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			This book is dedicated to the memory of Jeff Buckley, 
who gave me the opportunity to witness—and contribute to, 
in a small way—some of the greatest moments in music history. 
I miss jumping off those cliffs with you, my friend. 
Without you, I would never have met my wife, 
nor had my two beautiful daughters. 
Samantha and I miss you each and every day. 
Here’s to eternal life.
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			INTRODUCTION

			Sunday, October 10, 1993

			The guy’s late. I don’t really need this. I don’t care how much buzz there is about him. I’m fried from booking the New Music Seminar—the largest music conference in the world—which has just finished, and there are a whole lot of things I could be doing with my Sunday morning: watching football, doing my laundry. I hate having to wear my work suit on a Sunday. I don’t really want to get into a management situation with an attorney, and I resent people jerking me around by being late. 

			But the sun is shining; St. Mark’s Place is humming gently after the usual Saturday-night maelstrom. It’s quiet in here; the brunch crowd hasn’t come out yet. This coffee’s pretty good, and George Stein, my ex-lawyer, who has been acting as this kid’s manager, is taking care of the conversation. I’ll smoke another cigarette and then I’ll leave.

			George has seen him. He’s standing up to welcome him.

			“Hey, Jeff!”

			He’s cute. Not tall, only about five foot eight. Hair cropped short, stuffed under a fedora. Rumpled looking. Like he was asleep ten minutes ago. Black jeans and a white V-neck T-shirt, scuffed Doc Marten boots and a keychain tucked into his pocket. Good-looking kid, but forty-five fucking minutes late. That’s just rude.

			George isn’t a hugger. He shakes the guy’s hand and introduces us. “Good to see you. This is Dave Lory. Dave, Jeff Buckley.”

			We shake hands. He says hello in the softest voice and apologizes for being late. He orders a cappuccino. 

			George is doing all the talking. He’s into his sales pitch: 

			“Dave, you have to understand that if you’re involved, Jeff is a huge priority for Columbia. All the labels were bidding on him. Jeff came to me to get him off the Imago deal and I’m his manager, but I need someone to take the touring role and you have that experience.”

			I’m biting my lip. George is implying I’m just a tour manager. I’ve just come off managing Gregg Allman and Ronnie Spector. I brought the Allman Brothers Band back after ten years away and co-managed them for five years, with Danny Goldberg, who’s managing Nirvana at this moment. I know my way around.

			George continues. “Jeff’s first release is an EP, Live at Sin-é, that’s coming out next month. Recorded at that Irish café down the street. It’s great. He does two of his own songs and covers Van Morrison and Edith Piaf. It’s very eclectic, very Jeff. We wanted something that showcased his voice, showed how he is in front of a crowd.”

			“Crowd” is a stretch. Sin-é holds about forty people.1 He starts telling me about how all these other managers wanted to work with him, but I know they all turned George down. I’m feeling like some kind of last resort. And he’s talking like he’s the boss, but I know that Columbia insisted George get a partner and that’s why he’s taking these meetings. 

			I’m a fan of planning. It sounds as if all the planning’s coming from the record company. Columbia is a good label, but that’s not okay. It should be the artist and his management calling the shots. 

			Meanwhile, this kid’s saying nothing. Just nodding his head occasionally. He drinks his coffee, and when he does speak it’s in this soft, almost feminine voice. George rambles on about how great Jeff is and how much great stuff he’s done for him, for about half an hour. Then he announces he is leaving so we can visit alone. Decent of him. He pays the check, shakes our hands again, and goes.

			“I have a pet peeve,” I say once George has gone.

			“Oh yeah?” says Jeff.

			“Lateness.” I hand him a piece of paper with my bio, a list of the things I’ve done in the business, and the acts I’ve managed. 

			Why am I so upset with him just for being late? Perhaps because I really don’t want to co-manage an artist with George Stein. Managing the Allmans with Danny Goldberg was okay; he was experienced and we complemented each other. With George, a lawyer who’s never managed a rock act before, I figure I’ll be doing all the work and making half the money, so I don’t care about blowing this kid off. I agreed to take a meeting on my precious Sunday, and he couldn’t be bothered to show up on time. He is already behaving like a wild horse that needs someone to jerk the reins. There’s a lack of structure to this whole deal.
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			“Look, I don’t care what George says,” I say, as he looks at my bio. “I’m not a tour manager. I have other options. If you want to work with me, I’ll put together a plan for you—it’ll take a few weeks to get to know you and what you want—and then we’ll follow that plan together. Piss-poor planning equals piss-poor results. The record company doesn’t dictate what’s to be done. That has to come from you and your team. Anyway, I’ve got somewhere else I’d rather be right now. The football ain’t gonna watch itself.” 

			I get up and leave.

			I’ve gone about thirty feet down St. Mark’s Place when Jeff catches up with me.

			“You’re the first person that hasn’t kissed my ass,” he says.

			“Listen, man,” I say. “If I were you, I’d be scared, because with all the hype I’m hearing about you, the industry could very easily chew you up and spit you out.”

			His head tilts almost imperceptibly to one side.

			“Can we start over? Come back inside and let’s talk about that.”

			“Okay,” I say. I’m no use until I’ve had at least two coffees anyway. 

			We start talking about music. Jeff says he’s a fan of the Allmans; he asks about my time managing them. He’s delighted I toured with Savatage, Megadeth, and Dio in the 1980s.

			“I love all that ’80s metal shit,” he says, laughing. “Did you ever work with Van Halen?” I tell him about the time I worked with Harriet Vidal on Prince’s Purple Rain tour; she was Van Halen’s first publicist, so I went out with Roth one night in New York. We went to the Limelight, had a bunch of fun. 

			Jeff laughs gleefully, suddenly getting excited as he describes seeing a Van Halen show in LA. He recalls Roth’s prowling the stage and doing the most clichéd leap off the drum riser. “It was so bad it was badass,” he says. “But Eddie was the don.” 

			“Eddie’s incredible,” I say.

			“I spent three days straight learning how to play the solo in ‘Hot For Teacher,’” Jeff says, almost bashfully. He looks up at me from beneath his eyelashes. He’s working me.

			“You should try playing those drums at the start,” I say. “I spent weeks perfecting those!” I tell him about my time drumming in cover bands in my twenties.

			He knows so much music. He’s talking about metal and jazz and Pakistani singers, all kinds of music. I wasn’t expecting this. I don’t really know much about Tim Buckley, but I assumed his son would be some kind of folk singer. I didn’t expect someone who was keeping up with Eddie Van Halen, Sun Ra, and Nina Simone.

			What the hell is this guy’s music like? I suppose I’d better listen to some of it.

			 

			Sunday, May 28, 2017

			I went through every emotion on my ride with Jeff Buckley, one of the defining rock voices of his generation—perhaps of all time. At the launch of his career, his impact was subtle. Great buzz, great reviews, and a gentle uptake as far as the spreadsheets were concerned, but on the ground it was like nothing I’d ever seen. Jeff was so good that people wouldn’t just tell their friends; they’d radiate like they’d had a religious experience. Gradually, clubs, theaters, festivals, and cities—the fans in Paris, London, Sydney, and others—fell under the spell of this artist, and I was managing his career. Forty-four unforgettable months of triumph, failure, hysterical laughter, blazing rows, schemes, dreams, and deepening friendship. And then it was tragically cut short.

			I’d come from a world where rock music functioned like a traveling circus. Jeff didn’t come out of the same mold, and he didn’t want to do things the old-school way. I had to adjust my sense of what a rock star was, adapt my methods of managing an artist. Jeff and I grew together as we flew together, and kept together when the engines began to sputter. We felt fearless, so when it was suddenly over, and all that promise was snuffed out, it hurt more than you can imagine, more than anything I’ve ever known. 

			One weekend, a couple of years ago, something drew me into the storage room where I kept boxes marked “Jeff Buckley” that had sat there, taped shut, since a lawsuit between myself, his estate, and Sony Entertainment. As I went through that archive of photos and paperwork, fading faxes and weighty contracts, I was overwhelmed by emotion. I realized almost twenty years had passed since that awful day, and I was still dealing with it. (I’m writing these words a day before the twentieth anniversary.) Apart from occasions with close family and friends who had joined me on this ride, I hadn’t been able to really discuss what I felt about Jeff. The facts behind his death and its aftermath were so bizarre and unexpected, it’s no wonder I couldn’t process them. I have mostly refused to talk about my time with this unique artist. I found it too painful to revisit, but now I’m ready to tell my side of his story.
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			He was effectively taken away from me twice, once when he died and again when his mother, Mary Guibert, who took control of his estate, sacked the people who’d been closest to his career. For a long time, I knew that anything I said or wrote in public would come from a place of anger and resentment, injustice, just being pissed at fate, at death, at the music business, at lawyers, and at mothers with their own agendas. Luckily, I was self-aware enough to know that my anger wouldn’t do me—or Jeff—any favors. I’ve always wanted to do whatever was best for his memory and the things we achieved together. 

			We worked on raw instinct. Sometimes we did things in a screwy way, did the opposite of what people expected. We weren’t always right, but we made those decisions together and knew they were right for us, for him, for the good of his sanity, his career, and his personal integrity. We had a catchphrase for whenever we made one of those crazy leaps into the unknown: “You did pack a parachute, right?” And we’d laugh, knowing that neither of us knew how hard the landing was going to be this time.

			I couldn’t bear to listen to his music again until recently. I went through all the stages of bereavement with the added weight of responsibility. I should have actually packed that parachute. I’ve worked with plenty of party animals, drug-and-booze-addled musical geniuses who somehow couldn’t rustle up a brain cell to work out what a hash they were making of their lives with a needle or a bottle or a groupie—or all three. But that wasn’t Jeff; though he was no stranger to the clichés of a rocker’s life, that wasn’t what defined him. He was driven by something purer than that. We had another saying we would repeat to each other, our code of honor, that summed up what drove Jeff: “It’s about the music, stupid!” We used this phrase throughout the time we worked together. It was our way of answering the question, “Should we do this or not?” Music made everything make sense. 

			When Jeff was on form, was flying, you could feel your life altering while you listened. I’ve seen fan mail from school kids, international statesmen, and prisoners on death row. All of them encountered something in Jeff’s music, in his sole completed album, Grace, which spoke to them in a way no other music could, which transported them somewhere. Many fans describe a similar experience: discovering that album and listening to it over and over, at first with curiosity, then in awe or disbelief, and then, after dozens of plays, finding that it functioned as some sort of musical guru, confidant, or healer. The music Jeff most admired did the same for him.

			During my first encounter with him, in that café on St. Mark’s Place, I knew Jeff Buckley was a star. And he had a vulnerability that I recognized; I saw my own damaged innocence in him, and I wanted to protect him. Sensing his fears of being buried or controlled by a record label, I reassured him he would not be harmed with me involved. 

			The only time I felt Jeff was truly happy was when he was onstage, where he felt free, where he said, “I can forget my own name.” Offstage he was restless. He had to face cold reality, deal with the sometimes self-exerted pressures he was under, and with his “family situation,” as he would call it. He hated the spotlight and never wanted to be a celebrity, but he wanted to sell records; he wanted his music to be heard. 

			You think of the manager as the guy with the baseball bat who runs off with all the money, right? Perhaps my story can enlighten you, show you the day-to-day reality of managing a genius. I didn’t always get it right. The hardest part about being a manager is accepting that you cannot simply fix an artist and that, despite whatever comfort you can offer, there are certain times artists will naturally struggle with the job, and with themselves. If you’re a songwriter, you need to draw from the well of your experience for material; therefore, the act of writing inevitably stirs up memories you find painful.

			I stirred up some memories myself, going through those boxes. In this book I’m going to share them with you, recall some key episodes in our time together, show you how the relationship between an artist and a manager works, and bring together the stories of people who witnessed other sides of Jeff under different circumstances, hopefully to provide you with an understanding of the charismatic, complicated grace of Jeff Buckley and what it was like for those who walked or worked at his side.

			 

			
				
					1 Sin-é (pronounced “shin-AY”) is Gaelic for “That’s it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Hallelujah

			BEFORE I TELL YOU about my time with Jeff Buckley, I’d like to bring in some people who knew him before I did, to tell the story up to my arrival in December 1993. Let’s begin with Jeff himself.

			 

			Jeff Buckley2

			I was born in Martin Luther King Hospital in Los Angeles, California, on November 17, 1966, at 6:49 in the morning. I think I’m Scorpio with Scorpio rising. Your place or mine?

			My mom was 18 at the time, and we lived in a lot of places pretty much from then on. It was a big struggle for her to take care of me and be a mom at the same time, like she’d have to take care of me by going to work in other cities, and I’d be raised by my grandmother and my uncle and my aunt Peggy.

			My mom was the most musical of the three kids. Uncle George sings and he had a big influence—he was the first guy I ever saw sleep late, have a band in the garage and the killer girlfriend and the killer car.

			My grandmother and my mother came over from Panama in 1950. My grandmother raised me first, and she sang me little Spanish songs. 

			When I was about five or six I found my grandmother had an acoustic guitar that she got in the hope that one of her children would start to play it, but it sat there until they became adults, and then I found it and I strummed on it but mostly I just put my marbles on it.

			I met my father, Tim, for the first time when I was about eight. I met him for a week, Easter vacation. Lost contact with him in between his visit and his death. No calls were returned. Saw an obituary. The end. 

			I had my first band when I was 13. I moved up to Willits, California, to spend the year with my stepfather, Ronald, and that was the same year I got my first electric guitar, a black Memphis Les Paul copy, and that was cool. Anyway, I went up there and fell in with the wrong crowd and got a band together.

			At that time in Los Angeles, I was about 18, 19, I was in a few bands at once, trying to make money. I would shy away from filling out job applications, because you always had to fill out your high school, your elementary, and there were so many it was just too embarrassing. If I wanted to earn my salt as a musician, I just had to play music all the time. So I did. And as usual, whether you’re a musician, a writer, or a catamaran sailor, you pretty much start out by doing the most demeaning work you’ll ever do in your life. 

			I first came to New York in 1990. I just sold everything and split Los Angeles. I had been living in Southern California most of my life. Never fit in. I walked, talked, ate, drank, fell in love and out of love faster than anybody I ever knew. I just never fitted. I moved in February 1990. Lived with my friend Brooke. Spent a year starving on Ninth Street. And then I went back to LA to record a four-song demo, ran out of money, and couldn’t get back for a while. Then I came back, fell in love, and moved back for good last year. I’m never leaving; I’m done with going away. It’s the greatest place in the world, New York.

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			Vice president of marketing and A&R, at Columbia Records

			I joined Columbia in 1987. I’d started out as a musician in Boston, a kid in the mid-1960s playing guitar in British invasion cover bands and blues-rock bands. I studied jazz with the great drummer Max Roach. I worked on college radio, in record stores, and booked various clubs. I started tour managing in 1977. A guy I worked with told me about The Cars. I knew Elliot Easton a little—I’d played guitar with him—and I went out as their tour manager around the first album, and by the second album I was their acting manager and joined Lookout Management, Elliot Roberts and David Geffen’s company, where I also worked with Ministry and Devo, Joni Mitchell and Neil Young. 

			In 1986, I managed a Boston band called Push Push and signed a demo deal with them at Columbia, who became more interested in me than the band. [They asked me] to work there in a marketing role, right at the end of the Walter Yetnikof and Al Teller era, when the record business was the largest it ever was. When I arrived, in June 1987, I spent a great week hanging out at a no-holds-barred Sony convention in Vancouver with a guy called Gary Lucas, who was writing copy for the CBS ad department. We became friends. 

			I started working on re-issues, the Robert Johnson boxed set and Bob Dylan’s Biograph. Pretty soon I was doing A&R [artists and repertoire]. Because I’d worked on a number of projects that were out of left field and had made money, I had the ear of all parts, like the sales department or the international department. So by the time I met Jeff Buckley, I had really started to understand what this organism of corporation could do.

			I first heard about him through Chris Dowd of Fishbone. I was Fishbone’s new A&R man, and Jeff was Chris’s roommate. Chris said, “You gotta hear my roommate sing.” This would be about 1991. And he played me a tape of him and Jeff in their living room doing Led Zeppelin songs. I said, “Whoa, this guy can sing his ass off.”

			He said, “Yeah, that’s Tim Buckley’s son.”

			Now, I’d been a Tim Buckley fan. In 1966 when the first album came out, he played at the Unicorn Coffee House in Boston for a week by himself, and I went three nights in a row. But that didn’t affect my judgment regarding Jeff. I think I said, “Whoa, that guy can sing his ass off, but I’m not looking for a Led Zeppelin covers band.”

			 

			Chris Dowd3 

			Founding member of Fishbone

			Fishbone started in 1979. We were South Central kids in Hollywood, seniors at high school. I met Fish, the drummer, when he was in sixth grade. We were always the odd black kids. We grew up listening to Jaco Pastorious, Weather Report, Parliament, Stanley Clarke, and everything that was coming out of England: The Clash, The Specials, Gang of Four; all of that informed our music. We were these black musicians saying, “Hey, rock is our shit too. There’s as much James Baldwin and Langston Hughes all up in this…” I could have been in an NWA, but when we heard Bad Brains for the first time, we thought, “That’s our lane!” I suppose we were the birth of alternative: us, Jane’s Addiction, and the Chili Peppers. But, you know, the pioneers get the arrows and the settlers get the land.

			I wrote “What Will You Say” in the summer of 1989. I was 24. I’d been touring consistently since I was 17 or something. I needed some time off from the band, and so I went down to Arkansas, where my parents are from, and saw my grandmother and that was a very cathartic experience. I’d had a shitty relationship with my father, and my grandmother showed me these pictures: “This was your father when he had his singing group.” Oh, so my dad was a frustrated musician and had this whole other thing. And I started to write “What Will You Say” about this visit.

			I had moved into a loft downtown on Melrose, back when Melrose was the place to be. By then, Fishbone could play a week of shows at the Roxy or fill the Palladium. We were punk rock kids, and nothing we related to was on the charts, like Mike Watt or Soundgarden. Bands in England were telling society to kiss their ass and getting on the chart, trying to further a social conscience. And so I’m feeling this duality happening. Am I an artist? Am I trying to do this shit for the money? Also, when are we going to break through? We’re playing and Rage Against The Machine is opening up for us, and that became my joke: “Come open for Fishbone and a week later your record will go platinum.” We had the Midas touch for everybody but us! 

			So I was going through a very rough period, exhausted and depressed. And then I met Carla Azar, who was this amazing person who made everything magical. She was playing drums with Wendy & Lisa, right after they had left Prince’s band and signed to Columbia. They were proper pop stars. And one night, to cheer me up, Carla shows up with Jeff Buckley. We’re in the Jeep, I’m wasted on tequila, I have the window down, we’re riding, and it starts raining and I realize there’s someone sitting behind me, and it was Jeff. 

			He was very quiet and unassuming then. He had a reverence for Fishbone; he’d just came along to meet me. I’m like, “Who’s this dude?!” Carla says, “This is my great friend Jeff.” They’d met at the Musician’s Institute in Hollywood, back when it was GIT, the Guitar Institute of Technology. Jeff felt embarrassed to have gone to that school; it didn’t carry the prestige it has now. Anyone who was a musician kind of looked down on GIT as, “Oh, that’s where rich kids’ parents send them when they don’t know what to do with them.” I got that, but Jeff wasn’t a rich kid.

			When you have a certain level of musicianship in a band, everybody wants to be Joey Solo. My thing was trying to write a song that’d get us on the radio. Jeff was trying to figure his shit out too. Ever seen that movie about Chaplin with Robert Downey Jr. where he doesn’t know what the tramp is going to be until he finds the hat? It’s the same thing when you’re playing an instrument. All these different players, from Sonny Rollins to Hendrix or whoever, have a character to the way they play, and that’s as important as being a virtuoso. I wasn’t interested in trying to masturbate and play ten thousand notes. Jeff was the same; he had been interested in that at one point, because that was the vibe at GIT, but then he started to ask, “What’s my own original voice as an artist?” So when we met, we were having that conversation with each other. We were looking for our hats.

			Jeff is working at the Magic Castle up on Sunset as a waiter. He was like the lyric to “Walk This Way”:about the high school loser who couldn’t get the girl, and he used to joke about it, like there was something wrong with him. But he had a huge crush on Carla—which I found out later, about six months after we met.

			Carla was frustrated playing with Wendy & Lisa, I was frustrated playing with Fishbone—tired of arguing about creative shit or being musically invalidated—and Jeff was frustrated working at the Magic Castle and hadn’t found his hat. So we started hanging out and playing. All three of us became kinda inseparable. At one point I was gonna make a record with me, Jeff, Carla, and my friend Todd, who was playing bass in The Cult at the time; we were going to put a band together. Jeff started showing me stuff on guitar. Jeff could hear something once and play it back to you. He could really play, but the way he felt music at that point was very generic. If you hear his demos from that time, it’s kind of shocking. 

			That’s because GIT was mostly about being a session musician. That shit is hard. If you’re an artist, it’s very hard to play someone else’s music. Jeff had to be somebody’s sideman, and that wasn’t what he wanted to do. At that point he was just a guitar player who could play his ass off. Then when we started hanging out and started writing together, the stuff that we wrote, even though it was only a couple of songs, Jeff defined his style off of that. It changed the way he heard music. That’s the story of our relationship.

			Fishbone had just finished Reality Of My Surroundings, and Jeff was telling me he’s going to be homeless. I was about to go out on tour for ten months; I’m never in the apartment, so I say to Jeff, “Sure, stay there and make sure nobody robs the place.” I didn’t give a fuck about him paying rent or any of that. 

			We’re doing the tour and he asked me to pick up a guitar and amp that had wound up in Harlem. I picked up this stuff from this guy who’s like a rock star and I’m thinking, ‘What is this shit doing up in Harlem?’ Then Jeff tells me he’d been playing with some weird reggae band and he lived there for a while. He was always funny like that. He would do some super-secret sauce and never tell anybody what was going on. He really compartmentalized people. Which probably made him feel safe.

			By 1991 I was touring so much and Carla was doing so many gigs, playing with Mick Jagger and Doug Wimbish and whoever, and Jeff started to feel like a third wheel, partly because of his romantic interest in Carla. By that time, a lot of the musical ideas I was coming up with for Fishbone, they were basically just shitting on them, and Jeff and Carla became this other outlet and validation. Carla was playing with this guitarist called Jimmy Rip, and he had a recording studio in the Hollywood Hills, and Jeff and Carla and I went up there to record “What Will You Say,” and they added to the song, wrote the bridge. It was me singing, Jeff playing guitar.

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			Early in 1991, a friend of mine, Hal Willner, said, “I’m organizing a tribute to Tim Buckley at St. Ann’s. Do you have any of his records?”

			“Yeah, I have them all.” 

			He needed them to check out which songs to give to people, so I lent him my records. I’m not sure he even mentioned that Jeff was going to be there. But I couldn’t go to the show anyway because of other commitments, so I didn’t see Jeff play at St. Ann’s. I heard about it, though. Gary Lucas—who, by the way, wrote some of the greatest Fishbone poster copy—tells me all about it. He was also a guitarist and was putting a band together, and he says: “This kid is really good. I might even do something with him.”

			 

			Hal Willner4

			Music director for Saturday Night Live and curator of Greetings from Tim Buckley, the tribute show at St. Ann’s

			Through one of Tim’s managers, we were told he had a son. He was talking to Janine Nichols [program director at St. Ann’s], and the conversation went something like, “He had a son who is a singer and a guitarist.” “Is he any good?” and the guy went, “Much better than Tim!” That was what we heard. We didn’t know whether to invite him, but he took it upon himself to call St. Ann’s. He just called and said, “Hi. This is Jeff.”

			It did become his concert. We even sent him out there to do an encore by himself.

			 

			Jeff Buckley 

			Introducing “Once I Was” at Greetings From Tim Buckley, April 26, 1991

			Long time ago, when I was a little kid, my mom sat on a bed and put this record on. It was the first song where I ever heard my father’s voice. I must have been six years old. 

			Hal Willner

			All these people were giving him business cards afterwards. He was in tears after the show. He had fallen in love with Rebecca [Moore]. This is where he was gonna live. In the course of that one show, he was accepted by almost every musical grouping in New York. Everyone just adopted him, and it became a natural thing for him to come to New York. He’d walked into a new life.

			 

			Chris Dowd

			He went to New York to play the Tim Buckley tribute, and Rebecca was working on the show. She came back to LA with him. I was happy that he had met someone. “I’ve found someone who loves me for me.” He’d been carrying this torch around for Carla for so long, it was retarded.

			He’s telling us all about this show, and I’m like, “Well, what did you sing?” And he says, “‘I Never Asked To Be Your Mountain,’” and I’m like, “Okay, what’s that?” I didn’t really know Tim’s stuff. The only time I’d ever heard Jeff use his voice was when he was mimicking things. He could do Robert Plant and all that. We knew his voice was high. Carla and I wondered if he could do Prince stuff. But he used to say he couldn’t really sing; he was always being weird about his voice. Then he busted out “I Never Asked To Be Your Mountain,” and I’m like, “The fuck you mean you can’t sing? News flash, motherfucker, you can sing! It’s gonna be okay! I think you might have a grasp on this singing shit.”

			My friend Paul Bushnell did the music for the movie The Commitments, about an Irish soul band. So I helped him put a band together for the promo tour for the movie, as none of the actors could really play, and Carla’s on drums and Jeff is playing guitar, traveling around the States playing all these promo junkets with the Irish guy [Andrew Strong] singing out front. One of the guys in The Commitments is the guy who ends up writing Once, Glen Hansard. He and Jeff become friends, Jeff has this Irish connection, and Glen introduces Jeff to this Irish bar in New York and that’s Sin-é. So, see how it all fits together? He’s here in LA, he does the Commitments thing, he’s kinda frustrated, he goes to New York, he gets all this attention at the tribute show, he meets Rebecca, he starts singing at Sin-é, and he probably thinks, “Chris is never gonna leave Fishbone; Carla will be playing with Jagger and whoever forever; I gotta take this chance for myself.”

			 

			Gary Lucas5

			Co-composer of “Grace” and “Mojo Pin” and founder of Gods & Monsters

			I’d got the name from The Bride of Frankenstein, where the scientist toasts to a “new world of gods and monsters!”

			It seemed like a good vehicle for Jeff, who was talking about staying in New York. I booked time in a demo studio in August 1991 and we worked on “Grace” and “Mojo Pin.” Jeff arrived for the rehearsal but kinda hung back, which is something he would do. He would step up to the mic but turn his back to everybody, like he was shy and didn’t want to reveal what he was ultimately going to do. He didn’t even sing all that clearly. We cut the band tracks and Jeff wasn’t there; he came in early evening, and that’s where I saw magic happen. He sang all these vocal parts with intricate Eastern influences, a sinuous vocal arrangement. He surpassed my wildest expectations. He came out of the booth with a “Did I do good?” look on his face. 

			The engineer was playing through these tunes as we were packing up to leave, and some jazz musicians were coming in for the nine o’clock session and I saw the look on their faces: “What is this? Never heard anything like this.” Over the next few days, I listened to the rough mixes and thought, “This is the coolest, most stunning music I’ve worked on to date.” I felt it could shake the world. 

			I took Jeff as a guest to the CMJ festival in October of 1991. I brought him onstage to do three numbers in the middle of the show, “Grace,” “Mojo Pin,” and “Bluebird Blues.” John Cale was there; Nick Cave and some of the Bad Seeds were there, checking us out. We went to do “Bluebird Blues.” I heard this onstage and a thing went off in my head: Jeff’s first statement of principles appearing with my group!

			 

			Jeff Buckley

			I met Gary Lucas at the gig at St. Ann’s, and we got together and he had all these raw, instrumental song ideas on guitar. Gary was formerly of Captain Beefheart’s Magic Band, he was on Shiny Beast and Ice Cream For Crow, and he’s miraculous, eccentric, and really sweet, and we got together and did a few things, and started a little side project. I thought that would be cool. 

			We got about twelve or thirteen numbers together. Played [our own] show at St. Ann’s, which is a fantastic place. Then we did a gig at the Knitting Factory. It was me, Gary, Tony Maimone, and Anton Fier. We hit it off. There was a great friendliness and a great tension; both came equally at once. It was a project.

			Gary wanted it to be a band and go all over the place, be like Led Zeppelin, and that was a cool idea, but it was moving too fast and I had something else in mind. So after the second gig, I told Gary that I wasn’t going any further with the project. 

			It was like a baby was coming and I had to prepare and get things out of the way and be still. I also had to earn some money. So I decided to find little places all over the Lower East Side and wherever in New York, and just start playing, playing whatever. It was an old-fashioned idea. I wanted to be a singer, a chanteuse,6 an idea that I had been obsessing about even back in Los Angeles. I guess I wanted to dash myself on the rocks. I wanted to burn away a film that I thought was settling on me. I just wanted to work.

			What I’d wanted to do before I left LA for the second time was get to a place where it was impossibly intimate, where everybody was really up close, and Sin-é is like that, you’re right in front of the people. Some come there to talk to each other, not to listen; sometimes there’s a lot of noise. It’s a strength I wanted to get into as a natural force in my playing and singing. If I couldn’t move people close up, there wasn’t any point in going any farther.

			Sin-é felt most comfortable because of the way Shane [Doyle] has it set up. He doesn’t want to make a bunch of money at it; he just wants it to be a very solid place. He doesn’t advertise and anything can happen. If you’re prime time, you play from 9 p.m. until after midnight. It’s like long-distance running; you totally run out of steam but then after that, because you’re totally unself-conscious, you’re not even thinking about the mechanics anymore. The moves you make then are incredible. So I guess I wanted to be disoriented at least twice a week. I played there; I played at Cornelia Street Café, at Tramps, at First Street Café, CB’s Gallery. But none more than at Sin-é. I would just come in and say to Shane, “Give me as much as you can. Give me all of February; give me all of May; give me all of August.” And he’d say, “Right.”

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			A few months after the St. Ann’s show, I worked with Hal Willner on a record called Weird Nightmares: Meditations On Mingus. One day, as we were walking to Hal’s place along St. Mark’s, we passed by this little club and Hal said, “Tim Buckley’s kid sings in there now.” And that was Sin-é. So we go in—it’s just Hal and me in the place, as far as I recall—and the barista was Sinead O’Connor! I turn to Hal and say, “What the hell is Sinead doing here serving coffee?” This is like a year or so after “Nothing Compares 2 U.” She just hung out there all the time. And Buckley is there with Janine Nichols’s Telecaster. Janine was the promoter at St. Ann’s. When Jeff came to New York to do the Tim Buckley show, he didn’t have a guitar and she lent her Telecaster to him, and he kept it for the next six years…

			Anyway, there’s Buckley, me and Hal, and Sinead, and I’m quite taken by what Jeff’s doing. I grab Hal by the arm after a song or two and say, “Do you hear what I’m hearing? It’s all in there, isn’t it?” And Hal is just smiling like a Cheshire Cat. I was obviously impressed by the voice and how it was soaring around, but I’m really taken by all these chordal inversions and passing tones on the guitar. He can really play the guitar and he understands orchestration, but also had his reggae and blues and Jimmy Page and Jim Hall and prog rock in there all at the same time. I’m just stunned. How does this kid know all this?

			 

			Michael Murphy7

			A&R at Imago Records

			When I encountered Jeff, I was a talent scout for Imago. He was the guy you went to see anytime that you were free. Every night that Jeff was playing, we went down. And there were times when the audience was five or six people. So, you’re seeing somebody very early in their career. They’re not playing to an audience, because there is no audience. You’re seeing a naked form of self-expression.

			Eventually, I said to Jeff, “My old school in Dublin is four hundred years old and they’re having a big dance. Would you like to play there?” and he said, “Yeah, that would be great.” (It was May 1992.)

			Most people when they come for a short period of time would bring at least a rucksack with some clothes, but Jeff was standing at Dublin Airport in his Sex Pistols T-shirt and a red-and-white check jacket—almost like a vaudeville comedian would wear—and he had with him this big, New York–style ghetto blaster that he had brought for two and a half days in Dublin, like he didn’t want to go anywhere without music.

			I had organized a dinner in town with some music industry people that had flown in, and I invited Jeff along, but he said, “No, is it okay if I stay here with your mum and dad?” So, instead of going out for this showbiz dinner, he elected to stay here, sitting at the kitchen table, eating biscuits, to watch The Late Late Show with Mum and Dad. He didn’t sit with my parents saying, “This’ll be good for my career; they’ll introduce me to Bono!”

			I can’t remember what he played at the Trinity Ball, but I filmed it.8 He was a fun guy to be around. He was as nice a person as his music.

			 

			George Stein9

			Lawyer and co-manager

			It’s funny, he just kinda wandered in the door one day, through a referral, with a little development deal [for Imago music] that he asked me to look at. I just rubber-stamped it for this kid, another client among hundreds, but it wasn’t a good deal and I had to tell him that. And then I went down to see him play, because I always like to see what new clients are up to, and I was blown away. 

			It was at a club called Tramps in New York, where he was playing with Gods & Monsters. I only saw one show before they split up, and then he said he wanted to do his own thing.

			He’d play Sin-é every Monday night, all night, start at 9 p.m. and go until 2 a.m. with breaks. So people knew that summer—the summer of ’92—to come down on a Monday night to this little hole in the wall on St. Mark’s Place. Anybody could come, literally; there was a guy called Tree Man who was a fixture in the East Village, who had branches coming out of his hair like antlers, and Jeff loved him. 

			And I said to Jeff, “Let me make a couple of calls for you.” And he said, “Sure.” I did, but there were no takers, because basically he was only doing covers at the time. People said to me, “There’s gotta be more than that,” and I said, “You’ll see way more than that. You’ve just gotta see him; trust me, you’ll get it.” I made a few more calls and a couple of people started coming down, and slowly it was one of those things that took on a life of its own and I ended up fielding calls.10

			 

			Martin Aston

			British music journalist

			I used to write a column for College Music Journal called “Overseas,” about British music, and I’d often visit New York for CMJ or the New Music Seminar. My friend Rachel Felder was very involved in that New York scene, and for a while, whenever I went there I would stay with her, and she told me about Jeff Buckley.

			Tim Buckley is pretty much my all-time-favorite singer. And I didn’t know anything about Jeff. This was pre-Internet, and nobody in Britain knew about the St. Ann’s show, which Jeff had appeared at. Tim had been resuscitated somewhat in the UK via This Mortal Coil covering “Song To The Siren,” and his Dream Letter live album. I had every Tim Buckley record going, so I was very, very curious to hear Jeff. Rachel told me he was playing at Sin-é.

			Back in those days you were mistrustful of “sons or daughters of.” You never thought that they were going to be any good, but you could instantly hear how strong and charismatic his voice was. And he was being an entertainer. He’s singing, playing brilliantly, and joking, doing improvisations and little impersonations of people. It was very unusual that someone might do a Van Morrison cover and then an old blues, an Elvis ballad, a Smiths song, and a Bad Brains song. In those days, I’d make mixtapes of my favorite artists, and Jeff was singing songs by half of them! In terms of the breadth of what he was tapping into, there was nobody else at that time. It was very hyperactive, but all one continuous performance, fully formed and yet raw.

			I asked for an interview. I just did it on spec, because I thought this was incredible, what I’d just seen. I’m told that it was his very first interview, and I got it probably because Rachel vouched for me. And no one else had ever asked, I suppose. We met at the Yaffa Cafe down the road from Sin-é. I said to him when I got there, “Your show was incredible—Nina Simone, The Smiths, Cocteau Twins, Edith Piaf, all my people…” He assumed I was there just because I was a huge fan of Tim’s. There was no point in saying to him, “I’ve never heard your dad’s music,” coming on as if I knew nothing about him. Honesty is the best policy, so I had to say to him, “I love your dad’s music—I always have—but that has nothing to do with how much I’ve loved seeing you play.” He immediately fired back: “I have nothing to do with my dad; I didn’t inherit anything; this is me.” It was awkward but I totally got it. There’s this idol being dangled in front of him, if you like, a man who hugely influenced the path of his life and didn’t make it at all easy. He obviously knew the music, though. He’d sung “I Never Asked To Be Your Mountain” and “Once I Was” at the St. Ann’s tribute, and how could you not be curious about what your dad had done? 

			He was quite restless during the interview, very articulate, but it was quite stream of consciousness. 

			I did the piece for OOR magazine in Holland. It was still really early; he hadn’t signed a record deal yet. They just took it as read that he was an interesting new artist because I’d said how great he was. 

			 

			• • • • •

			 

			This is that first press interview, conducted on August 12, 1992:

			 

			Martin Aston: When did music first hit you?

			 

			Jeff Buckley: As a child. There was my mother’s breasts and then there was music. It felt like another person in the house that floated with me everywhere. All my life I’ve sung along to the radio, stuff like “I Love You More Today Than Yesterday.” 

			My mom would drive me to school, playing mellow Californian radio: Chicago; Crosby, Stills & Nash; Blood, Sweat & Tears; Sly & The Family Stone; James Brown; The Temptations, every day! She married a car mechanic, who couldn’t carry a tune, but he had amazing taste, and he turned me on to Booker T., Led Zeppelin and Joni Mitchell, Hoyt Axton and Willie Nelson. My mom sang to me—she’s a classically trained pianist and cellist. So it was mainly me and my mom, because my parents split before I was born. I hung around my grandmother too—she’d play me stuff like The Chambers Brothers.

			 

			It’s rare to hear someone equally smitten with traditional blues as well as modern forms. I’m thinking of your cover of “Fare Thee Well”… 

			That’s “Dink’s Song.” It was originally written by a washerwoman. That’s where the best music came from, from old European-American criminals bringing Africans to America. My favorites are Robert Johnson and Bukka White, The Staple Singers, Billie Holiday. I cover “Strange Fruit” too. The thing I figured is, I wouldn’t be able to meet these people, so I learn from them by hearing them sing.

			I guess what I want to do is be an archetypal entertainer, an archetypal bard, a minstrel. I guess I have a romantic vision. Even though punk happened to me, and Robert Johnson, I want to be a really good storyteller, and those songs have great stories. 

			 

			What do you love about “Twelfth of Never”? 

			I cover the Nina Simone version. It’s just the way she does it. I can’t get into Elvis’s version; it doesn’t capture my imagination, though he had a beautiful voice. Every time I hear “Can’t Help Falling In Love,” I cry. I can’t separate Charles Manson from The Beatles or the Clam Bake movie from Elvis, though. But I love all music. I’m the Cocteau Twins’ biggest fan. They allow their deepest eccentricities to be the music itself, and not just something they want to project. Liz Fraser is one of the only originals. They’re just regular people too. I got to meet her once. She was very shy, which puts a weird curve on that music as well. Imagine that sound coming out of her mouth when she’s in the kitchen scrambling eggs. I lose my mind when I’m washing the dishes. 

			 

			Was music your first true love? 

			Besides sex? One surrounds the other. I can remember being obsessed with my stepfather’s stereo, getting into trouble for using it. He was really possessive of control over it, like a car. It was really expensive equipment, so I was really careful, then one day, I wanted to listen to a live bootleg of Jimi Hendrix, and he went mad. I had a tape player in my room, which I shared with another kid in the family. You had to stick a coat hanger in it for it to work.

			 

			How do you feel when you open your mouth and sing?

			Like it’s real. I feel like crying…I feel like I am crying! It’s the middle point between laughing and immense joy and crying. I feel the best when I’m singing.

			 

			When did you start?

			In front of an audience, at a family get-together. My stepfather got drunk and fell asleep in front of everyone, and my grandmother got really embarrassed, so to direct attention away from him, I sung every Elton John song I knew. I was a huge fan then. They gave me some silver dollars for it. I was thirteen (laughs). My friend and I started playing electric guitars, you know, “Stairway To Heaven,” for a talent show at junior high school. We lost…We were living in Southern California then. I later had a band in Northern California, in Willits, called Axxis. It wasn’t my idea. It’s one of the nineteen cities I’ve lived in. I attended four high schools. One I spent two weeks in. My mom was quite a gypsy. 

			 

			What did you make of your own voice? 

			I hated it, but I got over it. I’m horribly self-critical. I think that the first time I heard it, I thought no way that I could ever keep anything from anyone; it was all there in the voice. Some ways that people sing, they put it across in language, and it’s almost impossible, because they have a wall between them and the expression. I’m trying to get deeper in the hole, trying to learn things when I heard voices. 

			 

			Did singing on a stage come easily to you?

			It was totally natural; I just did it. It was like going to the beach, like, I’m going into the ocean, the water! I never thought about it. I first sang at a dance in Northern California [at a] Methodist church, to high school kids. When I was thirteen, I already knew what I wanted to do. My all-time favorite was Led Zeppelin, and I knew that I wanted to belong to that. I spent hours listening to Magical Mystery Tour.

			I left home when I was seventeen, because I was tired of moving around. I played in lots of LA bands, just to make money. There was a reggae band for a while, The AKB Band, a ragtag motley crew, with one Rasta guy. I played guitar. We ended up backing up U-Roy, Shinehead, and Judy Mowatt, and playing at the Bob Marley day at Long Beach. We did cheesy session work for demos too. 

			 

			What did the experience teach you?

			The simplicity. I guess it didn’t teach me much at the time. It’s like your parents telling you what not to do. But Pablo Black, the Rasta, everything he said about playing makes sense now. 

			I then decided not to spread myself that thin. I didn’t like Southern California, LA especially. Hollywood isn’t a real town, but that’s the reality of it. I’d wanted to see New York since I saw it on TV when I was twelve, to experience the energy, so I took off in 1990. I got a couple of jobs and went hungry for a long while before I got an offer to record songs in LA, so I flew back and recorded four songs. I went back and forth a bit, before I met Gary Lucas at a show in New York, at a tribute show to my father. I thought playing with Gary would be interesting, but it turned out to be a disaster. We had two completely different paths; the cart was before the horse. But I learned to go out and sing in impossibly intimate settings, when guys are right up against you. You learn how to move a room. The biggest challenge is to put a song across live. The audience shouldn’t see your face or your body; they should just hear you. People really like it. 

			 

			Do you enjoy the New York scene? 

			I dig it. If I was in LA, I wouldn’t be doing anything, but here, there’s a real respect. There are a lot of other emotions too, but there’s a respect for anything original. Maybe I’m over-romanticizing New York, but so many amazing things happen here—like, Lou Reed lives here, wow! I first heard him in ’76 but he got into my soul…That song “Heroin” is so beautiful, like a big black kiss, the way it builds….I couldn’t get enough of that song, and it led to everything else. He sounds like a punk who knows absolutely everything. He’s got such erudition, but he’s not too smart.

			 

			What stage do you see yourself at? 

			Always at the beginning. I’d love to make a record. The night you came down to see me, record company people were coming down. Clive Davis at Arista wanted to sign me but he hadn’t heard me; it was just on the basis of what his head of A&R had said, but he has to hear me himself. I plan to start from what matters. I wanna find people to play with. Yeah, a band, just because of the certain feeling I need. An energy.

			 

			Can I raise the delicate matter of your dad, Tim?

			Sometimes, with people who knew him, they’ve come see me for a nice night out, but they see me; they don’t think about him. They don’t really know him. Those who do, I don’t hang around them. We’re different. The people who knew him, they have apparently a very magic memory, but it’s been a claustrophobic thing all my life; I knew him for a total of nine days. He never wrote, never called. 

			 

			Do you listen to his records? 

			Yeah, mostly to learn about him as a person. It’s there for anybody to take from, pretty much. He wrote a couple of songs about me and Mother, which is sometimes tough, sometimes not. His style had nothing to do with what I do. It’s funny that we were born with the same parts, but when I sing, it’s me. Technically, I can do what he did, but our expression is not the same; it’s a completely different sphere. His was a different time, influenced by Dylan and the folkies. I don’t even talk like him. But I can do a good impersonation of him, knitting up my eyebrows, which makes people laugh.

			 

			I’ll leave the conclusion up to you.

			I want to make something completely new. I want to work so hard that everything of me burns away, like the chemical in the match. Which leaves what really is me, or what I think is me. There’s something about music that hits the cavemen in us, even more than a speech or painting. I just want to achieve my own vibe. I want to go someplace else. There’s more, so much more. More ways of saying, “I love you,” more ways of saying, “Where the hell do I fit in?” [and] more ways of saying, “Why doesn’t anyone love me?” And it’s nothing arty, nothing lofty; it’s just fucking different, and I want to leave this world behind a little so that maybe I will see that it’s bigger and I haven’t left it at all. I’m just trying to do my thing.” 11

			 

			• • • • •

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			By the third or fourth time I saw him, it was clear we could hang and talk about stuff, about reggae or Led Zeppelin, Nusrat, Stravinsky, Billie Holliday or Sun Ra. We did not talk business. How could I talk business with a guy who didn’t know what he wanted to do? He didn’t know what he wanted to do, and I found that attractive. He had almost no songs, “Lover” maybe, the beginnings of another, plus “Mojo Pin” and “Grace,” which he’d written with Gary Lucas.

			Jeff was like a jazz musician; he could go anywhere. He didn’t know what he wanted to do, except that he wanted to make “badass” music. He had this hand gesture that he did when he said it, like his was gripping a wad of notes: “It has to be badass!”—not some cookie-cutter thing. 

			Four or five months into Sin-é gigs and Jeff has made himself the It guy of the Lower East Side. Clive Davis from Arista had been there, and many others. Jeff called me up one day and said, “Clive has offered me a million dollars.” I said, “Fantastic, congratulations. You’re buying lunch.” He said, “Why shouldn’t I sign with Clive?” I said, “Well, he’s an amazingly successful music executive. I don’t have bad things to say about him. And when you sign for a million dollars to an executive like Clive, that means he knows what he wants you to do. Which I find amazing, because you don’t even know what you want to do! Why would you take that money? He clearly must have an idea of what you can become if he’s willing to throw down a million dollars before you even have a demo tape.”

			 

			George Stein

			When we were in the middle of record company frenzy and everybody wanted to sign him, sometimes he and I would go out to City Island, a little boating community [in the Bronx]…and just drive out there and cool out by the water and talk. I’d drive, and I’d try and start the conversation because I thought it was important to talk about his future, his goals and his thoughts, the deep stuff, but all he wanted to do was hunch over the radio and jump from station to station like he was a primitive man who’d just discovered a new device that was making magic. And he would jump from pop to reggae to rock to classical, humming along and so fucking involved, like he had never had a chance to listen to music before and if he didn’t listen to it now, in this half hour, he was going to miss something. He was just so wrapped up in it.

			At the first showcase for the Columbia brass at Sin-é, Jeff yelled out to the audience, “What do you want to hear?” And someone shouted out, “Nusrat,” and Jeff proceeded to play—not a riff, not a minute, not two, but about fifteen minutes of Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan! I thought I was having an acid trip from the ’60s. I couldn’t believe that my artist, just signed, was singing a fifteen-minute Pakistani cover song. That was so Jeff; he didn’t care that the company guys were there. It was just about the music he loved.

			 

			Leah Reid 

			Product manager at Columbia

			I was hired as a product manager for Columbia in late 1991. A product manager guides an album through the record company system. An old boss of mine used to say they are “the guardian of the vibe.” You create awareness of an act within the company, working with the art department to come up with the packaging, the copy department to sort the credits and lyrics; you talk about photographers, and advertising—discuss what posters are going to get made; you bring it all together, making sure all the deadlines are being met.

			I was still pretty new to the job when Steve Berkowitz wrote a note to certain people at Columbia saying he wanted us to see him play. “Hey, Leah, this guy I’m trying to sign, Jeff Buckley, is playing at Sin-é Monday night…” 

			 

			[image: jeffandleah.jpg]
Jeff Buckley and Leah Reid (Columbia Records product manager).

			 

			I was surprised how small Sin-é was. As you walked in, it felt like you could immediately touch the counter where they’re serving coffee. There were four tables on the right, some longer tables on the left, and an aisle down the middle. Hanging on the left, there was a metal sign saying “Sin-é,” and a piano in the corner. Comfortably, forty people would fill it, but on the nights Jeff played, there’d be eighty people and they’d spill out onto the street. There was a sound system but nothing huge; you could still hear people talking and coffee grinding throughout the night.

			When he came out, he was just wearing some dark green or gray pants with black suspenders and a white V-neck T-shirt, and I was like, “This is it? This kid? What’s this about?” When he started, it was like a calm came over the whole room, and when he opened his mouth and sang, I thought, “What in the world is this?” I was transfixed for the whole two hours. I’d never heard anything like this, never seen anything like this. It was immediate and real. 

			You’d routinely describe somebody as the next Soundgarden or the next Beatles or whatever, but there was literally nothing you could compare Jeff to at that point. He was the first him. If anyone was doing the chanteuse thing, it was in a nightclub or theatre, a cabaret thing. No one was doing that in rock. 

			I went back to Berkowitz and said, “That was amazing,” and he said, “Well, he’s going to be in here today. I want you to come in and meet with him.” It was me, Paul Rappaport, head of promotion, Howard Wuelfing, press, and Berkowitz, a small bunch of us in Paul’s office, and Jeff sat there on the couch eating a sandwich from Le Pain Quotidien. Everyone said what department they were in and described their job. Then I said, “What I saw the other night, I’ve never seen or heard anything like it, and it left me speechless.” At that point Jeff just put down his sandwich and looked at me. It was the first time I got that stare where he makes you feel like you’re the only one in the room. He wasn’t used to people talking about him and his music yet.

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			The first night I took Donnie Ienner [president of Columbia Records] to see Jeff at Sin-é, he fell asleep! He had poison ivy and was taking Benadryl, and it was downing him out. Donnie says, “If I start to get droopy, give me the elbow, because I took this stuff.” Anyway, Jeff sings “Lover, You Should Have Come Over.” Donnie is sitting next to me and he leans over and whispers, “He’s a fucking star,” and then he falls asleep. And then he left before the set was over, which was an interesting thing for an executive to do, a powerful, disruptive thing. But he was clearly interested, and a number of other people from the label had come on board with me and shown great support. Jeff and George Stein liked that it wasn’t just one guy at the company; it was a whole staff of people who got it.

			 

			George Stein

			He was a little fearful of the record industry, afraid of being chewed up and spit out as a commodity. He had to work out whether it was possible to work with a major label and keep his integrity and keep his music. In a sense it was a leap of faith he made in going with Columbia, that they would honor his vision, and he had to get that confirmation that he could follow his own path musically. But he really connected with Steve Berkowitz on a musical level.

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			George Stein did a very good job of getting the right kind of contract. Someone recently wrote I ensured this gigantic contract for Jeff, which is inaccurate. In fact, I suggested he not take a lot of money from Columbia: be as prepared as possible to record, get the smallest amount possible, do not use the record company as a bank. That’s very expensive money with a lot of strings attached; the less money you take from the record company, the more sway you have over your own stuff. Keep control of yourself; that was my advice. It was not a huge deal, way less than others had offered.

			 

			Leah Reid

			Steve Berkowitz never positioned himself as someone who was going to sign hit bands, so there was no pressure on him to produce the next hit record. Steve did the deals that were more esoteric and kept the legacy of Columbia, the weirdness and the depth: Hal Willner, Branford Marsalis, and Buckethead. Which appealed to Jeff because it meant he wasn’t going to be manufactured as a pop star and pushed out the other end.

			The good thing for Jeff was, the way the deal was made, he had more say than anybody in that day and age. There were cases where the artists didn’t even have a say in what their album cover was. Jeff had pretty much whatever Jeff wanted. He saw he would have to participate, but it wouldn’t be in the “hit single, pop video, bam bam bam” way. He realized that as long as the correct people were involved, the vibe would be maintained and he wouldn’t be put in a position to do anything he’d feel uncomfortable doing.

			 

			George Stein

			He signed in October of 1992, and the understanding with Columbia was, sign with us and then we’ll just leave Jeff alone to write for a year. Record companies don’t usually do this. Donnie Ienner, when he signed him, said, “I don’t know what this kid is, and I don’t know what he’ll come up with, but I know he’s a great artist and he’ll put out something that Columbia will be proud to put out. If he wants to put out just cover versions, we’ll do it.” 

			 

			Leah Reid

			There were projects that we informally called “DWI projects,” which meant “Donnie wants it.” Donnie Ienner would say something at upper-level meetings, and it would come down as a DWI. Donnie felt Jeff was a priority, but I don’t think everybody knew what to do with Jeff Buckley. We were handling this differently from other acts at the time. It was some time after we signed him that they worked out what kind of record he wanted to make.

			 

			Merri Cyr 

			Photographer

			The first time I met Jeff was on assignment for Paper magazine in New York in the fall of 1992, around October. They didn’t really pay anything, but I was able to photograph a lot of directors, musicians, and actors. The editor gave me a choice between some musician and some actor to shoot, and I chose the musician. There was a buzz about him playing at Sin-é, I was told. I didn’t know anything about him. We went to his apartment for the shoot. It was a walk-up, four stories, somewhere on Elizabeth Street. 

			The first thing we did was set up my small strobe and take some shots of Jeff in a top hat and a flannel shirt. He told me later that the top hat was one of the few possessions he had from his dad. We did those, then some on the roof. 

			Right from the beginning, he was fun to shoot. I could tell he was smart, and he liked being photographed, but he also had something else going on. It made me curious about the work that he did. When we were on the roof, there was this one point when he squeezed in really close and gingerly plucked this dust bunny off my sweater. It was this weird thing where he was really getting in my face, a bit invasive, an intimate gesture. He lured me in; it was very seductive. He was good-looking, but I’d photographed a lot of good-looking people. That wasn’t the main thing. I was sure after that session that he was very unusual. I could tell that he was good, even though I hadn’t seen him play yet. 

			Some of the pictures turned out well, and I was curious to see him play, so I went to see him at Sin-é a week later, and brought some prints with me. 

			I don’t think anybody’s music had really hit me with that immediacy before. He played a version of “Hallelujah” that made me feel totally bereft. I didn’t know it was a Cohen song, but his voice just struck a chord that broke my heart, and I just wanted to sob. I was so embarrassed, sitting there sobbing to myself.

			After the show, he was hanging around and all the cool kids were talking to him. The girls were going crazy. When I first walked up to him, he looked like he didn’t recognize me, so I say, “Jeff, it’s Merri. I photographed you last week,” and he just kept looking at me in a suspicious way, and I said, “I made you a couple of prints.” 

			He opened the box and looked at the pictures, and then he jumped on me and gave me a big hug and a big, sloppy kiss. He was very excited about the pictures. And then we started talking, and he started working me a little bit, getting into his seduction routine.

			I had a book with me, a book of poems by Rumi, the Sufi poet. Jeff took the book out of my hand and started talking about how he wanted to read me a bunch of this poetry. He was really working me at that point, and I was like, “Yeah, sure.” And he gave me his number and said, “Call me anytime. We’ll get together, and I want to read you this poetry.” 

			So about a week after that, I called him and I left a message on his answering machine, something like, “Hey, I’d like to hear some of that poetry. Let’s get together.” I didn’t know he was living with Rebecca at that time, the little shit; I didn’t know he had a girlfriend. That’s on him. I left a message and, like, two days later he called back and left me some really shitty message: “No I don’t want to get together, thanks.” He was being, like, a total dick, and I said to my roommate, “What an asshole! I’m never talking to that dick again. Fuck that guy.”

			After that I didn’t see him for seven months.

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			A number of months go by; the company wants a record, and Jeff still doesn’t know what he wants to play. We talk about bands and solo acoustic records, strings, big-band swing records, cabaret records, reggae, and he’s not making any decisions—a direction is not clear. He could sing on Broadway; he could play string bass in a jazz band. His talent seemed limitless.

			I suggest we go into a studio and record whatever he wants—create a table of contents—and there might be something there that lets him pick a direction. We book two or three days at Shelter Island Studio, with Steve Addabbo the engineer, and after about six or seven songs, it’s obvious Jeff’s tight as a tick, uncomfortable, uneasy, because this is his first time recording on the record company’s dime. He couldn’t elevate his voice to get to those parts I called “the flying Buckleys,” where he’s like Plant, Nusrat, or Freddie Mercury. He’s wound up really tight. I say to Steve, “This isn’t going to work.” So I get up and play the fool a little bit, get some coffee and some beer and sing along with him, use pencils as drumsticks on the table next to him, and after a while he says, “Nah, I’m done.” I say, “You’re kidding. You know every song out there. How about some Isley Brothers?” He says, “No.” “Impressions?” “No.” “Sly?” “Hmm. Sly, huh?” And he starts playing “Everyday People” on the guitar, but he doesn’t know the words. I think I called my wife and asked her to transcribe the lyrics or something—couldn’t look it up online back then. The tape stops and then you hear him saying, “Hand me those lyrics,” and he starts to play the shit out of it. Having broken his own ice, he really started to sing. That’s the version on that You And I record.

			We stayed there for two more days, and he recorded about fifty songs. That’s when he started to feel like himself in a recording studio, started feeling comfortable and opening up.12

			One of the reasons we did Live at Sin- é was to diffuse the big bang of Columbia Records, which could spoil an artist before they were ready, like Chris Whitley or James McMurtry. I had seen this mighty machine pushing too hard, too fast. Since Jeff wasn’t sure what he wanted to do yet, we had to take it easy.

			You have to remember that Jeff’s community at that time on the Lower East Side was Rebecca and her family, Hal Willner, and the Fluxus organization. It was all way left-of-center counterculture; those were his people. So there’s this fight going on in his head: “Am I small and arty at PS 122, or am I headlining Madison Square Garden? Which am I doing?” My thing with him was, “Come into this place [Columbia] and see that Michael Jackson, The Clash, Marvin Gaye, and Miles Davis are here too, and they don’t suck. Bob Dylan is playing big places. Springsteen. You have a problem with that? You could do that.” He wasn’t opposed to becoming big; he just didn’t want to be part of the star-making machinery.

			 

			Merri Cyr

			One day—on Friday, July 9, 1993, to be exact—he called me out of the blue and left numerous messages. He kept saying, “I want you to shoot my album cover. I’m doing this EP, Live at Sin-é. I’m gonna do it Monday! We have to go up to the record company right now and show them your work. I want you to show those people up there [at Sony] what you can do.” He left about ten messages. I’m like, “Fuck that guy, no way.” My roommate at that time was fielding a lot of his calls too, and I told her, “I’m not interested. That guy’s a dick.” But he didn’t stop calling. It was relentless. He’d just decided I was going to do it, but it didn’t really make sense. 

			But then finally, to stop him calling, I picked up: “What!? What do you want?” “Come and do this with me right now!!” He wouldn’t take no for an answer.

			I was totally noncommittal because I thought he was a jerk, but my roommate was like, “It’s for Sony Music, you dummy. Take it.” So I gave in. I ended up meeting Jeff at Sony and took my portfolio up there. We went in to see the art director, Chris Austopchuk. Chris had already hired another woman, Patricia Macdonald, who I also knew. She is a really good photographer. Jeff’s saying to Chris, “Merri has to do this!” Chris goes to Jeff, “Okay, but I’m not firing Patricia. You have to do it.” 

			Jeff never apologized for being a dick the previous time I’d met him. His technique, as shitty as he had acted, was to overwhelm you with affection. He would act so sorry. It was part of his modus operandi. If you knew him long enough, you were going to be subject to him being a little shit to you and then him feeling dramatically awful and having to make it up to you. It was a pattern that would repeat a lot. That’s how he was with me, anyway. I don’t know how he was with other people.

			I went to his apartment and watched him call Patricia and fire her, and that was very uncomfortable. He was very nice to her, though. 

			On the Monday of the performance, the idea was, he was going to rehearse all day and then play a set at night. He was really nervous—it was his first big thing—so he engaged my sympathies. Everything was at stake that day, it seemed. I was really an outsider; I wasn’t someone who hung out with him at that time. I was taking pictures and the only one not from Sony who was interacting with him for many hours. That was when I first discovered how, when you were with him, he had this ability to totally encapsulate you in his personal bubble.

			He stood in the corner next to the piano. Sin-é was a weird room—tiny, and the sound was horrible. The coffee machine was always going off, hissing really loud. Because the space was very small, I wanted something that made it feel a little bigger, so that shot was done on a Widelux 35mm panoramic camera, which creates a longer negative. I found a ladder, and by getting up there I could see Jeff and the coffee machine and all the staff at the back, get an overview of the room. There was a guy with a newspaper smoking away—not giving a shit about Jeff—who ended up on the album cover with him.

			I love that Jeff chose that shot for the cover. He had some great big balls to choose that for his debut. An almost empty room with no one looking at him.

			We went to the park for some fresh air, and I took some shots. He looks so totally by himself, so alone in those pictures. It made me feel so close to him. Afterwards, we went back to Anseo and I was sitting down changing some film in the Widelux, and Jeff just walks in, takes off his jacket, then shirt, and looks like he was about to collapse. Jeff could sleep on anything. If he needed a catnap, he would just pass out—floor, bar, wherever. I was sitting next to a row of chairs, and he draped himself across them and put his head in my lap and fell asleep. I couldn’t really move, so for more than an hour I sat there as he dozed. I didn’t know him at all, and I felt like he was putting all this trust in me; it crushed my heart. Then it was showtime; all these people he knew started showing up. Jeff was still nervous, but it was like we came out of this weird fog we had been in for eight hours. The place was so crowded; some of his friends couldn’t get in. I have this great picture of Hal Willner with his nose pressed up against the window.

			 

			Steve Berkowitz

			We recorded Live at Sin-é twice. The first night, we set up the microphones and put the recording equipment in the corner of the club and, once again, Jeff sensed the pressure of commitment. I could tell by the second song that this night was shot, that he wasn’t going to loosen up. He wasn’t regular amazing Jeff. But at the end of the night, I went over to him and said, “You nailed it; it’s fantastic. We got it. You’re done.” But I didn’t let him hear the tapes. Then I suggested, “You know, that went so well, let’s do it again.” And I got Shane Doyle to give me the club a month later, and this time we decided we’re not gonna be in the room to record; we’re gonna be somewhere else. Shane had another bar next door, called Anseo, and we ran a snake through the air conditioning duct and down the street and set up our equipment there so Jeff’s not gonna notice any recording. Plus he thinks it’s already done, so he’s gonna play the audience and be relaxed. And it worked. Almost everything from the Live at Sin-é full album comes from that second night.

			 

			Chris Dowd

			When Jeff left for New York, Carla and I were pissed off. “Fuck you for leaving, breaking up the band”—that kind of attitude. But I was torn between feelings like that and feeling, “Jeff’s my friend. I gotta be happy for him.” Carla wasn’t talking to him. So by virtue of me being with her at the time, I wasn’t talking to him either. But at a certain point I started sneaking off and calling him. I missed him too much: “I’m not doing this shit. This is dumb; that’s my boy!” 
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