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Hard liquor does something to my brain. The only way to describe what it does 

is to talk about something besides hard liquor. 

In June of 1970, when I was seventeen, I was hitchhiking from Big Sur to 

Berkeley on a Sunday afternoon. The plan was to get back to my parentsÕ house 

in Berkeley before dinner, eat with them, go to bed, wake up the next morning, 

walk down the hill to Berkeley High, and say goodbye to my friends. We were all 

graduating at the end of that week, we were convinced that we would never see 

each other again, and we were right.

Early that afternoon, a hippie in a 1958 Buick Roadmaster convertibleÑ

yellow with white leatherÑpulled over and asked me where I was going.  

The top was down. There was a black Fender Stratocaster lying on the passenger 

seat. The hippie might have been twenty-Þve. He had a scraggly beard, a wide 

mouth, and beady blue eyes. He did not look stoned but he did look like he 

might be deranged. I told him I was going to Berkeley.

ÒWhatÕs in Berkeley?Ó he said. His voice had a ßat, sad tone to it.

ÒI live there,Ó I said.

He put the guitar in the back seat. ÒGet in,Ó he said. 

We drove up Highway One through Santa Cruz and stayed 

on Highway One until we got to Half Moon Bay. In Half Moon 

Bay, the hippie pulled into a parking lot next to a grocery store. 

The parking lot was four or Þve feet above the street. There was 

an embankment that ran along the sidewalk below the parking 

lot. The hippie handed me a ten-dollar bill and told me to go into 

the store and buy him some food. When I asked him what kind 

of food, he said, ÒI donÕt give a fuck. Whatever you eat.Ó

In the store, I bought a bag of sunßower seeds, a Valencia 

orange, and an Eskimo Pie. When I came out of the store, I saw 

that the hippie had backed up the Roadmaster to the top of the 

parking lot. As I started to walk towards the car, he gunned the 

engine and shot down across the parking lot. He must have been 

going thirty miles per hour by the time he came to the edge of the 

lot. The car went airborne. It ßew over the sidewalk and landed 

in the center of the street. The hippie slammed on the brakes, 

then he looked over his shoulder and waved at me. ÒCome on,Ó 

he said. ÒLetÕs get out of here.Ó

I thought about giving the hippie his food and his change 

but not getting back into the car. The problem was, Half Moon 

Bay was a terrible place to hitchhike. I ran down to the car and 

got in. After we got back on the highway, the hippie asked me 

if I was scared.

ÒOf what?Ó I said.

ÒYours truly,Ó he said. 

ÒWhy would I be scared of you?Ó

ÒI could drive this car off a cliff.Ó

ÒWhy would you want to do that?Ó

ÒIÕm not into dying alone,Ó he said. ÒWhen I go, IÕm taking 

people with me.Ó He stayed on Highway One all the way through 

PaciÞca and into San Francisco, then he took 19th Avenue north 

through the Sunset District and Golden Gate Park.

ÒThis is not the way to Berkeley,Ó I said.

He got on Park Presidio Boulevard and headed north.

ÒThis is the scenic route,Ó he said. ÒWe canÕt miss the Golden Gate Bridge.   

WhatÕs wrong? You think I might jump, donÕt you?Ó

ÒNo,Ó I said. ÒThatÕs not what I think.Ó

ÒWe can both jump,Ó he said. ÒGo out together.Ó

We came down through the Presidio. The toll plaza was a mile ahead of 

us. If I opened the door and rolled out of the car, I would survive with cuts and 

bruisesÑmaybe a broken arm.

The hippie stepped on the gas. He swerved between cars, honking his horn 

and shouting at other drivers in a language that sounded like Russian. At the toll 

booth, he paid the attendant without coming to a stop, then he ßoored the 

Roadmaster and we were on the bridge.

ÒAnyone can jump,Ó he said. ÒI say we go off in the car.Ó

ÒThrough the railing?Ó I said.

ÒWhatever it takes,Ó he said.

ÒThen let me out,Ó I said.

ÒWhy? I thought you were into it.Ó

ÒIÕm into it,Ó I said, Òbut IÕm also into living.Ó

ÒWhatÕs so great about living?Ó

ÒThings can change,Ó I said. 

We crossed the bridge. He stayed on Highway 101 until 

Larkspur, then he took Sir Francis Drake Boulevard east past 

San Quentin to the Richmond Bridge. Twenty minutes later, he 

dropped me off in front of my parentsÕ house. 

When I drink hard alcohol, I feel the way I felt in the 

Roadmaster. I feel like things are moving too fast but that they 

are also happening in slow motion. Each moment is not so much 

an event as it is a chance to stay alive.

Which brings us to the 2008 Del Maguey Single Village 

Mezcal ÒPechuga.Ó

You can read about Del MagueyÕs Mezcals at mezcal.com. 

The pictures of Santa Catarina MinasÑthe single villageÑare 

wonderful. Del Maguey is owned and operated by the Taos 

artist Ron Cooper. (The bottleÕs label was designed by the Taos 

artist Ken Price.) It is no exaggeration to say that what Ron 

Cooper has done with the single village mezcal is a work of art.

In the glass, the Pechuga is clear as a bell. Its clarity is misleading 

but being mislead is part of the charm. The bouquet is an experience, 

a memory, and a premonition, all rolled into one gesture. On the 

palate, the Pechuga rearranges your taste buds, then it moves on to 

your central nervous system. The Þnish can take a while, but I like 

that in a Þnish. I like things that almost last forever. 
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