural awareness,” he said. “Nobody thinks ‘I’m 
being an icon’ while you’re crafting your icon-ness. We did a 
lot of festivals back then – we’d just done the Atlantic City Pop 
Festival a couple of days before – and they were all big festivals.

“I find it interesting that people are always trying to re-
create it, not just in the sort of Woodstock of this year but that 
cultural moment. It was just a zeitgeist that I don’t think can 
ever be duplicated on any level.”

Every few years, including this half-century anniversary, 
there’s an attempt to have another Woodstock, and it never 
quite works. But, says Jorma, that oughtn’t be a surprise.

“If you think about what happened as soon as the term 
‘Summer of Love’ happened, to back up from Woodstock a 
little bit, the mainstream culture was then commercializing 
something that was uncommercializable before that, so as soon 
as you had the term ‘Summer of Love,’ there was none, because 
now it was a commercial thing. And I think the same thing 
happened in some way with Woodstock. It happened, there 
was an amazing magical cultural event, and once it was over it 
was – I want to say weaponized, but that’s not the right word – 
the concept was commercialized certainly, and people inclined 
to recreate it in my opinion are trying to cash in on it.”

The movie, which is the only place where most of us have 
seen live performances by many or all of the bands, didn’t ini-
tially include any of the Jefferson Airplane’s two-hour set.

“Paul Kantner decided not to be in the movie,” Jorma said. 

Woodstock was 50 years ago today; here’s a local angle...

“So I guess the Jefferson Airplane decided not to be, but the 
real prime mover was Paul. For some reason he didn’t want to 
be in it. I don’t know why.” The band’s official view is that the 
film of the performance was subpar. Kantner, an original mem-
ber and rhythm guitarist of the Airplane, died in 2016. And 
the 1994 “director’s cut” of the film did include some Airplane 
songs. “There we are, yes,” Jorma said. “Thank goodness.”

The Woodstock movie imparts the notion that the musi-
cians knew they were part of something unprecedented. Did 
the musicians have that sense at the time?

“Absolutely,” he said “As I told my daughter when we went to 
the (Woodstock) museum in Bethel a year or so ago, I person-
ally will never be in front of an audience that big as long as I 
live. And there are such big audiences; I mean there’s Coach-
ella; there are all these huge festivals. But it’s not the same 
thing, and I’m not saying one is better than the other, because 
it’s not 1969 anymore. In that moment, there was a confluence 
of cultural and emotional, and on some level I guess spiritual, 
events, that conspired to sort of make that ground zero for that 
sort of consciousness, of the so-called counterculture.

“This many years later, when you look at it you wonder, did 
it really exist? Was it just an odd dream that for some reason 

I was part of? The answer? I really don’t know. I think that in 
that moment all of us who were ‘of that age’ thought that we 
were part of something that was special going on. And this 
many years later, as a much older man, it’s almost like a dream 
in a way.”

As previously noted, the Airplane had been scheduled 
to play Saturday night but didn’t take the stage until Sunday 
morning. What did the Jefferson Airplane and the other bands 
do overnight?

“Everybody was hanging,” he said. “It was a big hang. I was 
younger then, so I guess everything was more fun. But yeah, I 
guess – just hanging out and partying with your friends, wait-
ing for stuff to happen.” Was there any place to catch a nap? 
“No, absolutely none. There were zero amenities. That stuff 
didn’t exist backstage.”

Jorma discusses Woodstock and other festivals – including 
the disastrous Altamont a few months later, in his book Been 
so Long, published last year. Some of the bands arrived at the 
festival in helicopters. The Jefferson Airplane was in one or 
more Ford LTD station wagons, and Jorma was in hot water for 
inviting one too many guests – but you’ll have to read the book 
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Woodstock alumni John Sebastian, le!, and Jorma Kaukonen on stage at Fur Peace Ranch in Meigs County in 2014. Photo by Dennis E. Powell.


