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PROLOGUE

MY FIRST BOOK, MANY YEARS AGO, WAS ABOUT GRAM PARSONS, THE flawed country-rock pioneer whose legend continues, despite the fact that in a career that spanned eight years and several bands, including the Byrds and the Flying Burrito Brothers as well as a most harmonious pairing with Emmylou Harris, he never had a hit record.

My most recent book, just a couple of years ago, was about the Eagles, who followed in Parsons’s footsteps but found all the success that was denied to Parsons.

And now, ladies and gentleman, we come full circle with Little Feat. Many music fans who still can recall the artists and sounds of the seventies may ask, “Little Who?” Like Parsons, Little Feat never scored a hit record. Like Parsons, Lowell George, the band’s cofounder and leader, died too young and for no good reason. Like Parsons, Little Feat were favorites of music critics and disc jockeys and got radio exposure, especially on FM rock stations unencumbered by such restrictions as formats and formulas.

Songs like “Oh Atlanta,” “Easy to Slip,” “Rock and Roll Doctor,” and “Dixie Chicken,” with their finely tuned nods to all manner of American music, especially the sounds of the South, earned plenty of airplay. And when fellow artists began covering the songs composed by Lowell George and partners, including childhood friend Martin Kibbee and keyboardist Bill Payne, Little Feat got just a little bit bigger.

The main song was “Willin’.” Covered in 1975 by Linda Ronstadt on her breakthrough solo album, Heart Like a Wheel, it brought George (and his band) some acclaim—and precious time.

They seemed always to be running out of that commodity at their record label, Warner Bros., which issued their first album in 1970 and was famous for its patience with and coddling of favored artists, many of them musicians not interested in or capable of swimming in any mainstream. Captain Beefheart, the Mothers of Invention, Ry Cooder, Randy Newman, Van Dyke Parks, and Bonnie Raitt, who—hard to believe—produced excellent albums over a sixteen-year span but didn’t make it until she moved over to Capitol Records, were loss leaders, whereas Jimi Hendrix, James Taylor, Black Sabbath, Van Morrison, and Joni Mitchell helped the label to rake in the dough.

Little Feat just raked. But with precious few rewards.

They got respect from rock critics, disc jockeys, and fellow artists. As Don Snowden noted in a 1977 appreciation: “Groups as stylistically diverse as Marshall Tucker and Led Zeppelin have publicly proclaimed the Feats as their favorite band. When Little Feat journeyed to Europe two years ago as part of a Warner Bros. package tour—a jaunt that saw them steal the show night after night from the headlining Doobie Brothers—the Stones made their first public appearance as a group in some five years to catch one of their shows. And yet Little Feat remains something of prophets without honor in their own land, still slogging around the country playing 3000-seat arenas.”

To Marshall Tucker Band and Led Zep one could add Bob Dylan, Elton John, Eric Clapton, and the Rolling Stones; the Stones actually wanted to jam with Little Feat when they showed up at a concert one January evening in Amsterdam in 1975. George wouldn’t go for that, but two years later Mick Taylor did join them onstage at the Rainbow Theater in London. Dylan caught them in 1974—on both coasts: at the Bottom Line in New York and at the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium. In 2000 Bill Payne, playing behind Phil Lesh on his tour with Dylan, ran into him: “‘Hey, Billy,’ Dylan shouted, ‘do you remember the Bottom Line?’ I said, ‘Yes. You were sitting right off the center, on my side, and scared the hell out of me!’”

Paul Barrere remembers Robert Plant visiting Little Feat backstage in Birmingham, England, in 1976, then inviting the band to a party for the release of Led Zep’s soundtrack album for The Song Remains the Same.

As for Clapton, the guitar god paid Little Feat a supreme compliment—and this was for the reformed, post-George Feats. He had joined them on stage in Rochester Hills, a Detroit suburb, in the fall of ’92, playing on “Mellow Down Easy” and George’s composition “A Apolitical Blues.” As Barrere remembers it: “We ran into Eric at the hotel we were staying at. He found out we were playing the next night, so he stayed an extra day just to come and see our show and sit in with us.”

But that wasn’t the compliment. At the concert Payne remarked, “Gosh, we just saw you in New York.” Said Clapton: “Well, I want my band to hear a proper band.”

Considering that they never had a hit record and, thus, don’t pop up on oldies or classic rock stations the way the Eagles, the Doors, the Stones, and, yes, the Doobies do, that there have been two tribute albums is a testament to Little Feat’s standing among peers. In 1997 Rock and Roll Doctor included Feats compositions performed by Bonnie Raitt, Taj Mahal, J. D. Souther, Randy Newman, Allen Toussaint, Chris Hillman, Jennifer Warnes, Eddie Money, Jackson Browne (who’s godfather to Lowell and Elizabeth’s daughter, Inara), and Inara herself, backed by Ry Cooder and Van Dyke Parks.

In 2008 Jimmy Buffett helped produce Join the Band, a Feats tribute whose lineup included Emmylou Harris, Chris Robinson, Dave Matthews, Bob Seger, Brooks & Dunn, Vince Gill, Béla Fleck, and Inara George. Buffett, who did two songs, never met Lowell George, but Little Feat, he said, were “a band’s band.”

In 2010 Phish devoted its Halloween concert in Atlantic City to Little Feat. Phish has a tradition, of sorts, in which it performs another band’s album in its entirety as its Halloween show. The band doesn’t announce which work they’ll be recreating; it’s a nice Trick ’n’ Treat surprise. And in 2010 it was a shock: Little Feat’s Waiting for Columbus, a two-album live set issued in 1978. Phish, who’d never replicated a live album before, even included a horn section to represent Feat’s sidekicks, the Tower of Power horns. A tricky treat, indeed.

Little Feat had devoted fans throughout Lowell George’s run with them. And when a reformed version of Little Feat appeared a decade after George’s passing, their fans reappeared too, giving them what they never achieved with George—a major hit album—and sticking with them through thick and thin . . . mostly thin. But a worldwide base of fans, many of them involved in Feat’s “Grassroots” movement, continues to spread the word—and the music—online.

This book exists largely because of the Grassrooters and all the Featfans who buy their recordings and go to great lengths to catch their concerts. Little Feat fans have plenty of music, all the merchandise they might want to collect, and an abundance of news and other info by way of the band’s website. But there’s never been a book devoted to Little Feat—by that, I mean the entire band and its entire history, not just the story of Lowell George, who in both life and death has dominated the spotlight.

The story of Little Feat is the story of Lowell George—that’s not in debate. But it is also the story of the other guys who made up the original quartet and who, from the beginning, helped create the music and set the tone of Little Feat. George logged almost ten years with the band. After he died there was a period of silence lasting eight or nine years. Little Feat, with different lead vocalists, has been together again since 1987—more than twenty-five years. Billy Payne, the original keyboard player, has been there throughout. Sharp of both physical features and musical mind, he’s a story. So is Paul Barrere, whose motto could be the Little Feat album title Ain’t Had Enough Fun and who takes pride in being the Little Feat who had his motorcycle accident before joining the band, unlike George and Richie Hayward, the original drummer and the undisputed rock star of the band. So is Kenny Gradney, the dapper bass man who came into the band with conga player Sam Clayton, an Aaron Neville minus the earring and angelic voice. (But Clayton, despite his protestations, can sing just fine.) And finally, so is the first bassist, Roy Estrada, who is serving a life sentence and spoke with me from inside a Texas penitentiary.

Little Feat’s audiences today are made up mostly of music lovers who never saw them with Lowell George up front and who may have only a vague recollection of him as the guy who started the band, who wrote some great songs, and who was an exceptional guitarist, vocalist, songwriter, and record producer. They may think of him with hazy shades of respect, the way one might think of, say, Nick Drake, Syd Barrett, Alex Chilton, Brian Jones, Tim Hardin, Dino Valente, Laura Nyro, or, yes, Gram Parsons.

Great stories, all of them.

Speaking of stories, this book is full circle with Hickory Wind, my Gram Parsons biography, in another way. In my prologue I noted that, although Gram was quite the storyteller, he proved to be one of the least reliable sources on the subject of Gram Parsons.

From the research I’ve conducted for this book, I would resist calling Lowell George a fabricator of stories. But he contradicted himself on numerous occasions, sometimes giving two or three accounts of a single event. This may be because of memory loss, it may be because of drugs or alcohol, or he may have been having fun with a reporter. Or he may have been feeling hostile when he decided to steer that reporter wrong.

There is, for an extreme example, the story of Lowell’s two grand-uncles, names unknown, who lived on a ranch in Nevada in the latter part of the nineteenth century and had their eyes on the same prize, a girl named Ella Mae. To determine who would win her, they did the brotherly thing: they fought a pistol duel. At exactly fifty paces they turned, aimed, and fired. Both hit their marks.

There was one George brother left, and when he was a teenager, his parents packed up and moved to Los Angeles. And there the George family line continued, resulting in another set of George brothers, Hampton and Lowell.

One of them, Lowell, told that story to a magazine writer, Daisann McLane, and she naturally used it in her Crawdaddy! magazine profile of him. It was, after all, a killer lead. She’d heard the story from a writer friend of Lowell’s and brought it to George for confirmation and, no doubt, some embellishments. The profile was published in spring 1979. Within months George died, and Rolling Stone assigned McLane to write his obituary. She couldn’t help retelling the essence of that story. And so it became legend.

Lowell’s other brother, Hampton, is less of a yarn spinner than Lowell was. He, however, visited the anthropology department of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, to which he had contributed family photos and archival materials. Researchers there showed him documents indicating that Edward and William Kiel, brothers of Hampton and Lowell’s great-grandfather, died in 1900 at a family ranch in Vegas Valley. The original theory was a murder-suicide, but an exhumation and examination in 1975 determined that both had been murdered with shotgun blasts. Hampton spoke about some animosity between his family’s and another family’s ranch, possibly having to do with an unpaid debt.

Because the university, with the permission of the Kiel family, had investigated the matter—which a genealogy site refers to as the Vegas Valley’s “oldest unsolved murder case”—in 1975, it’s possible that Lowell got word of it and put his own twist on the story. But, Hampton said firmly, “A duel is not the truth.” He then confessed, “It sounds good, though! Better a duel than a murder.”

And although the investigation turned up no girl named Ella Mae, Hampton George did see, among the photos in the George family exhibit at UNLV, a shot of a young woman named Sadie—holding a shotgun.

Lowell, of course, wasn’t the only one who toyed with facts. As I wrote in Hickory Wind: “I learned that double- and triple-checking, tracking down friends and friends of friends, relatives of relatives, only added to the confusion.” In the case of George and Little Feat, clashing recollections came from everyone, from family members and childhood friends to bandmates, fellow artists, and music executives. Some stories that turned out to be untrue were innocent mistakes and misstatements, but there also were numerous ones, mostly self-aggrandizing, that appeared to be motivated by ego, by the desire to be a part of music history, or at least appear in a moment of it. As the character of Tommy DeVito, one of the Four Seasons, says in Jersey Boys: “We all remember it the way we need to.”

I was commiserating with Bill Payne about this, and he said that if he were to write his own book, he’d promise up front that in the course of the story that the reader would encounter, “there are some truths to it.” Or there might be some “magic realism” involved. Payne offered an example: “When I was going to Sunday school as a little kid, there was a little girl, and she and I were walking down the street and there was this cat that looked like he’s about four to four and a half feet tall. Not possible, right, but that’s what I remember seeing. This little girl Marilyn would skip down this one road . . . I would say, ‘How do you run so fast?’ and she would say, ‘I was taken by this green ball of energy.’”

It’s a ball of confusion, as the Temptations would say. What a mess. Fortunately, Little Feat’s story is compelling enough and worthy of telling, so that the work of sorting everything out was a task I was honored—and more than willin’—to accept.


Chapter 1

THE CONTENDERS

IT BEGAN WITH A MOST UNSTEADY CELEBRITY STATION ID. IT MUST’VE been the first and only take:

“This is Lowell George, and livin-liv-livin’ and listenin’ to WHCN. And dig this.”

Thus began George’s visit to a rock station in Hartford, Connecticut, on the early evening of June 22, 1979. He was dutifully promoting a local club gig, which in turn would promote his solo album, his first since forming Little Feat some ten years before.

Sitting with the disk jockey, Ed O’Connell, George answered questions he’d been fielding for weeks, ever since Warner Bros. Records scheduled the album for release and the promotional machinery began to rev up.

The questions had to do with his band. It’d been reported that Little Feat had busted up for the third or fourth time and that this might have been the last time. After all, here was their leader out on the road, fronting a new band and performing songs from an album bearing only his name. And what about that album? Little Feat followers—many of them rock critics and DJs—had been hearing about it for at least two years. What took so long?

George could have flicked away the questions with a joke, a non sequitur, or even a plain old “No comment.” But that wasn’t his style.

O’Connell introduced his guest: “We’ve got Lowell George hanging out in the studio before he goes on stage tonight at the Hard Rock Stage West. Lowell George is willing to take your phone calls too. He’s ‘Willin’!’”

So he spoke with O’Connell about the pressures of meeting his record company’s demand for Little Feat product, which he felt required not only his services as the producer but also the need to tour, to make the money that the records failed to do with their middling sales.

“I could have done it in two weeks if I’d been able to prepare myself for it, but I was never able to until last December. Then after all the back and forth, the group breaks up in February or March. The world’s a weird, wild and wonderful place, and it seems to all happen to me. But it’s all okay.”

It was not. George was trying to maintain a balance between paranoia and optimism. He told O’Connell that he expected to complete Little Feat’s latest album when he completed his tour—but his band had fallen apart. Bill Payne, the keyboard player and one of the four original members, and Paul Barrere, the guitarist, had already formed a new ensemble. They’d even recruited a guy who sounded kind of like Lowell George.

Still, he wasn’t saying the band was over: “They’re on the shelf, you might say. We’ve kind of backed off a little bit. Everybody hates everybody.” Bands, he explained, “are always like that. Tell me a group that doesn’t hate each other and I’ll show you a group that’s really bad.”

Bands with no talent, he went on, “have this thing about how bad they are. But groups that argue about their music, about all sorts of unimportant things—there’s usually talent there. So when the group got together and we started arguing, we knew everything’s fine.”

What, O’Connell asked, did his band argue about?

“‘You parked too far, or too close to me, and I can’t get out.’ You name it. ‘I don’t like rehearsing down here; I have to drive forty-five miles.’ ‘Why are we recording out here, man? This is all the way out in the boondocks.’ I said, ‘Because we don’t want the evil influences of the big city to get to us.’ ‘Well, whose idea was that?’ ‘Well, that was your idea.’ ‘Oh.’”

That kind of discourse, George reckoned, might be in the past. Payne and Barrere, he said, “got excited about playing with a band where nobody argues. What they don’t remember is that you don’t argue for maybe the first six months, and then you begin to argue, and it’s all the same. The grass is not greener anywhere else.”

But he was, essentially, on a green-grass tour, here on the East Coast. “There’s gonna be a little gathering at the Hard Rock Stage West,” said O’Connell, wrapping up the visit. “I get to play tonight,” George said with some enthusiasm. “I get to play with my new band.”

But George would only get to play a few more nights. A week after that interview on WHCN he died in his hotel room in Arlington, Virginia, across the Potomac River from Washington, DC.

Lowell George was thirty-four. The initial cause of death was heart failure. But few believed it was that simple. After all, the guy was thirty-four.

       Well, they say time loves a hero.

       But only time will tell.

       If he’s real, he’s a legend from heaven.

       If he ain’t, he’s a mouthpiece from hell.

Bill Payne and Paul Barrere wrote those words a few years before George’s death. “Time Loves a Hero” became the title track of their sixth album, issued in 1977. That was the album that marked the passage of the band’s leadership from George to others, notably Payne and Barrere.

But the arguing had begun long before then. Fighting could be traced back to the first album, when it was just the four of them: Lowell George, Bill Payne, Roy Estrada, who’d played bass alongside George in the Mothers of Invention, and Richie Hayward, who’d been part of an earlier band with George, the Factory.

There may even have been disputes at the first rehearsals in 1969. If there were, that would have been just the way George liked it.


Chapter 2

THE BIRTH OF LITTLE FEAT: MOTHERS AND IN-LAWS

LITTLE FEAT BEGAN WITH LOWELL GEORGE AND BILL PAYNE, THE latter being the only surviving, playing member of the original band. Or maybe it started with another of Lowell’s childhood pals, Martin Kibbee, who didn’t play in the band but did contribute several of their signature songs. Kibbee also played alongside George in the Factory, so maybe Little Feat began with that band, which also included Richie Hayward on drums.

Or was the genesis the Mothers and that iconoclastic mother of all musical invention, Frank Zappa? After all, he had produced a few demos and a single for the Factory and then hired Lowell George into his band, which included future Feat Roy Estrada on bass. And it was while playing guitar in the Mothers that George wrote Little Feat’s most enduring song, “Willin’.”

Two other bands figure in the early going: the Standells (of “Dirty Water” fame) and the Fraternity of Man (“Don’t Bogart That Joint”). Lowell had a short, unhappy stint in the former and helped out on a Fraternity album. Kibbee and Hayward were actual members of Fraternity, and Billy Payne, like George, did a cameo.

But in the end—and in the beginning—it’s Lowell George.

LAUREL CANYON, as Van Dyke Parks said in his Song Cycle, was “the seat of the beat.” Nestled in the hills overlooking West Hollywood and the Sunset Strip, Laurel Canyon was where seemingly an entire generation of hipsters—artists, musicians, and others—lived, worked, and played, where music was created and made. But Laurel Canyon and its neighbor, twenty miles to the west, Topanga Canyon, were not the only places that pulsed in the mid-1960s; all of Hollywood and Los Angeles was a draw for young creative types looking for something different.

Stephen Stills was in New York in 1965, trying to put a band together and kept his ear to the radio. “I heard the Byrds,” he said. “The sound of their electric guitars and voices made me think that L.A. was the place to be if I wanted to rock and roll.” He wound up in Laurel Canyon and, after a nice run with Buffalo Springfield, wound up working with a Byrd, David Crosby. The Byrds, he said, were among thousands of musicians touched by the Beatles.

As Crosby told Anthony Fawcett in California Rock, California Sound: The Music of Los Angeles and Southern California (1979): “We heard that music; we said, ‘Oh, really? . . . there are no rules. You can do anything.’ And we instantly did. But it’s that ‘Hey, anything’s possible’ kind of feeling that was characteristic about California . . . and it drew us all. We all just sort of glommed together in one place . . . L.A. in the Sixties . . . From about 1964 to about 1968 it was mind-boggling. Every singer-songwriter of worth that I knew of was right here . . . it was the most creative scene that I can remember seeing.”

As for his and Stills’s future partner, Graham Nash, a native of Manchester, England, he saw Los Angeles while on tour with the Hollies in 1966. Nash soon left the band and returned to Los Angeles, landing in the canyon and living with Joni Mitchell. “There was no question about me being mystified by the place,” he said. “I mean, the telephone rang just like in the movies.”

Musicians came from here, there, everywhere. But Lowell George had been there all along. Now, having put together one of the dozens of garage bands that were writing and practicing away throughout the canyon (at one time there had to have been more bands than there were garages), he would visit friends there—whether they were Byrds or Monkees, Van Dyke Parks or Frank Zappa—who took up residence in a rambling house once occupied by Tom Mix, the hero in silent Western movies of the twenties and thirties.

That was the world, the era into which Lowell George was born. He was truly a child of Hollywood—the Hollywood of the forties, of RKO and MGM, of Pantages and the Brown Derby, and of Schwab’s Pharmacy and the Grauman’s Chinese Theater. It was the land of making people believe, and Lowell’s family was in the middle of it. His father, Willard Hampton George, was widely known in the movie industry as the “furrier to the stars.” Born in Nebraska in 1889, he moved to Los Angeles as a boy and was working in a fur shop in 1910. By 1918 he had his own store and had begun working with the first of the movie studios in Hollywood. His son Hampton, born in 1940, boasts, “Every movie from 1915 to ’57, he provided the furs.” And you can look it up. Online, he has at least three costume and wardrobe credits, for Diamond Jim in 1935, It Happened on Fifth Avenue in 1947, and The Babe Ruth Story in 1948. He also costumed Victor Mature in his first leading role as a fur-clad cave man in the 1940 film One Million B.C. What’s more, Willard was known to be hunting pals with W. C. Fields, among others.

The Georges lived just above Grauman’s Chinese Theater in the Santa Monica Mountains on Mulholland Drive between Laurel Canyon and Woodrow Wilson Drive. Although these are all familiar reference points to Angelenos now, back then they were nowhere, so the Georges were pioneers. “It was a ranch-style house,” says Hampton. “Dad built it, and it was one of the first to build on Mulholland. Laurel Canyon Boulevard was a dirt road.” Their neighbors included some of the movie stars who George would come to drape in chinchillas and foxes, and chief among them was Dan Duryea, who served as cub scoutmaster to both George boys between film and television roles. On the flip side of Duryea, who was married to the same woman for thirty-five years, there was Errol Flynn, who in 1940 built what he called Mulholland Farm just across the road from the Georges. Flynn’s mountain home included a tennis court, swimming pool, barn, and a casino along with a house that reportedly contained secret passageways and two-way mirrors to satisfy the swashbuckling actor’s voyeuristic instincts. Lowell didn’t remember him that way, though. “He was a real character and a very nice man, too,” he said. But the Georges didn’t see much of Flynn, who fled the country in 1953 because he owed taxes to the IRS and alimony to two ex-wives—as well as money to Willard George for a chinchilla bedspread, said Hampton: “And he never paid him.” There was other criminal activity from the Flynn estate: the actor, Lowell remembered, had a pet monkey. “He used to spot me eating an apple, swing across the telephone wires, drop down, steal the apple and run.”

In a neighborhood without much traffic, Hampton and his little brother often pulled pranks. Once, when he was about twelve, Hampton put up a dummy on the street. “People would be curious and sneak up to it, and we’d throw water balloons at them.” Another time Hampton filled a weather balloon “about twenty feet around” with water and placed it in the middle of the street “so the only way a car could go by would be to puncture the balloon, and it was almost like an ocean wave—in all directions.” One Halloween night they set up a sheet that they’d maneuver so that what appeared to be a ghost would confront a driver heading up Mulholland. It was all make-believe.

Aside from scaring innocent strangers, Hampton says, Lowell had ordinary hobbies like studying World War II aircraft and building model and remote-controlled airplanes. “He was pretty much an all-American kid with some worldly interests.”

George Sr., who had three ranches, including a chinchilla farm just behind the family home, took Hampton hunting. Lowell, however, Hampton recalls, couldn’t go outdoors much because of asthma, so he stayed at home with their mother. Hampton remembers that she played a little piano around the house, but she was best known as a competitive swimmer and diver. “She was booked to go to the Olympics the year it was canceled due to World War II,” he says.

 A year later, 1945, she gave birth to Lowell Thomas George, named after the famed broadcaster and writer who, in the early twenties, brought British Army captain T. E. Lawrence to worldwide fame as “Lawrence of Arabia.” So their mother, Florence Louise George (Willard’s second wife), preferred that her boys pursue more creative pastimes. “There was a domestic struggle going on,” Hampton says. “My dad always wanted to take the kids hunting—ducks, deer, dove—and Mother wanted Lowell and I to take music lessons.” And so, of course, they did.

They began with harmonica lessons, with Lowell getting a chromatic while Hampton tried the larger chord and bass harmonicas. At age ten Hampton realized that his five-year-old brother was gifted musically, whereas he was not. “I had no sense of rhythm,” he said. “I could read and play music, but I’d sit in front of that metronome for hours and still couldn’t do it.”

No matter. Within a couple of years they were performing on stage—first at their Carpenter Avenue grammar school in Studio City along with the satiric writer and recording artist Stan Freberg. Then, Hampton says, “we played Ted Mack’s Amateur Hour.” (The Original Amateur Hour, as it was officially titled, was the America’s Got Talent of the fifties.) It’s been written that one of their rivals on the show was . . . Frank Zappa, and that both acts lost to a tap dancing girl. However, Liz George says Lowell told her about being on Ted Mack’s show—and winning. Hampton doesn’t remember whether or not they won, but he does say that they performed the usual harmonica repertory, including “Peg o’ My Heart” and “The Hungarian Rhapsody,” that they once shared a stage with the Harmonicats, and that Lowell was a natural: “Not only could he read and write music; he could play it by ear. He’d hear something once and play it right back. He was quite talented.”

It wasn’t quite that easy. Lowell, talking to a local paper in 1979, remembered his first music lessons, at age five: “A teacher taught me how to read music, and all the time I was faking it . . . playing by ear. He’d say, ‘Hold that note.’ And I’d go, Hmm. And he’d go, ‘No, that’s not it.’ And then I would say, ‘You play it first.’ Which, in terms of reading, turned out to be a real drag. I never really did get to read a whole lot until I started playing flute.”

Regardless, George was extraordinarily bright—and it wasn’t just his brother saying so. Patte Stahlbaum, George’s first wife, remained friends with Lowell’s mother after their separation. One day, she recalls, the two were driving in Los Angeles when Florence George pointed to a building and said that Lowell had gone there. “That’s a school for the gifted,” she told Patte.

Over the years she learned some of Lowell’s family history. His father, she said, favored Hampton “just tremendously”—taking him hunting, having him helping out on his farms—“so his mom overcompensated by doing a lot of stuff with Lowell. Lowell was always the chubby, not real popular guy through school, and in addition to that, his mom, in an effort to help him, had taken him to doctors who were prescribing Dexedrine and other medications for him to lose weight. So even in childhood his metabolism was all screwed up, and he needed a lot of affirmation that he was attractive and cool.”

In 1956 Willard George died, at age sixty-seven, of a cerebral hemorrhage. He left his family in fine financial shape, having sold one of his ranches near Las Vegas, just before he died. (It was later owned by Howard Hughes and is now a state park.) A few years later Florence George married Andy Anderson, and the family moved, not far away, to a house on Outpost Drive.

Hampton went from Hollywood High straight into the military, leaving behind a classical guitar he’d never played; Lowell mastered it by the time he entered North Hollywood Junior High. There his friends included Martin Kibbee, a fellow music fan who aspired to play guitar, took note of his pal’s musical talents, and kept in touch, to their mutual benefit, a few years down the road.

At Hollywood High Lowell took up the flute, playing it in the school orchestra and marching band. “I was a jazzer at that time,” he said. “I played flute. Legitimate flute. I hated rock and roll then. At that point I was not . . . you know . . . it was the Frankie Avalon story . . . who wanted it? Who needed it?”

Not Lowell. As Kibbee remembers, his friend was into “gut-string guitar, coffeehouse, black turtleneck sweater groups. . . . He started out with the Beatnik, jazz, Herbie Mann type of thing.”

Going to clubs, said Lowell, “I saw a lot of life and didn’t know what I was seeing. I’d sneak into clubs, and Lenny Bruce would be opening for Sonny Rollins, and all I can remember is thinking, ‘Boy, is this guy dirty.’”

Lowell may have been affecting cool, digging Rollins, Mann, and Rahsaan Roland Kirk, but at heart he was still the prankster who pulled tricks with Hampton on Mulholland. In his high school years, he once recalled, “What we used to do is go to the Beverly Hills Hotel and hang around the pool and order drinks, to the wrong room, and sign the check, and then beat it.” Wild.

Lowell was also a clown in class. At least that’s the impression he gave a fellow student named Elizabeth Osborne, who was a semester behind him but shared an English class with him when she was a junior.

“Oh, he was a cutup,” she said. “For some reason there was a table next to the teachers’ desk, facing out toward the class, and he was sitting at that table. . . . Maybe he was in trouble, and that’s why he was sitting there.” Elizabeth didn’t become friends with the cutup and had no idea that she would wind up marrying him.

Paul Barrere, who also would figure heavily in Lowell George’s future, entered Hollywood High the year after George had graduated. Through his older brothers, he heard about George’s antics. Once, playing his flute in the school orchestra, Lowell turned his chart upside down and played it, amazing and amusing his fellow students—but not the teacher. “He got thrown out,” said Barrere.

Besides music, George developed an interest in martial arts. “He was really into Japanese culture,” says Hampton. “Karate, samurai—he had a collection of armor and swords and weapons.” Lowell had also begun adding instruments to his repertoire, including saxophone, the sitar, and a Japanese flute, the shakuhachi. “He had a lot of instruments from around the world,” says Hampton. When Hampton came home on a leave he and Lowell would go downtown, “to the Japanese part of town in L.A., and watch Samurai movies, or Toshiro Mifune films together.” Hampton dismisses an oft-told story about having beaten up on his younger brother, only to return from military service to learn that Lowell had become an accomplished martial artist—and get a whipping from him. “That’s nonsense,” he says. “He did learn karate, but so did I when I was a paratrooper.”

“That’s not Lowell at all,” says Elizabeth, the classmate who would later become Lowell’s wife. He was not a violent person, she says. “Lowell always said, ‘You never make contact unless you intend to do harm.’ He was a very spiritual, extraordinary person. What Lowell did say to Hampton was, ‘Oh, would you like to come and watch me in my class?’ And he did. His brother was very respectful of Lowell’s extraordinary abilities.”

“He was a disciplinarian,” Hampton added. “And ‘Mr. Karate Man’ meant it. The guy practiced.”

One of Hampton’s most vivid memories of their youth was when, in 1963, he and Lowell went to Asia with their mother and stepfather. Hampton was twenty-three; Lowell, eighteen.

They traveled by ocean liner—first class, of course—on the SS Lurline to Hawaii. “We went from Hawaii to Japan; we took another ship to Hong Kong, and we toured around Asia.” Stopping in Nara, a city steeped in history—it was Japan’s first capital, from 710 to 784, and graced with many temples and gardens—one day the brothers escaped the tourist trappings. “We took off from the parents and went to a nightclub, even though it was daytime,” Hampton remembers. As they sat at the bar a performer joined them to ask for a glass of water. Lowell noticed his flute and asked whether he could play it. The musician had no problem. “Lowell whipped off a song, and the guy asked, ‘What else do you do?’” Lowell looked toward the stage, where a guitar sat against a stand. “Lowell went up, and he picked up the guitar and played, ‘Ojos Negros’—and sang it in Spanish!”

The George brothers were soon invited to join a table with several sumo wrestlers and their geishas, and they wound up drinking a little sake before rejoining their parents. It was an early lesson in the strange and seductive powers of music.

By now, Lowell had picked up the electric guitar—first, a Fender Mustang and, later, a Stratocaster. “I didn’t start playing guitar till after high school,” he asserted. “I was going to Valley Junior College [in Sherman Oaks, northwest of Hollywood] as an art major, mostly ’cause I really enjoyed working with my hands. Welding was great. . . . Anyway, one night, I modified my molecules and went to see the Byrds. And this particular night, [drummer Michael] Clarke got into a punch-out with (guitarist David) Crosby. He jumped right over the drums, climbed over the cymbals and tore him apart! And I thought, ‘Gosh! These guys are having fun!’

“The next day, my molecules still modified, I went to school, looked at my art history book for the first time and took a test. I got the highest mark in the class and quit. It was just too easy.”

Lowell also worked part time as an attendant at a gas station (in the early sixties there still was such an occupation). He didn’t need a job, but according to Liz, his mother wanted her son to develop a work ethic.

The filling station experience would inspire a country-flavored song later on, and the sitar was part of his curiosity about the world—the entire world—of music. But he was well aware that, here in 1965, the pop pap that he had abhorred was giving way not only to the Byrds but also to the Beatles, the Stones, the Who, the Kinks, and many more from overseas. Everywhere, molecules were being modified and, along with London, New York, and San Francisco, Los Angeles was a center for what one glib headline writer would call a “youthquake.”

While George, armed with his electric guitars, explored rock and its roots in country and blues music, his guitar-picking friend from his junior high school days, Martin Kibbee, was up north in Berkeley. He made friends with a handsome fellow guitar player, Warren Klein, and, after graduation, decided to leave his English lit studies behind and take a shot at music. He thought of Lowell and convinced Klein to go with him to Los Angeles.

Klein didn’t need much coercion. Born in New York, he seesawed between interests in music and science. He studied electronic engineering in the US Navy, working for the Naval Applied Science Lab. During the evenings he was on his acoustic guitar, which he took up when he was a teenager; his teachers included Dave Van Ronk. One night he went to see his mentor at a hootenanny at the Gaslight in Greenwich Village. “And Dylan would come in, surrounded by a crowd of women. He’d be high as a kite, and he’d sing ‘Masters of War,’ and everybody would just go nuts. It was unbelievable”—and inspirational.

Music won out, and when a friend encouraged him to check out the music scene in California and offered space in a house in Berkeley, off he went. One of the roommates there was Kibbee, and after a year in town, Kibbee suggested heading south to Hollywood. (Contrary to stories Kibbee has told, the two never performed as a duo around Berkeley. In fact, Klein says, he never played in public at all, only around the house.) When Klein and Kibbee showed up in Los Angeles and declared their interest in working with George, he wasn’t shocked or wary.

As they reunited, Kibbee envisioned a songwriting team with George. For their earliest efforts Kibbee called himself “Fred Martin,” partly because “I wasn’t sure this was good music at the time” and partly so that the printed credit would be “George-Martin,” a nod to the Beatles producer.

The Beatles were a clear influence, Kibbee says, and so were the blues. “Basically, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, we hit Howlin’ Wolf. I know we studied those Howlin’ Wolf records . . . and it finally started coming out. ‘Forty-four Blues’ was a song that transcended pop groups.”

In George and “Martin’s” hands, Chester (Howlin’ Wolf) Burnett’s Mississippi and the Fab Four’s London blended with their own native town. As Kibbee put it: “We pretty much stuck with that influence, but it was grafted onto an odd Hollywood sensibility . . . with a kind of fractured look at lyrics. We would do songs out of Marx Brothers movies. There was a song, “Alone,” in a Marx Brothers movie [A Night at the Opera] that we did a rock arrangement of.”

As they wrote their first songs they put together a quartet, adding a drummer, Cary Slavin, to join Klein on guitar and Kibbee, who had added bass guitar to his repertoire; George played flute and piccolo as well as guitar. They gave themselves a dead-dull name, the Factory, and, with a $10,000 infusion from George and Kibbee (money from parents and grandparents, according to Kibbee), they bought a van and enough equipment to begin writing songs, rehearsing, and recording, all out of a rented house on Crescent Heights Boulevard in the Hollywood Hills.

Around this time Ira Ingber, teenaged brother of Elliot Ingber, who was friends with Kibbee and would figure in the Feat saga as part of the Fraternity of Man, dropped by. He was impressed, stating, “They were always recording . . . all of the instruments were miked permanently. They were all living there. I guess they just rolled out of bed and started recording. I thought it was so impressive that they had . . . probably a Revox, some kind of decent enough tape recorder, but the whole idea was so new to me. In those days you went into a recording studio.”

The Factory would get into the studios soon enough, but they began by getting into the circuit of rock clubs that were opening around Hollywood and sending out their adventurous mix of Beatles and the blues, folk rock and acid rock, nods to Captain Beefheart and the Marx Brothers. Soon enough they drew the attention of Herb Cohen, an artists’ manager who was working with Frank Zappa and the Stone Poneys, a country-rock band fronted by a knockout of a singer, Linda Ronstadt.

They trooped into a studio and cut three songs as an audition for Cohen and Zappa. George and Klein wrote two of the songs: “Candy Cane Madness” had Byrdsy guitar lines and more vocal harmonies than Little Feat would ever do, and “Changes” had George in Stones mode. The third song, “Hey Girl!,” was solely a George composition and seemed aimed at Zappa with its ferocious lead vocals and Slavin’s hard-charging drums.

No record deal was made, but Cohen agreed to manage them. Further, Zappa was interested enough in the band that he produced two of their other songs, both by George and Kibbee. It would be the fledgling team’s first compositions to be recorded.

Zappa acted as producer on only a couple of sides, but his impact was immediate and clear. On “Lightning-Rod Man,” a George-Kibbee song, Lowell sounded like a madman, in an asylum. As he said himself, “It’s a cross between ‘They’re Coming to Take Me Away, Ha-Ha’ and Ian and Sylvia . . . somewhere in the middle there.” He was being facetious, but he did get some odd instructions from Zappa. Talking about the song, which he said was based on a Herman Melville short story, Kibbee recounted, “Zappa said, ‘Forget Melville; sing it like Elvis.’ ‘OK, now, sing it like Little Richard.’”

Actually, he sang the opening lines kind of like Napoleon XIV, who laughed and screeched his way through his 1966 novelty hit, “They’re Coming to Take Me Away.” But there’s no Ian & Sylvia—a Canadian folk duo of that period—within earshot.

The other Zappa production was another song by Lowell and Martin, “The Loved One,” which was short on musical interest but featured a bit of eccentricity with George, at song’s end, suddenly shouting. Zappa also performed on the song, playing prepared piano, its strings damped by a screwdriver wedged between them. He’d also pitched in vocals on “Lightning-Rod Man.”

Soon after the sessions the Factory got a new drummer, Dallas Taylor, out of Denver and on his way, in two years’ time, to backup glory with Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. With the Factory, however, he had anything but glory.

Taylor was on board when the Factory began to be included on bills with Zappa’s Mothers of Invention, including several concert events patterned after the Trips Festivals and Acid Tests that had taken place up north in San Francisco. The Los Angeles versions of these early gatherings of the hippie tribes included GUAMBO, or Great Underground Arts Masked Ball and Orgy, staged in July and followed a few weeks later by a “Son of GUAMBO.”

In September came “Freak Out” at the Shrine Auditorium in downtown Los Angeles. The concert lineup itself was freaky. The producer chose to headline Little Gary Ferguson, billed as a “Sensational 7 Year Old” and never heard from again. Under ALSO on the concert poster was the Mothers, the West Coast Pop Experimental Band, Count Five (the only act that was on the charts at the time with “Psychotic Reaction”), and the Factory, credited with a song they never recorded: “Your Ma Said You Cried in Your Sleep Last Night,” which was a 1961 hit single for Kenny Dino. The Turtles covered it in 1965.

Although Zappa looked the part for a “Freak Out,” he was a serious musician with a disdain for the long-haired crowd. He had no interest in the sex-and-drugs lifestyle that was not simply emerging but actually exploding in major cities in the United States and around the world. Pamela DesBarres, who was part of the GTOs (Girls Together Outrageously), a performance group comprised mostly of groupies, had a theory: “When everybody got weirder, Frank got less weird. I think one of the main reasons he moved to Laurel Canyon was to make fun of it.”

But a gig was a gig, so there were the Mothers—and the Factory.

And there was Lynn Hearne, a fourteen-year-old from Covina in the San Gabriel Valley, twenty-something miles from downtown Los Angeles. She was with a few girls, who mostly wanted to try to get autographs from the Count Five. But Lynn was more into the Mothers. The girls were all too young to attend the show, so they hung out in the parking lot. After her friends gathered autographs from the departing members of Count Five, they stayed near the backstage door until a security guard took pity on them—downtown was pretty sketchy in the midsixties—and let them in, just in time to see the Mothers.

That was fine by Lynn, who had no idea that she was about to become Lowell George’s and, a bit later, Little Feat’s first major fan. (She would also become known, in Feat circles, as Shag and, later, as Shaglyn.)

Sitting in a café in San Francisco, near carefully assembled binders of Little Feat memorabilia, she talks, more than forty-five years later, as though it was just the other night. “I went to this concert with a bunch of girls I had just met. So somebody’s mother piled a bunch of us young girls into a station wagon and dropped us off. We stood outside getting autographs.” After the guard let them in, saying, “Look, you’re safer inside,” Lynn was stunned. “Boy, was that a mind-blowing experience . . . because it was a full freak-out with all the body paint and all the freaky people, and I loved it.

“We all walked out and stood in the parking lot waiting for somebody’s mom to show up . . . and it just got later and later, and there was this beautiful old vintage Morgan in the parking lot, so I gravitated to that, and we were looking at this car, and Lowell came out and saw all of us hanging around the car and wanted to know what we were doing. We said, ‘Waiting for someone’s mom,’ and so he stayed with us until her mom came. He had his sweater on inside out, and my grandfather used to tell me that putting your clothes on inside out was bad luck, so I tried to pull that on Lowell, but he wasn’t having it.

“So we’re chatting it up. ‘Oh, you were onstage? Let me have an autograph.’ He said, ‘I’ve never given an autograph before . . . I don’t know what to write.’ And I said, ‘Write that.’ I handed him a sheet of lined paper and a pencil, and he wrote, ‘This is my first autograph. Lowell George.’

“He also wrote out the names of the guys in the Factory and his phone number and his address in the Hollywood Hills.” This is what is known as light security.

The drummer at “Freak Out” was Dallas Taylor, but he was not long for the band. There are wildly varied stories about how Richie Hayward came to replace him. George said he met Hayward at the “Freak Out”: “We had Dallas Taylor playing drums in the band at that time and he . . . had had an appendix operation. He was ripping his stitches while he was playing the drums. He was dropping the beats and slowing down, and I thought, ‘Wow, this guy’s terrible. I’ve got to get another drummer.’ He was actually very good, but he was just ill. And I didn’t find out until years later that he was bleeding through his shirt. I mean, he needed the money real bad, and he was so honorable that he wouldn’t cop to the fact that he was sick.
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