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Opening Chords



by David Crosby


Laurel Canyon . . . summer . . . 1968. It was where we got together, played and sang. Cass, Joni, me, Stephen, Nash, Sebastian, David Blue, a lot of musicians trying to figure out what to do next. That’s what was happening when Graham, Stephen, and I sang together for the first time. The fact that CSN was born in Laurel Canyon seems to give the place special meaning, but more to others than to us, at least to me. I don’t really think about it. Lately people have been looking back a lot, trying to analyze what happened; and that period of time, the ’60s—which actually happened in the ’70s, as far as I’m concerned—has acquired the “rosy glow” that the aggrandizement of time can do to things. It’s like how Woodstock has become the Washington monument of gigs. Same thing’s happening with Laurel Canyon—people are making it into this mythical place, beyond what it was. Some of it was truly delightful. I enjoyed the hell out of it at the time. I’m enjoying this time now. To me, the last ten years have been the happiest ten years of my life. No contest.


What Dave and Henry have done is help tell the tale. Praise be to Dave for his restraint and insight and intelligence while dealing with the hairball of CSN&Y. It’s a tough gig. And the fact is, we like Dave. He’s someone we want to talk to because he’s honest and tries to find out what really happened. It’s much easier to write about your own opinions than to go out and actually find out what really happened. Dave finds out, and that’s good.


Henry’s a sweetheart, he’s a good photographer, and he’s paid a lot of dues. He’s captured us in so many combinations and settings over the years because he’s a friend and we like him. You get the wrong guy trying to photograph us and it doesn’t come off well. With Henry, we’re usually smiling, because we’re looking at him, and he has a noise that he makes when he wants you to smile. Usually works.


So Dave and Henry, that’s a pretty irresistible combination and what makes this book worth your time. It helps you understand how this kind of thing, the thing of CSN and of CSN&Y, actually happens. It’s an interesting phenomenon. I don’t think it’s of earth-shaking importance, but it’s been an interesting story. And it’s not over yet.


—David Crosby
October 2007





Foreword



by Graham Nash


I think the subtitle of this book should be “Three-Way Street,” because it’s definitely like three highways all coming together at a certain juncture. For me to come from the north of England, Stephen from Florida, and David from Southern California and all weave together and create music that gets ourselves off and reaches millions of people and to think we get paid for it at the same time . . . God, what a fantasy come true for all three of us!


We’ve always felt incredibly loved and have tried to honestly express our feelings about what’s going on around us. We’ve always strived to make music that’s meaningful. When people come up to us and say that seeing CSN perform has changed their lives or made them think totally differently about the world or encouraged them to get more into music, that’s the bonus.


The story of Crosby, Stills & Nash is a complex puzzle to put together and I think Zimmer did an admirable job. This book reads pretty true. Of course, it’s all clouded in the lore of people’s remembrances. People’s memories erode. People see things from different perspectives. But this book is as close to the truth as you’re going to get. It’s certainly as close to the truth as any writing about us I’ve ever seen.


Perhaps it was a slight disadvantage for Zimmer to have been so close to what it was that was going on inside CSN. Perhaps he tended to be less abrasive and critical of us out of kindness for people that he knows and loves. I certainly enjoyed talking with him. I think he extracted information very gently and approached this book with a lot of love and a lot of heart, and I’m very grateful for that.


The same thing goes for Henry, a good friend and a fine photographer for the moment that was there, which makes me think about all of the moments that could be in our future. I wonder how it will all end? Since we’re still creative beings, who knows what’s coming?


Not a lot of people understand the deep commitment that exists between me, David, Stephen, and Neil as friends. We have forgiven one another the most outrageous stuff and still love each other enough to want to make music together. To an outsider, it all must look like madness. But it’s been real.


A lot of people, over the years, have concentrated on how much we fight and how much we have failed, because it makes for good press. But one mustn’t forget how incredibly popular CSN and CSN&Y have been on the strength of such few records. It’s a phenomenon that never ceases to amaze me.


I think we’ve added some good feeling to the universe. I think that Crosby, Stills & Nash music will last. And I think that generations to come will understand that we were three human beings that tried our best to be as real as possible.


—Graham Nash
Hawaii
November 1983





Introduction



Back in 1981, when Crosby, Stills & Nash first learned that we wanted to put together their biography, their reactions were:


DAVID CROSBY: “You mean a book on CSN? Just the three of us? It’s about time somebody got our story down for the sake of history.”


STEPHEN STILLS: “I don’t know how you’re going to tie it all together. So much has happened in our lives.”


GRAHAM NASH: “Boy, it’d sure be a study in relationships.”


With their cooperation, over the next couple of years, Henry Diltz and I worked at piecing together the CSN story, one filled with magic, tragedy, pain, and triumph. The process involved hundreds of hours of conversations with Crosby, Stills & Nash, as well as their friends and bandmates, former managers and producers, engineers and roadies, promoters and fans. Ahmet Ertegun, the president of Atlantic Records and an ally of CSN’s from the very start, had this to say:


“Crosby, Stills & Nash, their sound is one of the great phenomenons in rock ’n’ roll. The music of that group is legend. I’m extremely proud to have been a part of it. The only artists comparable, I feel, are the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, and the Beatles. I mean, CSN is one of the major contributions to the formation of rock ’n’ roll. CSN created the quintessential music of the sixties and what they are doing today is still valid.”


Amen. Here is their story.


—Dave Zimmer





Crosby, Stills


& Nash






CHAPTER



1


The Early Years


DAVID CROSBY:
THE CALIFORNIA DREAMER


Hollywood was a new frontier for Floyd and Aliph Crosby. They both came from New York high society and were listed in the prestigious “blue book” social register. Aliph had been a debutante and had gone on to finishing school. Floyd had been a maverick film student amid a clan of conservative, comfortably rich professionals. Shifting from one coast to the other, from a rather stuffy highbrow breed into a potpourri of glamorous risk-takers, sparked in him the creation of new visions.


Floyd became one of the motion picture industry’s top cinematographers in the thirties, and eventually won Academy Awards for his work on High Noon and Tabu. He also made a film about how to shoot documentaries that is still being used at UCLA. Aliph, meanwhile, gave birth to a son, Floyd, Jr., in 1937. Four years later, on August 14, 1941, David Crosby was born.


As he became aware of his senses and his surroundings, David relished the melodious classical music that started filling his ears. Every Sunday morning, his mother would tune in to the morning concert on the radio. Soon, David began planting himself near the tiny speaker and would just listen, for hours. When he was six, David went with his family to hear and see a Los Angeles orchestra perform.


“I saw all of these players doing the same thing, at the same time, making one gigantic noise,” says David. “And it really shook me around by the roots. I’d never seen a band before. And watching that symphony, that night . . . it was the most powerful thing I’d ever seen in my life.”


Right away, David went home and explored his mother’s collection of 78 rpm classical records. David feels that this instilled in him “a strong sense of harmony and melody.” Along with these listening sessions, he joined in when his family gathered in the living room and sang and played songs out of The Fireside Book of Folk Songs.


[image: image]


“I started harmonizing right away.” David Crosby (age six) with his dad and older brother, Chip.


(DAVID CROSBY PERSONAL COLLECTION.)


“I started harmonizing right away,” David says, “as if ‘harmony singer’ had been stamped in big, bold letters on my DNA. It just seemed so natural. And my mom was a good singer. My dad was fairly musical. He played the mandolin, mostly for chording purposes, like for, ‘Eyes of blue, ta-da-da, has anybody seen my gal?’ And I still have his mandolin, a little Gibson F-4, a fine instrument.”


Floyd, Jr., nicknamed Chip (later known as Ethan), occupied the bedroom next to David’s while they were growing up. Chip was a big jazz fan. “And he’d play these records by Gerry Mulligan, Chet Baker, Dave Brubeck . . . real loud,” David recalls, “so I could hear them through the wall. That’s how I got into them.


“When everybody else was diggin’ ‘Blueberry Hill’ and ‘Blue Suede Shoes,’ I wasn’t into that shit. I didn’t dig Elvis at all. I was listening to late-1950s jazz—excellent stuff, man, which led me to John Coltrane.”


Whenever David and Chip did the dishes, the two of them would improvise vocal parts together. “That’s how I learned to scat sing,” David says. “We’d take a song like ‘Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?’ and scat all over it. We’d sing it like a Dixieland jazz band would play it.”


After David had attended University Elementary School in Los Angeles for a few years, in 1950 he moved with his family up the coast to Santa Barbara. There, his mother enrolled him in Crane Country Day School.


“I was a naughty little kid,” David says with a smirk. “But listen to this. My daughter [Donovan Ann] just got accepted into Crane, and there’s a teacher there who used to teach at Gate, where I later went to prep school. And this guy told my daughter’s mother, Debbie, that for years they used to use me as an example. I got thrown out of there my second year. So the school teachers started telling all of the kids who got in trouble, ‘You better not do that any more or you’ll end up like David Crosby.’ Well, this idea backfired on them kinda heavily when I became somewhat known and successful. Then these kids started saying, ‘Hey, yeah, man, David Crosby, I can dig being like him.’


“So a while ago, some of these teachers apparently had a meeting and one of ’em got up and said, ‘I don’t think we should use David as an example anymore. He’s obviously a very talented guy and has made a lot of people very happy. So I think we blew it. I don’t think we understood him. I think we need to look more carefully at these kids and not just classify them and brush ’em aside. I think if we had tried to understand David, we could have solved his disciplinary problems, helped him, and sped him on his way.’”


David says, “Without exception, I was thrown out of every school I ever went to—Cate, Laguna Blanca, Carpenteria, Santa Barbara City College—I didn’t last long at any of ’em.”


Rather than for genuinely serious problems, however, David’s expulsions were usually prompted by harmless pranks—“mouthing off,” note-passing incidents, and failure to attend classes. Between the ages of fifteen and sixteen, which David refers to as “my turbulent years,” he was simply more interested in singing, getting laid, and learning about sailing than in sitting through lectures on algebra.


“Once I got a car,” David says, “I must confess I spent all of my time and energy trying to get laid. That was the main thing in my life. I wanted girls. I wanted to find out what that was like and do it right away and do it to excess. And I did, and I don’t regret it a bit.


“I wasn’t into alliances in high school,” he adds. “When I wasn’t with a girl, I was really alone much of the time. I didn’t dig the music everyone else did. The only pop music I liked was the Everly Brothers.”


[image: image]


David Crosby at sixteen.


(DAVID CROSBY PERSONAL COLLECTION.)


Having learned the basics of guitar from his brother, in 1958 David began performing as a solo acoustic folk singer at Santa Barbara “beatnik coffeehouses” like the Noctambulist (a.k.a. the Nightwalker). David revealed the motivation behind this early interest in performing to Cameron Crowe in Crawdaddy: “Hey, man, folk singers get laid a lot more often than the other kids in high school. Even if you have to do it in the afternoon on the floor of the coffeehouse . . . I’m never gonna be good-looking enough to be something chicks go after on a physical level. They have to be crazy enough to like me, to want to fuck me. I’m no Gregory Peck . . . [so] they gotta get into the music somewhat.”


While plenty of girls got into David’s music, none of his exploits brought him any money. Rather than give up music and girls and get a “real job,” however, David became a cat burglar. He and a few friends built up a little theft ring. And David, always intrigued by the outlaw way of life anyway, broke into several homes in Santa Barbara before getting caught and arrested.


“And I was convicted,” David says. “I deserved to be. But that isn’t what really penetrated . . . It was meeting somebody I’d stolen something of tremendous personal value from. I’d stolen the last remaining picture of this woman’s old man. There were no others. And I’d swiped it and lost it. It was gone. And I felt so badly, looking at that woman’s face, man. I thought I was gonna die. I didn’t steal things anymore after that.”


Instead, at age nineteen, David packed his bags, moved to Los Angeles, and tried to become an actor. “Because my dad was a famous cinematographer, that constituted an in,” says David. “Havin’ a family tie . . . that’s the only way to break in, man. If you’re just off the street, you can wait around for five years and never get a part.


“So I studied acting for a while from Jeff Corey. But I soon realized that to be an actor, you’ve got to kiss ass, pretend, fake a lot of stuff. I didn’t want to be like those people, who seemed shallow and stupid to me.”


David gravitated back toward music, broke out his guitar, and started singing at the Unicorn Club (now defunct) on Sunset Boulevard. “God Bless the Child,” “Willie Gene,” “Come Back Baby,” and other blues songs made up his sets. It wasn’t long before David became a regular at the Unicorn and gave up acting entirely.


“I loved playin’ and singin’ so much,” he says, “music just eclipsed acting by a mile. Music flat-out just pulled me in.”


STEPHEN STILLS: SOUTHERN REBEL


The nineteenth-century Stills clan held sway over an enormous piece of land north of Rustin, Louisiana. It was rich and fertile, prime territory by any standards. The Stillses who lived there were proud Southerners, steeped in tradition, and they dug in with a vengeance at the onset of the Civil War. But when General Sherman and his Union troops laid waste to Louisiana, the Stillses were forced to move north.


Illinois and Indiana became the new family stomping grounds and were where, in the thirties, William and Talitha Stills started building a life together. William studied engineering at Southern Illinois University and, at the same time, worked as a booking agent. He helped book big bands all around Champaign, Illinois, and he and Talitha went to as many concerts as they could. This avid interest in music waned somewhat, though, when William accumulated what he thought was enough engineering knowledge, left school, and went to work for Westinghouse. After World War II he got involved in construction and was responsible for building a huge tract-home subdivision in Bloomington, Illinois, one of the first of its kind anywhere. Then, with their daughter, Hannah, and a second child on the way, William and Talitha moved to Dallas, Texas. There, William got involved with the creation of some new tool and die designs. On January 3, 1945, Talitha gave birth to Stephen Arthur Stills.


A short while later, the Stillses were on the move again, back up to Illinois, then back down to Louisiana. Stephen’s first memories, not surprisingly, are of being in a car, traveling down the highway toward La Salle. William Stills, an aggressive worker, had “itchy feet” and would shift from place to place, from job to job, making a fortune, losing it, then making it all back again. Besides the construction business, he had great success in lumber, molasses, engineering design, and real estate.


The single constant in this transient Stills household was music. The records of Bix Beiderbecke, the Dorsey Brothers, Paul Whiteman, Cole Porter, and Leadbelly were played on the family phonograph, and Stephen would listen closely, rocking back and forth on the floor, clapping his hands in time to the shifting beats. Eventually, he got hold of a pair of drumsticks and started experimenting on the family furniture. This led to a confrontation with his father. But instead of being reprimanded, Stephen received a pat on the back and a trip to the local music store.


“My dad told me, ‘If you’re gonna play music, drums are the best place to start,’” Stephen remembers. “So he bought me a dynamite top-of-the-line set of Slingerland drums when I was only eight years old.”


Even though Stephen was an attentive student at Covington Elementary School, he found his priorities shifting with the acquisition of this drum set. He practiced constantly and found a variety of rhythmic ideas; he also started studying piano. “But,” says Stephen, “I hated piano lessons. My teacher, this very proper lady, had a thing about Brahms, which I could never get into that much. My maternal grandmother was a movie-house piano player and just fabulous. She had the greatest touch and phrasing. She played the nickelodeons during the Depression. And what she was doin’ was more my style.”
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Stephen Stills in Illinois at age two.


(PERSONAL COLLECTION OF MRS. STILLS.)


Out of this early study, Stephen’s own style started to evolve around the middle 1950s. And following the birth of Talitha, Jr. (referred to as Ticita), Stephen’s younger sister, the Stills family moved from Louisiana to central Florida, where William had a plan to build a tract of luxurious dwellings for retired people or anyone who wanted to get out of the city. At this point, Stephen admits, “I was acting like a complete goon and my mother wanted to turn me into a gentleman.” So Stephen was enrolled in Admiral Farragut Military Academy in St. Petersburg.
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Stephen Stills, sixth grade, Admiral Farragut Academy, St. Petersburg, Florida.


(PERSONAL COLLECTION OF TALITHA STILLS.)


“For the purpose it was designed for, it was great,” Stephen says. “My dad always thought I hated it, but I loved it. It just took a while. Military school is quite an experience, what can I tell you? It taught me honor, developed my character, and helped me become a trouper.”


Stephen had to toughen up fast when he became the victim of some mild hazing activities; however, when pitted against the ringleader of this hazing gang in a school wrestling tournament, Stephen pinned the guy in three seconds flat. All in all, Stephen enjoyed the regimented military atmosphere and marched in the drill team.


Stephen was also becoming proficient on drums, but a couple of incidents pointed him toward another instrument—the guitar. On a trip to Tampa, he encountered an old bluesman, playing on a street corner for nickels and dimes.


“I really believe this guy was Tampa Red,” Stephen says. “His skin was mottled, his hair was kinda red, and he was blind. He had an old black Silvertone guitar and played the most dangerous, the baddest music I had ever been exposed to. I’d sit down next to him, and I was this scruffy little white kid, but he talked to me, showed me how he played slide guitar with a knife. And I think that’s where a lot of my love of the blues guitar came from.


“Then there was Charlie Harris,” Stephen continues. “He worked for my father, did everything from repair to farming, and he played the most powerful ragtime you ever heard. I think that’s why my dad hired him. And I used to listen to Charlie for hours.”


Back in military school, Stephen soon latched on to his roommate’s guitar and plunked around until his fingers bled. A friend of Stephen’s named Michael Garcia owned a boxful of Library of Congress albums, which Stephen absorbed along with B. B. King, Muddy Waters, and Jimmy Reed records.


After leaving military school and before entering Woodrow Wilson Junior High in Tampa, Stephen spent a summer on his Uncle Sidney’s farm. “That’s where I learned how to sing loud,” Stephen says. “My uncle grew peaches. So I would take this Massey-Ferguson tractor out between the trees and sing as loud and as hard as I could. My aunt said she could hear me from back at the house, over the noise of the tractor. That’s when I started developing my pipes.”
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Stephen Stills, age fifteen.


(PERSONAL COLLECTION OF TALITHA STILLS.)


Stephen got his first formal vocal training a couple of years later, when he joined the chorus at St. Leo’s Benedictine Monastery.


“I had a very good vocal coach,” Stephen says, “so I could sing lead first baritone, lead second baritone, and sometimes attempt a tenor part. We did the Gregorian chant and it was simply enthralling.”


Stephen soon left St. Leo’s and headed for Gainesville High. The stigma of being “the new kid” once again didn’t bother him too much. In fact, he now looks back on the experience of constant movement as something that provided him with a lot of intellectual stimulation. Stephen was a pretty plucky teenager, so the prospect of always having to make new friends was looked upon with anticipation rather than dread. Stephen was a musician and, even then, was always on the lookout for players with whom he could jam.
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Stephen Stills, “A conductor’s dream.” St. Leo’s Prep School, Florida.


(PERSONAL COLLECTION OF TALITHA STILLS.)


“Because I wanted to play with everyone, I learned to adapt myself to whatever styles were running around,” Stephen says. “I always wanted to fit, so I was always, I guess, a fairly decent mimic. Peter, Paul, and Mary, blues stuff—that was pretty popular. And then there was all of this rockabilly shit, fake black music, which I hated as a kid. Bill Haley and the Comets were basically jive around my school. And Elvis, after ‘Blue Moon over Kentucky’ which I thought was really down-home, he deteriorated into this schmaltz, because he was always being told what to do. So we listened to blacks down South. They played the hot stuff, with the rhythm and the time I didn’t get really proficient at until later.”


While Stephen had sat in on drums for a time with a band called the Radars, he began to devote more and more attention to a cheap Kay hollow-body electric guitar he’d picked up. He started hanging out around Florida frat parties and hooked up with several players, including a beatnik rap artist named Jeff Espina. Stephen’s playing and singing, though still raw and basic, caught the eye of drummer Jeff Williams. It wasn’t long before Stephen was invited to join Williams’s band, the Continentals. Former Eagle Don Felder, who was the lead guitarist in the group, recalls when he first came into contact with Stills.


“Stephen came by this fraternity house, plugged in his guitar, and we thrashed away on E for a while. Then he played ‘La Bamba’ and a couple of other things. It was real good. And all of a sudden Stephen was in the band. He and I worked out a lot of double leads like Dick Dale and His Del-Tones used to have goin’, and it sounded pretty funky.


“We played around Gainesville,” Felder continues, “and worked that circuit over and over. One night we played at the Palatka prom. It was one of our best gigs and one of our first ‘sleepovers’—pretty serious stuff for kids in the tenth grade. Afterwards, somebody got a hold of a bottle of whiskey and me, Stephen, and the other guys went back to our hotel, got drunk, and stayed up all night playin’ cards.”


Even though Stills was only in the Continentals for about four months, he left a lasting impression. Felder recalls, “He was a little more wild and crazy than the rest of us guys in the band. Stephen was right on the border between genius and insanity. And he was already shedding off the Ivy League, early-1960s button-down-collar stuff and goin’ for the gusto. It was refreshing. Stephen was very independent-minded. He had this drive. He was gonna go for it his way and be successful, no matter what. For his ability and his attitude, you really had to look at the guy and salute him.”


GRAHAM NASH: THE ENGLISH SEEKER


In an upstairs room in Blackpool


By the side of a northern sea


The army had my father


And my mother was having me


—“MILITARY MADNESS”


“Totally true,” says Graham Nash. “I was born in this upstairs room in a kind of hotel that had been turned into a hospital in an evacuation area. Around Manchester, where my parents’ home was, there were bombs dropping, so all ladies that were pregnant were moved outside the city to have their babies. My mother went to Blackpool, which is on the Irish Sea. My father was in the army, while my mother was having me—February 2, 1942, in the midst of World War II.


“The first thing that I can distinctly remember, as an actual memory,” says Graham, “was being in my crib in Manchester, by a coal fire, playing with a cartoon book and seeing my mother draw the curtains for the blackout—where at night you had to make sure that no light escaped from the house, which could be detected by the bombers.”


As peace eventually returned to Europe, things returned to normal in the Nash household as well. “Simple souls,” is how Graham describes his parents, William and Mary. “They both slaved hard their whole lives.” When William was discharged from the British Army, he went to work in a large foundry. Graham recalls, “Once I bicycled my three-wheel bike to where he worked, and I remember approaching these gigantic doors. When I walked inside, it was pitch dark. I asked where my father was, then turned around and saw a huge slab of molten metal sparking and exploding, quite a sight to a young boy. That’s the most vivid thing I remember of my father’s work.”


At home, Graham spent occasional evenings sitting with his father, whistling melodies of old English folk songs. But there was not a strong sense of music that constantly filled the Nashes’ modest Manchester home. Graham explains, “Both my parents worked so hard, from early until late, they did not have the energy or the time to learn an instrument, to fully explore music.”


When Graham started school, at age five, he attended Ordsall Board and, at first, did not have anyone to pal around with. He was quiet and somewhat shy. However, partway into the first term, a new boy named Harold Clarke (better known as Allan Clarke) came to the school. The teacher stood Allan in front of the class and asked, “Now who would like to sit next to this little boy?” Graham was the only one who put his hand up.


“So I sat down next to Graham,” says Allan Clarke, “and we started being friends.”
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Graham Nash (lower right-hand corner) and Allan Clarke (center) in the sixth grade. (GRAHAM NASH PERSONAL COLLECTION.)


“Me and Allan would do early-morning sing-songs,” says Graham, “and it just seemed so natural. I honestly don’t remember when I realized I could sing. It just never occurred to me that I couldn’t.”


Graham Nash’s first live performance was at a school assembly. He and Allan sang “The Lord Is My Shepherd” in two-part harmony. Eventually, both Graham and Allan joined the school chorus, then the Solford Boys’ Club. Says Allan: “Graham and I were the only ones that sang. We couldn’t understand why people wanted us to sing. But we’d do it and it was fun.”


Graham says, “I never took any voice lessons or music lessons. The only training I got was your basic ‘do, re, mi, fa, so, la’ . . . in school. I wish I understood that musical language better. But I guess it didn’t hold me back too much.”


In 1953, Graham passed a school exam known as the “eleven plus,” which enabled him to graduate to Salford Grammar School. Allan, however, didn’t pass. “Not because I was thick’” he says. “I was just bad at exams.”


“To see me and my best friend separate,” says Nash, “it was troubling. Because I was only eleven and had very few friends anyway.”


In spite of having to attend different schools, however, Graham and Allan established a strong musical bond in their early teen years. Over the next couple of years, they would get together periodically and explore English skiffle music and American rock and blues.


“I remember having this small collection of American blues records,” says Nash. “They were mostly Big Bill Broonzy ones, and they just thrilled me. But I couldn’t approach that, and everything I was doing felt so pale and insignificant compared to the depth of that music.”


Graham got his first guitar, a cheap acoustic one, when he was thirteen. His dad bought it for him. At the same time, Allan Clarke got his father to buy him a guitar. And together, Graham and Allan learned the three chords to “Rock Island Line.” “We were amazed,” says Clarke, “that we were able to make noises with these things.”


One day in the spring of 1955, Allan and Graham were thrashing about and singing when Allan’s brother, Frank, suggested, “Why don’t you go to this club around the corner and audition?” They looked at each other, shrugged, and then, the next day, trotted off to the Devonshire Sporting Club.


“I can still remember the damp, beery smell inside this club,” says Nash. “And Bill Benny, this local wrestler, auditioned us and he liked us. So we got to play one night.”


“We had three numbers down pat,” says Clarke, “‘Rock Island Line,’ ‘Worried Man Blues,’ and ‘Lucille.’ But we’d never done this before in our lives. We still went around in short trousers. So I can imagine what the audience must have thought when they looked up at the big stage and saw these two fourteen year olds with guitars. But it went down really well.”


Graham recalls, “When we came offstage, Bill gave us ten bob each and said we could come back tomorrow night. It was a flash to get paid!”


Allan says, “We were still used to getting sixpence a week from our mums for candy. So we said, ‘Yeah, we’ll be back tomorrow.’”


And for the next several months, Nash and Clarke, calling themselves the Two Teens, not only performed at the Devonshire Sporting Club, but at several other pubs in the north of England as well. Sunday afternoons, weekend nights, then several weeknights, this fledging duo developed.


“We got a lot of jobs,” says Nash, “and our price slowly went up to two pounds. The big time! And it was to us. Playing music in nightclubs till two or three in the morning was unheard of for a fourteen-year-old guy. My mother would occasionally come by and make sure I wasn’t drinking beer, that I had fruit juice. She also wanted to be sure,” Graham chuckles, “that I wasn’t being molested.


“My parents,” he continues, “they were very supportive. They always encouraged me. They followed what was happening with me. They didn’t squash my feelings whatsoever, which, I must say, made me flower.”


Graham’s parents frequently left him on his own in his early teens, mostly because William Nash spent long hours at the foundry and Mary Nash worked as an office administrator for the local dairy. When she was home, Mary often had her hands full with Graham’s two sisters, Elaine (born in 1946) and Sharon (born in 1953). Consequently, Graham says, “I was able to go down some roads that might normally be frowned upon by most parents.” Far from being a delinquent, Graham does admit, however, that he “got into a lot of mischief, a lot of gangs, a lot of funny stuff.”


“We’d get beat up a lot,” recalls Allan Clarke, “mainly because other gang members were jealous of what me and Graham were doing. Because we played and sang in nightclubs, we attracted all the girls. So this made us targets for rival gangs, which was a little frightening. It was no fun getting beat up. But we survived. And we also did a lot of normal things—like go to the church dances.”


“That was where we met ladies,” says Nash, “and that was where we learned to dance and find out about what was going on in the community.”


“The best dances were at the Catholic churches,” says Clarke. “But they only let Catholic kids in. So, because we were Protestants, we were forced to pass ourselves off as Catholics. We learned our Hail Mary prayers and so got in. It was great, because all the best chicks were Catholic and hung out at the dances.”


At one of these functions, Graham recalls, “Me and Allan were halfway across the dance floor when somebody put on ‘Bye Bye Love’ by the Everly Brothers, with that acoustic guitar opening. It stopped me dead in my tracks. I wanted to be a part of it, I wanted to know how to do that, wanted to know what it was about that musical passage that made me feel that way.”


Graham immediately bought all of the Everly Brothers records he could find and, he says, “I’d listen to their songs on the phonograph, and because the two-part harmony was already there, I’d put a third part on top of whatever they were singing. That’s how I learned to sing harmony, basically. Don and Phil Everly were my teachers. I think that’s where a lot of my feeling for three-part harmony came from. And ever since, it’s always been very natural for me to be able to go to some strange place with my voice.”


As the Two Teens worked out their own two-part harmonies on such Everly Brothers songs as “Wake Up Little Susie,” they expanded their range and improved their vocal quality. Graham and Allan also began wearing flashy coats and slacks and became a real act. At the same time, they were still young kids. And when the Everly Brothers came to Manchester for a concert, the Two Teens were pressed up against the stage and going nuts right along with the rest of the crowd. They waited outside in the pouring rain until four in the morning to get the Everly Brothers’ autographs.


“They took the time to sign autographs and just talk to us,” says Graham. “And that impressed me greatly. They didn’t have to do that. They could have gone straight to their hotel rooms but they stayed and they were gentle, not off-putting, weren’t drunk out of their minds. They inspired me to get more into music.”


Just as Nash was beginning to move ahead musically in late 1958, his father became trapped in a tragic situation. He had purchased a camera from a friend at the foundry. Somehow the police caught wind of the transaction, cornered William Nash, and explained to him that the camera was stolen property. When William refused to tell the police from whom he had bought the camera, he was thrown in jail for a full year.


“My family was shattered,” Graham says. “It was a tense time. I had to quit school to get a job to help support my family. Money was badly needed at that time.”


Fortunately, Graham had little trouble finding work at the engineering firm where Allan had been working for several months. At two pounds five shillings a week, it was a solid job. However, the Two Teens earned almost that much in one night! Working and playing music occupied all of Graham’s waking hours for some time.


To escape this nonstop cycle, Graham and Allan once went away to a weekend holiday camp. There they entered a musical competition and qualified for the finals—to be held on Monday, which was a workday for them. They decided to skip work in favor of the contest and ended up winning the competition with a two-part-harmony version of Conway Twitty’s “It’s Only Make Believe” (later recorded by the Hollies). The thrill of victory dwindled, though, when Graham and Allan returned to work the next day and got called out on the carpet by their boss. Clarke recalls, “For some reason, Graham was retained, but I got fired. So I went to work at the mill and became a laborer.”


Nash subsequently lost his job, as well, a short time later, for playing rock ’n’ roll records at the company Christmas party. But rather than join Allan at the mill, Graham took a civil service exam and got work with the post office. “It was then considered spectacularly cool to work at the post office,” says Graham. “And my mother was proud because I finally had a real job.”


Of course, to Graham, his nightclub gigs with Allan were infinitely more important than his job, and he never allowed the energy he directed toward his music to wane. Nash explains, “With every job I ever had as a teenager, it caused my day to go something like this: I would get up around seven-thirty, be at work by nine, work till five, go home, get picked up by Allan and the lads, then drive anywhere from ten to a hundred miles to a gig, play three or four sets, come home at around four in the morning, go to sleep, then get up at seven-thirty and start the whole thing all over again.


“Me and Allan’s goal,” says Graham, “was to be able to just play music and not have to get up in the morning.” They also decided, at this stage, to change their name from the Two Teens to the Guytones. “We figured we weren’t little teenagers anymore,” says Nash, “even though we were still sixteen or something.”


In addition to undergoing a name change, it was inevitable that Nash and Clarke would eventually expand beyond a duo. Yet they were so enthralled with the Everly Brothers that the idea of actually forming a whole band came from another source. Pete Bocking, a local guitarist, came to the Nash home one night, electric guitar in hand. “Pete Bocking,” Nash sighs. “Very weird man. He was bald at twelve. Lived with his mother. All he did was play guitar all day and all night. Consequently, he could play all the hip solos. He could be Buddy Holly, Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry. He could be everybody rolled into one.”


Before that night in early 1960 was over, it was decided that Bocking would join forces with Nash and Clarke. Henceforth, they were known as the Four Tones. Six months later, bassist Butch Jeffries and drummer Joe Abrahams joined up, and the Four Tones became a real band. Clarke recalls, “Skiffle music had died down and everyone was coming into bands, getting into rock ’n’ roll. It was a natural evolution for us, and we started playing places like the Two Jays, the Three Coins, the Twisted Wheel. We got a reputation. And a lot of people came to see us. We played a lot of noontime gigs, too. That’s when all of the local agents turned out to check out the bands.”


Meanwhile, Graham lost his job at the post office for counting the day’s receipts in the presence of a person who was not an employee—Allan Clarke. In order to maintain a flow of money into the Nash household, Graham got another day job at a tailor shop owned by Michael Cohen (who later became the Hollies’ first manager).


It was during Graham’s apprenticeship as a tailor that his father was released from prison in late 1960. “He was never the same,” says Graham. “He’d caught pneumonia while in prison and he also had lost his honor and his spirit.” William Nash never fully recovered from his term in prison, and died a year later. Graham, on the road when he was notified of his father’s worsening condition, failed to make it back in time for some final words at his dying father’s bedside. To this day, that is one of Graham’s only regrets.


While watching his father slip away, Graham had seen a vision of what his life was and what it might be. “I could see what it was to escape from the routine, the cycle that my father and his father had been a slave to,” Graham says. “When I was growing up, we were coming off the back of the Victorian era, where you were trained to be an apprentice, to have a trade in your hand, to work in the mills or the factories, to retire, and then die. I didn’t want to do that. So not only was rock ’n’ roll a great opener of my soul, but of my life! Rock ’n’ roll was the great escape for me.”


“Rock ’n’ roll saved our asses,” says Allan Clarke.



CROSBY: TRAVELING FOLK DAYS
(1961-1962)



David Crosby gained an early dose of inspiration while playing at the Unicorn nightclub in Los Angeles. It was there that he met a venerable folk musician named Travis Edmundson, once a part of the folk duo Bud and Travis. David says, “He influenced me a great deal and allowed me to hang out, like an apprentice. I’d ‘hawk his changes,’ as we used to say. And he actually put the first song I ever wrote on a record of his. But you’ll never find the record, so you’ll never be able to find out what that song was and I’m not tellin’,” David giggles. “Travis was also the first person ever to give me a joint, which was really a wonderful thing for him to do. I’ve got to thank him a million times for it. We were drivin’ down the freeway, I took a toke and just went to heaven. I thought, ‘This is for me!’”


One night, in the spring of 1961 after playing at the Unicorn, David went back to his small Hollywood apartment and found a surprise waiting for him. “I walked in,” he remembers, “and the girl I was going with at the time, Cindy her name was, she said, ‘Dave, uh, we’re pregnant.’ And I said, ‘Gee, well, far out, I’m gonna go down to the market and get some milk. I’ll be right back.’ Well, I went to Arizona.”


Then David hitchhiked to Colorado, played the coffeehouse circuit there for a few months, and met a couple who owned a ’57 Ford Fairlane 500 convertible. Together, they decided to drive all the way to New York.


“The Bitter End had just become the Bitter End in ’61,” says David, who was almost twenty at the time. “And I used to go there every Monday night for open mike. I also played the Cafe Rafio. Dylan was around then, and at first I didn’t dig him at all. I thought he couldn’t sing his way out of a paper bag. I didn’t dig his sense of humor. I couldn’t understand it. But after a while, I saw he was a great writer.


“And me, I played some of the grubbiest places—five bucks was a big night. Saturday night was five bucks. So, as you might well imagine, I didn’t have that much money for food, so I lost a lot of weight—which was good. I lived in this tiny apartment with five other people and it was a very good time.


“I was still coming off school, you know? So the street just stepped on my head. The streets of New York make a great survival school. Everybody who is at all serious about life should go through it.”


David soon worked his way right into the Greenwich Village street stream of artists and came into close contact with folk singer Fred Neil. “Now Freddie,” David says, “he taught me more about guitar playing than anybody. He’s the one who taught me this weird style of mine, where I use my flatpick and my fingers at the same time.”


Armed with this extra guitar-playing element, David decided to explore the regions north of New York. He hitchhiked across New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine, all the way to Toronto, Ontario. “It was the middle of summer, so every night,” says David, “I just slept by the side of the road and poured about half a gallon of 6–12 bug repellant on myself.”


When David came back to New York as the summer of 1961 was waning, Fred Neil and some other people were talking about heading to Florida. “This one girl was just chattering away about how warm it was, about how there were sailboats, plenty of jobs, plenty of girls,” David recalls. “Along about the time she said ‘sailboats,’ I was headed for the Greyhound bus terminal.”


In Miami, David entered a phase of his life he describes as “one of the most fun times I’ve ever had, man.” A couple of David’s friends worked at Castle Boat Rentals and had permission to take the sailboats out at night for free. David soon learned the location of every reef and sandbar in Miami Bay. He also played some music in coffeehouses, first alone, then with his brother, Chip—whom David had lured to Florida. Chip brought along a musician friend of his named Bobby Ingram. As a “loose unit,” these three folkies left Florida, bound for America’s heartland, in the spring of 1962.


“We split up in Omaha,” David says. “And I went to Chicago. That’s where I met a great old blues singer named John Brown. We hung out for a while. I also went to see Coltrane at this club on the South Side, and Elvin Jones, his drummer, scared me out of the room. During ‘Trane’s set, everyone would take solos. And when Elvin started in, the other people onstage wandered off and gave him room. He was the most powerful drummer I’d ever seen. He backed me up against my chair, down the aisle, into the men’s room, against the wall. And while I was standin’ there, Coltrane walked in with his sax . . . blleepp, buuda, laaaa, wheeee, wop! He’d never stopped playing when he left the stage and came into the men’s room, I think, ’cause he liked the echoes. He melted me right into the trashcan. He never knew I was there, I’m sure. He just kicked the door open and flew!


“I tell ya. I learned a lot of my guitar chords from Coltrane’s piano player, McCoy Tyner. And with all of the suspensions, inversions, and cross-chordings he had, it was impossible to get those sounds out of my hands on the guitar in normal tunings. So I started experimenting with open tunings, real weird ones. It was like having a rocketship in my pocket.”


The urge to return to California came with the onset of the fall of 1962. But instead of heading back to Los Angeles, David decided to check out San Francisco. He lived at first in North Beach, then moved out to the Charles Van Dam houseboat in Sausalito, with rising folk musician Dino Valenti.


“Dino and I had a coffeehouse upstairs and a high-school dance hall downstairs,” David says. “We’d cruise through those young girls like sharks through an ocean full of sailors.”


Dino and David would also often head to lush Sausalito parks with fellow folkies David Freiberg and Paul Kantner, form a circle on the lawn, and pass around joints, songs, and guitars. “We had to be in a circle,” says David, “so we could smoke without anybody seeing us. If the police showed up, we’d always just ditch the grass.”


Producer Paul Rothchild was trying to track down Dino Valenti around this time. One of Valenti’s songs, “Get Together,” had perked Rothchild’s ears. Arriving in Sausalito, Paul asked after the whereabouts of Valenti and was told, “Go to the Charles Van Dam and ask for Crosby.” Rothchild remembers, “I get on this houseboat and I’m walking down this hallway that’s pitch black. And I call out, ‘Is David Crosby in here?’ And the voice answers, ‘Yeah, man, in here.’ So I walk through these curtains and David is propped up on these pillows and the first thing he says is, ‘Hey, we’re smokin’ aspirin, wanna hit?’ That was my first introduction to David Crosby.”


Life on the Charles Van Dam took on a dreamlike air, filled with music, sex, and philosophical discussions. “We’d all just read Stranger in a Strange Land,” says Paul Kantner. “We were very idealistic teenagers hustling for unity and oneness in the world.”


STILLS: HIGH SCHOOL / LATIN AMERICA / NEW ORLEANS (1960-1964)


Meanwhile, down in Florida, Stills was not getting quite so ethereal. But he was certainly trying to sample new experiences. When Stephen thinks about where his early creative motivation came from, he says, “My dad always saw to it that we pursued our imaginations and our art. My sister Ticita is an artist, my sister Hannah is a sculptress, and I became a musician, because he saw to it we had room to expand. He never said anything or gave us a lick of credit, but he provided the foundation. Of course, my own experience inserted a little more connected drive and considered ambition. If I wanted to do something, I’d just think about it and analyze how to make a dream a reality.”


In the middle of high school, though, Stephen was still sorting out his options. “I had all this imagination, you see, and was, well, a bit troublesome.” At Plant High in Tampa, where Stephen went after leaving Gainesville in 1960, his after-school activities ran from bagging groceries to working at a racetrack (“My dad made me quit, but not before I learned some stuff.”) to running with four gangs—the criminals, the jocks, the car freaks, and the musicians. “We knew how to get nuts in the South,” Stills says. “And, boy, could we drink. We could always score some booze, ’cause someone always had a parent who was an alcoholic and wouldn’t miss a bottle of gin or vodka. Then I’d always borrow a car, and some of the stuff we did was right out of American Graffiti and I was like the Dreyfuss character.


“I was a bit worrisome to a few teachers who thought I had any brains,” Stills says. He had demonstrated good academic ability, yet, “like my father,” he admits, “I just studied what I liked and what I thought I would need.” At Plant High, Stephen’s main goal was to be student director of the 125-piece school orchestra. He had graduated from last- to third-chair snare drummer and was working with the faculty conductor on arrangement charts. Then Stills ran into a little bad luck. It seems he was in the habit of stashing books he didn’t need for homework in whatever empty, broken locker he could find. One time, however, he put his books into a locker that already contained two books owned by another student. Without thinking or looking closely, when Stephen retrieved his books, he picked up the other student’s as well. The dean of students didn’t believe this tale, accused Stephen of stealing the books, and barred him from leading the school orchestra. Bill Williams, the faculty conductor, tried to help, got nowhere, then admitted, “I don’t know, Stephen, I guess he figures you’re just one of those hellions, and wants to use you as an example.”


Stephen was heartbroken and turned down a token offer to lead the ROTC thirty-piece band. No, Stephen wanted to conduct “the big group” or none at all. And when the dean of students stood firm, sixteen-year-old Stephen quit school and headed to Latin America—where the rest of his family had moved earlier in 1961.


San Jose, Costa Rica, was a beautiful city filled with art, culture, and music; “It’s like a little Paris,” as Stephen describes it, and the Stillses settled there for the next couple of years. Stephen attended Colegio Lincoln, along with a lot of American State Department children. Says Stephen, “That’s when a lot of my English and Spanish came together. My mother used to sit down at the dinner table and quiz me on word meanings and spelling. She was very into the language part of things. So was my Aunt Veda, who taught me a lot and ended up teaching history at Southern Illinois.”


Stephen excelled in English and history, but found math and the sciences “a crushing bore.” He adds, “The only thing I got out of physics was . . . it taught me how to calculate navigation and to shoot pool.”


The music of San Jose, mostly Latin and jazz styles, intrigued Stephen greatly. He frequented a hotel where an ensemble played that featured bassist Palá White and keyboardist Pibe Hine. Stephen recalls, “Palá was a gentle soul and he taught me the underpinnings of Latin music. He taught me positions on the bass and that little anticipated beat, before the downbeat, which influences the way I play bass to this day.” As Stephen told Anthony Fawcett in California Rock, California Sound, “Pibe taught me piano. He had the Errol Garner influence, you know, and he taught me how to get a good spread—from what I first learned when I was eight or nine to playing fifths with my left hand and being able to manipulate octaves.”


Stephen spent hours incorporating these Latin and jazz elements into his burgeoning style that, besides blues and folk, also drew from Chet Atkins. He also engaged in a few nonmusical adventures, like building a drivein. With several school chums, Stephen helped clear the land, erect a screen made of bedsheets, and borrow the projection equipment from the U.S. Information Service.


“In Latin America, there were no cheeseburgers or rock ’n’ roll then,” says Stephen. “So we invented our own recreation. And the drive-in, it was tits, if you will, the most exciting thing that had happened in that place for a long time.”


Even though Stephen grew very fond of Latin America, after passing his high-school finals at Colegio Lincoln in December of 1963, he made plans to return to Gainesville so that he could attend the University of Florida. In retrospect, he wonders why he even bothered. “I audited some classes for about six weeks and soon discovered, hey, I studied all of this two years ago. Little did I know that with my SAT and achievement test scores—I had a 770 in history and a 782 in English—I could have gone anywhere. But at that point I also thought, ‘What more do I need to learn in a classroom?’ So I went back to Latin America and had a tremendous fight with my father about being semi-sensible and using my brains, which led to the further adventures of Stephen Stills in the music business.”


The street scene in New Orleans was a vibrant one in early 1964, so Stills had little trouble finding a place to work. The first bar he walked into, the Bayou Room, on Bourbon Street, was looking for someone to tend bar. With ideas of also getting work on the Bayou Room stage, Stephen took the job and remembers, “I worked for a guy with a patch over one eye. And it was up to me to watch the bar nearest the door that led to this strip joint. I had to keep all the farmers from Arkansas from clawing the B-girls. A couple of times, I had to pull out a gun and would hear [in a drunken slur], ‘Who is this nine-year-old with a .45?’ But I kept the peace.” Stills also kept pestering the owner about singing onstage. His response was, “We don’t use singles [i.e., solo performers].”


Enter Chris Sarns, a starving folk singer, who wandered into the Bayou Room with his guitar just after Stephen had made another plea to perform. The owner sized Sarns up, looked at Stills, and said, “Why don’t you two guys get together?”


“Stephen was into Dylan and I was into the Kingston Trio and Bud and Travis,” Sarns remembers. “So we managed to cook some stuff up. We’d do five sets a night until all hours of the morning and made somewhat of a living. We ate a lot of these cheap little hamburgers.”


Stills adds, “This lasted for about six months. I wanted to do some more blues and jazz stuff, but that wasn’t the thing to do in a commercial folk house. I sang ‘John Riley,’ all kinds of horseshit. We’d try to find some interesting ones, but basically it was just lame folk.”


One time Stephen did manage to stretch out into some raunchy R&B when he sat in on drums with a band at a black roadhouse bar. This experience was short-lived, because, says Stills, “I really did look like I was about nine.”


By mid-1964, Stephen was getting restless in New Orleans. He needed some new turf to explore. And when Chris Sarns took off for the Northeast, Stills needed some new musicians to hang out with. It was then that a vocal group from Yale, the Augmented 7th, strolled into the Bayou Room. They struck up a conversation with Stills and offered him a ride to New York. The next day they were out of New Orleans and heading north, and Stills thought, “Now I’m really going somewhere.”


NASH: FROM THE DELTAS TO THE HOLLIES (1961-1962)


In the early ’60s, success as an English rock ’n’ roller was a long-shot gamble at best. Cliff Richard and the Shadows were stars, with hit records in Great Britain. But Richard had little company at that point. The Beatles were just starting out and Nash and Clarke were in the process of shifting gears.


“We wanted a change of scene,” says Nash. “And around this time we ran into Arthur Fee—local con man, dear soul—and he asked me and Allan to join Kirk Daniels and the Deltas, which was actually several bands in one. Me and Allan became ‘Ricky & Dane.’ And there was some weirdness about wearing apeman suits—you know, tiger skin over one shoulder. And we had bowler hats. It was pretty weird. But the bass player in this group was Eric Haydock and the drummer was Don Rathbone—who we ended up playing with a lot.”


During this “Deltas phase in 1961,” Allan Clarke remembers, “We found black American R&B to be very translatable to our particular blend of rock ’n’ roll. We did Coasters stuff, Chuck Berry, the Zodiacs, and some standard ballads.”


[image: image]


Graham Nash.


“I sang a lot of love songs then,” Nash admits. “But most of them were by other people. I really hadn’t started writing yet. I don’t recall having a real way with words. I’ve never considered myself a poet. And as naive as I was then, I got turned on by the lyrics of ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula.’ That’s where I was at.”
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