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Stevie in 1975.
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Stevie performs at Compton Terrace in Tempe, Arizona, in 1981.


















Introduction


Upon the release of her 1981 solo debut, Bella Donna, Stevie Nicks was asked by an interviewer to name her one wish. “I would wish that when this album comes out, people would look at each other and say, ‘She really is a very good songwriter,’” Nicks responded. “That’s my goal in life, has been to be a writer.”


Mission accomplished—and then some. In a career that started well over a half-century ago, Nicks has redefined rock and pop music via songs brimming with elegant imagery and poetic turns of phrase. She’s written about the heartache (and anger) of a crumbling romance, but also grieved loved ones, reminisced about youthful innocence, lent comfort to friends, and brought solace to anyone who feels lost.


After joining Fleetwood Mac in the mid-1970s, she helped turn the band members into superstars. With 1977’s landmark Rumours, Nicks and her bandmates—Lindsey Buckingham, Christine McVie, John McVie, and Mick Fleetwood—crafted a brutally honest chronicle of broken relationships that continues to resonate with younger fans today. Not long after, she launched a solo career and became a superstar on her own, confident her creative direction was the right one.


In the coming pages, you’ll read about fifty songs that shaped Stevie Nicks—ones she wrote herself as well as tunes by some of her biggest influences and artists she’s mentored. These songs represent her crystal visions and enchanted worldview, but also tell her life story: how a scrappy, poetic dreamer overcame personal loss, romantic turbulence, and musical ups and downs, and emerged stronger than ever. Time hasn’t just made her bolder—she’s also imparted this wisdom and bravery to everyone else and become a fairy godmother–like presence for countless generations.
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Stevie onstage in Santa Barbara on the Rumours Tour.
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1. RED SOVINE AND GOLDIE HILL



“Are You Mine” 1955


Young Stevie learns how to sing from her beloved grandfather.


LIKE MANY ARTISTS, STEVIE NICKS INHERITED HER MUSICAL talents from a family member: her patriarchal grandfather. Aaron Jess “A.J.” Nicks was an aspiring country artist who passed down his musical know-how to his young granddaughter. “When she was about four or five years old, her granddad made her a tiny little guitar,” Nicks’s father, Jess, told Arizona Living. “From that point forward, she showed an aptitude and a desire to be involved in music.”


Nicks later recalled accompanying her grandfather to gin mills and dancing while he performed. But A.J. also taught her the finer points of singing using country tunes, most memorably the 1955 call-and-response duet “Are You Mine” by Red Sovine and Goldie Hill. That song always stuck with Nicks; in fact, she cut a gorgeous, jazzy demo of it for The Wild Heart that featured Roy Bittan on piano.


A.J. later hit the road to try to make it as a musician, bringing back singles by the Everly Brothers and country artists for Stevie. He “wrote beautiful words,” Nicks once said. “My dad says it’s very strange to go back and see the things that he would write and the things I write, because it’s very similar.” Unfortunately, A.J. found it difficult to sustain a successful musical career and often made his living instead by playing pool.


Nicks, meanwhile, took her grandfather’s lessons to heart. Her musical tastes eventually broadened beyond country to include girl groups like the Supremes and the Shirelles, and she’d belt out their hits while riding in the car with her parents. “It was Motown, full on,” she told The New Yorker. “And my mom and dad would turn around and look at me and go, ‘Who are you?’ And that’s how I learned to sing.”


A.J. died in 1974, just a few months before Nicks joined Fleetwood Mac. Yet he continued to influence her career. She dedicated Bella Donna to him and wrote a song in 1973 before he passed called “The Grandfather Song” that detailed their time together and encouraged her passion for country music.


Poignantly, she never played the song for him. “There was a line in it that said, ‘I can still hear him playing though he’ll soon be gone,’” she told Rolling Stone. “I couldn’t change that line, and I couldn’t sing it to him.”




“That was when I decided I would never write another song that I could not play or show to somebody, ’cause he should have heard that song…”


—STEVIE NICKS TO ROLLING STONE ON “THE GRANDFATHER SONG”




















STEVIE’S FAMILY



Nicks grew up with a younger brother, Christopher, and two loving parents who were married for close to sixty years. Born in Phoenix, Arizona on May 26, 1948, Nicks subsequently lived in many places while growing up, including Salt Lake City, Utah; El Paso, Texas; and Albuquerque, New Mexico. Her family moved around so much because of her dad’s jobs: Jess held executive positions in a brewery, the bus company Greyhound, and Armour-Dial. Nicks’s mom, Barbara, meanwhile, owned an antique store called the Silver Springs Emporium for decades and was a dedicated philanthropist who supported St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, the Wounded Warrior Project, and the Salvation Army.


Jess retired in 1974 after developing heart issues and launched a second career as a music promoter—he owned and operated the Tempe, Arizona, venue Compton Terrace—and was also on the board of the Arizona Heart Foundation. To honor her dad, Nicks has performed multiple benefits for heart health–related organizations in her career.


Both parents championed Nicks’s artistic dreams and even helped her financially if she promised to stay in college while pursuing music. “My mom and dad have been very supportive my whole life,” she said in a 1998 online chat. “[Including] before I joined Fleetwood Mac. And they were supportive all through the tumultuous times of Fleetwood Mac, when they didn’t see or hear from me. They never got angry with me. So basically they’re the only ones who were there before the Mac, they’re the only ones who really know me.”
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2. THE MAMAS & THE PAPAS



“California Dreamin’” 1965


A folk-pop hit unwittingly changes the course of Stevie’s life.


WHEN STEVIE NICKS WAS A TEENAGER, SHE STARTED TAKING guitar lessons twice a week, learning how to play on a rented classical guitar. Unsurprisingly, she loved the experience—and when her teacher ended up deciding to go abroad and study in Spain, her parents bought his guitar and gifted it to Nicks for her sixteenth birthday.


Inspired, she immediately sat down and wrote a song about a recent heartbreak, “I’ve Loved and I’ve Lost.” As the title implies, the song was about her “first love affair” with a boy who broke up with her, she told ABC News. The split was a blessing in disguise. “If he hadn’t… I wouldn’t have been spurred on to write that song,” she said. “I don’t know what would have happened if it hadn’t have been for that. And when that song was done, I knew that I was going to be a songwriter.”


The next year, while attending Arcadia High School in Southern California, Nicks joined her first band, the Changing Times. Influenced by the Mamas & the Papas—whose haunting hit “California Dreamin’” was a pillar of the psychedelic folk-pop movement—the Changing Times unfortunately didn’t make a huge impression. But it did give Nicks a taste of what being in a band was like—and indirectly prepared her to change the course of music history.


Nicks later transferred to Menlo-Atherton High School and graduated in 1966. When she was a senior, Nicks met Lindsey Buckingham at an after-school church event that doubled as a hub for socializing. From their first meeting, the duo’s musical chemistry was undeniable. “Lindsey walked into the room and sat down and started playing a song that I just happened to know every word and harmony perfect, ‘California Dreamin’,’” Nicks recalled in a press interview. “I thought he was absolutely stunning, so I kind of casually maneuvered my way over.” His reaction to her singing was nonchalant but positive. “He was somewhat, I guess, ever-so-lightly impressed, not to let me know it,” Nicks continued. “But he did sing another song with me, which made me know he did like it.”


The two would eventually cross paths again several years later while Nicks was in college, when both ended up playing in the band Fritz. The group, which was also known as the Fritz Rabyne Memorial Band, performed around the Bay Area in the late 1960s and early 1970s, taking cues from psychedelic rock and the blues and opening for big artists such as Chicago and Janis Joplin. Even then Nicks belted out Fritz originals with earnest confidence, bringing sincerity to the music.




DID YOU KNOW?


In recent years, original members of Fritz have released two compilation albums that include rare songs featuring Stevie on vocals.
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[image: Nick, Lindsey Buckingham, and Janis Joplin with members of the band Fritz in a stacked portrait arrangement.]

The 1960s folk-rock group the Mamas & the Papas.



















[image: Stevie Nicks and Lindsey Buckingham performing together on stage around 1977.]

Stevie and Lindsey Buckingham, pictured circa 1977, made musical magic together.




















Stevie & Lindsey



In a 1990 interview, Nicks minced no words about her romantic relationship with Buckingham: “He and I were about as compatible as a boa constrictor and a rat.” This description shouldn’t be a surprise given the duo’s well-documented, long-standing disagreements. Still, when the couple’s romance was good, it led to plenty of musical magic and was an integral part of the Fleetwood Mac mythology.


Buckingham and Nicks started dating in 1971, after spending three years as bandmates in Fritz. “Our relationship happened because I wanted to move to L.A.,” she told Q magazine. “And I don’t think either of us would’ve been brave enough to get in the car and drive to L.A. alone.” As Nicks documented in interviews and songs, their relationship had many professional and personal ups and downs, but culminated in the duo joining Fleetwood Mac together at the dawn of 1975.


Nicks and Buckingham split up in spring 1976, with the Associated Press delicately noting the couple had “decided to end their long-time living arrangement.” In response, Buckingham told the interviewer, “As far as musical likes and dislikes, there is no problem. When we walk up on a stage the band is very close. There are lots of bands who detest each other. We’re not one of those.” This observation has been true (and not so true) in the last half century or so—but the tension generated by this relationship friction paradoxically helped Fleetwood Mac create some of their best work.

















[image: ]



3. BUFFALO SPRINGFIELD



“For What It’s Worth” 1966


A political song that shaped Stevie’s worldview.


IN 1967, BUFFALO SPRINGFIELD REACHED THE TOP 10 OF THE Billboard Hot 100 with “For What It’s Worth,” a folk-pop song with a pointed message. Guitarist-vocalist Stephen Stills wrote the tune in fall 1966 amidst the backdrop of violent tension on the Sunset Strip in Los Angeles. Police in heavy riot gear clashed with teenagers over curfew and incidents like the closing of the popular club Pandora’s Box, leading to weeks of arrests and newspaper headlines.


For Stills, the confrontations came to represent the looming friction between older and younger generations, as cultural shifts changed the fabric of society. “Riot is a ridiculous name,” he later told the Los Angeles Times. “It was a funeral for Pandora’s Box. But it looked like a revolution.”


In 2022, Nicks recorded a faithful version of “For What It’s Worth,” something she had wanted to do literally for decades. (In fact, she had first vowed to cover the song while playing in Fritz.) Her impetus for finally heading into the studio was a sad one: the school shooting in Uvalde, Texas, where twenty-two people died. One week after the tragic incident, Nicks called up producer Greg Kurstin and her longtime guitarist Waddy Wachtel and cut the track, turning in sleek, smoky vocals that were steely with resolve.


Nicks debuted the song live at the Jazz Aspen Snowmass festival in September 2022 and subsequently released her studio version. “It meant something to me then, and it means something to me now,” she said on social media about her take on the song. “I always wanted to interpret it through the eyes of a woman—and it seems like today, in the times that we live in—that it has a lot to say.”




DID YOU KNOW?


In 2011, Nicks also released an original song called “For What It’s Worth” on her solo album In Your Dreams.







“It meant something to me then, and it means something to me now.”


—STEVIE NICKS ON “FOR WHAT IT’S WORTH”
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Buffalo Springfield.
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4. THE STONE PONEYS



“Different Drum” 1967


A country-rock icon helps Stevie find her own voice.


WHEN STEVIE NICKS WAS IN HIGH SCHOOL, SHE DISCOVERED Linda Ronstadt, who was then the lead singer of a group called the Stone Poneys. Nicks learned how to play the band’s 1967 hit “Different Drum” on guitar and imitated Ronstadt’s sweet-but-confident vocal delivery, admiring the way she was a “rock star” influenced by country music. “She figured out a way to blend those things,” Nicks told Rolling Stone. “So she was rockin’, and she hung out with the rockers, the rock bands. But she still had that little bit of country that went along with her.”


Nicks also appreciated Ronstadt’s strength, she added. “She was never gonna do a song she didn’t love. Because I’ve gotten in terrible arguments with producers about a song that they’ll give me, and they’ll go, ‘This could be your next hit single.’ And I’m like, ‘I don’t care because I hate it, and I’m not doing it.’”


Fittingly, when Ronstadt was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2014, Nicks led an all-star tribute to her icon, belting out “It’s So Easy” with a tenacious, twangy warble alongside Carrie Underwood, Bonnie Raitt, Emmylou Harris, Sheryl Crow, and Glenn Frey.


“All of us girl singers that started out after Linda [that] became very famous in a way wanted to be her and wanted to sound like her,” Nicks said at the induction ceremony. “And then we had to say, ‘But we can’t.’ So we have to find our own inner Linda and then we can move on with our life and our career.”
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Linda Ronstadt, circa 1978.
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Emmylou Harris, Bonnie Raitt, Stevie, Sheryl Crow, and Carrie Underwood honor Linda Ronstadt at the 2014 Rock & Roll Hall of Fame induction ceremony.


















5. JONI MITCHELL



“Blonde in the Bleachers” 1972


The iconic songwriter provides solace and inspiration for Stevie.


STEVIE NICKS WOULD NOT BE WHO SHE IS TODAY WITHOUT JONI Mitchell. “It was her music that showed me I could say everything I wanted to and push it into one sentence and sing it well,” Nicks told BAM magazine, citing 1970’s Ladies of the Canyon as an example. “When she came out with a new album I’d go crazy: ‘Don’t bother me this week. I’m listening to Joni Mitchell.’”


Fittingly, Mitchell has been the soundtrack to some of Stevie Nicks’s most formative life moments. When Buckingham Nicks made their New York City live debut in early 1974, the duo covered the single “Raised on Robbery.” Later, when Nicks was reeling over the failure of the Buckingham Nicks LP and realizing that she and Lindsey Buckingham were on the precipice of a breakup, she took solace in repeat spins of Mitchell’s classic LP Court and Spark.


To this day, Mitchell’s piercing observations inspire Nicks. Tucked away near the end of the 1972 LP For the Roses, the lilting piano ballad “Blonde in the Bleachers” chronicles the ups and downs of dating a rock ’n’ roll star. At first, the girl at the heart of the song seems to have found her perfect match. However, the bliss is short-lived: Her rocker beau thinks that settling down will rob him of his wild creativity and the pair split, leaving her heartbroken.
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STEVIE Speaks


Nicks once shared that “Blonde in the Bleachers” is still on the playlist she listens to before going onstage at a show. “I never saw myself as the girl in the song—I identified with the rock & roll star,” she told The Guardian. “I was never gonna be the groupie. I was the star, I was sure of that.”
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