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For Rachel—and the musicians






AUTHOR’S NOTE

David Crosby (1941–2023)

When I turned on my phone, a friend had sent me a one-word message: “Croz.”

As Stephen Stills put it, “I’m shocked but not surprised.” David Crosby was the oldest member of CSNY, had faced more medical emergencies than his three friends combined, and for much of his life, he seemed impervious to the threat of danger. Yet his death, predictable as it may have been, was still a blow. It closed the curtains on a life unrivalled in drama—and peerless in the brilliance and daring of his artistic vision.

Crosby’s demise also provided the saddest and most definitive possible ending to a musical partnership that, for all four of its participants, had proved to be both a dream and a curse. CSNY was a mercurial but magnificent high-wire act that, when the planets were briefly aligned, brought out the best of a quartet of uniquely willful singer-songwriters. As early as 1970, less than a year into their collective journey, the quartet had stumbled under the pressure of compressing four strikingly energetic egos within one functioning unit. But something kept pulling them back, no matter how many years and angry words might have divided them. While Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young were still alive, it was always possible to imagine one final reunion.

Only death could destroy that dream, and on many occasions, it came perilously close. Each of those four musicians had suffered his own brushes with mortality, from Neil Young’s brain aneurysm and Stephen Stills’s encounter with cancer to the boat crash that came close to removing Graham Nash from the equation in 1999. Yet nobody had courted catastrophe with the reckless insouciance of David Crosby. In the 1970s and 1980s, he had devoted, at best estimate, more than ten years to endangering his life via an epic reliance on the hollow comfort of cocaine and heroin. His demise actually had been announced to the world—thirty-eight years prematurely, as it turned out—in a blistering 1985 profile by Spin magazine, entitled “The Death of David Crosby.” Once it became obvious that he had locked his course onto the path of self-destruction, every day threatened to be his last. Between 1983 and 1986, fans such as myself regularly woke up expecting the morning news to confirm that Crosby had suffered a fatal overdose or had perished in a bullet-fueled dispute with one of his dealers. Unlike the murder of John Lennon at the start of the decade, this would not have been a shock to throw the world off its axis. Crosby seemed to have factored his death into his daily regime, shamelessly choosing madness over any sense of sanity.

When he was sentenced to incarceration in a Texas prison in 1986, both Crosby and his closest compadre, Graham Nash, were convinced that his term of imprisonment would kill him. Instead, as Crosby later affirmed in writing to the trial judge, jail freed him to live and to fulfill his destiny as an artist, a father, and a human being. Freebase and smack were replaced as his mortal foes by physical degeneration. The stresses that he imposed on his body in his first forty-five years were repaid and then multiplied as he neared and endured old age.

Crosby was only a day or two from death, his system poisoned by toxins leaking from his failing liver, when he was granted the mercy of a transplant in late 1994. That operation was life-threatening enough, but his body was only just beginning to betray its weaknesses. Ahead lay a testing pharmaceutical regimen required to keep his imported organ functioning, beyond which his doctors promised him no more than ten to twelve years of survival. (In fact, his liver continued to do its job for the remainder of his life, more than twenty-eight years.) He was diagnosed with diabetes, the treatment of which was complicated by the hepatitis C that had helped to corrode his first liver. Then, as he passed from his sixties into his seventies, his heart began to falter. On several occasions, surgeons inserted stents, before declaring that, with eight artificial conduits already in place, there could be no further remedy the next occasion his heart broke down—which was both inevitable and chillingly imminent. No wonder that Crosby began to preach that time, as he wrote in one of his most beautiful songs, is the final currency of life.

Ultimately, it seems to have been his fragile body’s second assault by COVID-19 that triggered his final attack. As with many victims of the pandemic, it was not the immediate symptoms that cut short his life, but the virus’s evil propensity for identifying and then attacking the host body’s weakest element. Crosby told friends of his positive COVID status on Saturday morning, January 13, 2023, but continued to make musical plans—and maintain his endearingly outspoken use of Twitter as a medium for wit and invective—until Thursday morning. His final messages could hardly have been more typical: he praised the bravery of climate change activist Greta Thunberg and declared his love for the Beatles’ song “Eleanor Rigby.” He also supplied a wittily ironic riposte to someone else’s message about entry to heaven: “I heard the place is overrated… cloudy.”

Later that day, as Stephen Stills revealed, David Crosby “just went to take a nap and didn’t come back.” As Stills added wryly: “When you think about it, it beats the hell out of being in a hospital with people beating on your chest or something.” It was an unexpectedly quiet ending to a life rooted in turbulence and disruption—and, bizarrely, even though Crosby was eighty-one years old and had outpaced the Grim Reaper for more years than seemed humanly feasible, it was still a shock to discover that such a vibrant life could possibly have come to a close.

David Crosby’s belated realization that death was inevitable stoked him into ensuring that his final decade was the most productive of his entire life. At an age when most artists, even the most driven, have abandoned the painful, dogged pursuit of creativity in favor of the comfort of the couch, Crosby continued to force himself, and those around him, to dig deeper, push himself harder, and focus his time on the making of new art. Eschewing the easy route of nostalgia, he surrounded himself with musicians less than half his age. The determination with which he tapped into their artistry might have seemed vampiric if it wasn’t for the fact that he gave as much as he drew from their youthful energy and enthusiasm. Shortly before his death he released an audio-visual package that documented a 2018 show with his Lighthouse Band—Michael League (then thirty-four), Becca Stevens (also thirty-four), and Michelle Willis (thirty-one). The quartet essayed vocal harmonies as inventive and flawless as anything with which Crosby had been involved since the earliest days of Crosby, Stills & Nash. But beyond their musical prowess, what shone from this concert, and all those Crosby gave in his final decade, was the mutual joy of their collaboration. It would have been easy for a two-time member of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame to coast through a venture like this, milking his past for easy applause. But that wasn’t Crosby’s way. Instead, the Lighthouse Band performed almost entirely new material, designed to showcase each member’s talents. Through it all ran a rapturous electricity that fused the four musicians together, as was evident not only from their sensitivity and their shared awareness of a mutual goal, but from the unashamed pleasure visible on their faces as they played and sang. Crosby had rarely if ever seemed happier on stage, and his increasingly frail body was the dynamo that brought the subtle majesty of this musical combination to life.

It was Crosby’s mission to make music and to pursue pleasure, and for much of his life, the two crusades were indistinguishable. “There is no one I know who loves making music more than David Crosby,” wrote Neil Young shortly before the two men’s friendship capsized (Crosby’s fault, as he always acknowledged). When Crosby was fully engaged with the music, you could see it in his eyes, which didn’t so much sparkle as cut through the ether like a laser. Yet he would have been the first to acknowledge that his personality was not just magnetic but could be deeply divisive. And that perilous element was apparent in death just as it had been in the final years of his life.

Before social media, grief used to be a private affair. Now the avaricious masses demand a statement, and many Twitter feeds have become a procession of RIP insincerity, designed to showcase the poster’s virtue rather than any sense of loss. In a world of instant commentary and knee-jerk reactions, silence (such as came from Joni Mitchell and Jackson Browne, among Crosby’s peer group) can be interpreted as contempt. Others who had broken off relations with their sometime collaborator succumbed to the pressure to make a statement. Roger McGuinn had been blocked on Twitter by Crosby after trying once too often to persuade the immovable atheist of Jesus’s powers of salvation. Under the microscope of public scrutiny, McGuinn reacted to Crosby’s death with grace and self-restraint: “Rest in peace old friend. We sure made some beautiful music together! Our prayers are with your family.” Fellow Byrd Chris Hillman was the political and spiritual opposite of Crosby, but his tribute was less guarded: “I lost my friend David today, whose beautiful voice softened life’s blows, and brought so much joy to us all. He was my mentor, my big brother, my friend. The many miles we traveled together will always hold a special place in my heart. Singing with David was a blessing beyond words.” After that, not even Crosby would surely have begrudged Hillman’s valedictory words from the Book of Ecclesiastes.

Other longtime friends found it easy to grasp some appropriate words. Brian Wilson praised Crosby’s “unbelievable talent” as “one of the giants of our time.” Carole King lamented the death of “my old friend”; Joan Baez acknowledged that “He will be missed by millions, including myself” and remembered that he was “funny, clever, and refreshing to be around.” From the Grateful Dead, Mickey Hart claimed Crosby as “one of a kind,” who “taught me how to listen to nature and hear music. His voice thrilled me to the marrow, and he was a great inspiration.” His bandmate Phil Lesh paid a musical tribute, adding several of Crosby’s songs to his band’s setlist. From Jefferson Airplane, Jorma Kaukonen commemorated a friendship stretching over six decades, conceding that Crosby “could be acerbic and self-centered, but he could also be embracing in his own Crosby-like way.” He was, Kaukonen summarized, “an amazing human.” Airplane vocalist Grace Slick offered a more poignant reminiscence: “25 years ago, David took me to rehab and saved my life—I wish I could have saved his, this time.”

As fans shared and reflected their own grief online, they inevitably pondered about the nature of the response that might emerge from David Crosby’s brothers in CSNY—the siblings he had inspired and then disappointed more than any of his musical pack. Neil Young had sworn never to forgive his former friend for the comments he had inadvertently transmitted to the world about the woman whom Young subsequently married, Daryl Hannah. Under the circumstances, his tribute was strikingly generous, and dextrous in the way it swerved around their final difficulties.

“David is gone but his music lives on,” Young wrote on his website. “The soul of CSNY, David’s voice and energy were at the heart of our band. His great songs stood for what we believed in, and it was always fun and exciting when we got to play together. ‘Almost Cut My Hair,’ ‘Déjà Vu’ and so many other great songs he wrote were wonderful to jam on, and Stills and I had a blast as he kept us going on and on. His singing with Graham was so memorable, their duo spot a highlight of so many of our shows.

“We had so many great times, especially in the early years. Crosby was a very supportive friend in my early life, as we bit off big pieces of our experience together. David was the catalyst of many things.

“My heart goes out to Jan and Django, his wife and son. Lots of love to you. Thanks, David, for your spirit and songs. Love you man! I remember the best times.”

Stephen Stills, whose relationship with his bandmate had become noticeably strained after Crosby’s release from prison in 1986, found himself during the pandemic in the unexpected position of being the object of Crosby’s persistent praise. In his second memoir, Crosby had effectively written off Stills as a friend and comrade; on stage in later years, he was frequently contemptuous of Stills’s contributions, and at best distant and cold. It seemed inevitable that the final, disastrous CSN performance at the White House in 2015 should be followed by a physical altercation between the two men.

After he became estranged from Nash and Young, however, Crosby stored up the praise that he might once have reserved for them and focused it instead on the probably rather bewildered figure of Stephen Stills. Not that there was anything inaccurate in his contention that it was Stills, rather than Young, who was the strongest singer, musician, and songwriter in the original incarnation of CSNY—regardless of what history might have come to believe.

Stills proved to be the only member of CSNY whom Crosby met in his final years. The pair both attended the 2021 funeral of keyboardist Michael Finnigan, a longtime CSN associate, though COVID-19 restrictions ensured that their interaction was brief. After that, “It was time to reconnect with the old Croz,” Stills decided. But instead, as he put it after Crosby’s death, “[David] just went out the back door.”

His official statement was characteristically dry and oblique. He began with an irrepressible, and typical, slice of wit—the kind of Stephen Stills remark that would frequently confuse the outside world: “I read a quote about [the] performance of Mahler’s 9th symphony by the San Francisco Orchestra from music critic Mark Swed that stopped me for a moment: ‘Death has, on placid cat’s paws, entered the room.’ I shoulda known something was up.” (The quote was published in the L.A. Times on January 19, the morning that Stills learned of Crosby’s death; Swed was apparently referencing a different rendering of the Mahler symphony, not that it matters in this context.) Then he offered a moment of realism: “David and I butted heads a lot over time, but they were mainly glancing blows, yet still left us numb skulls.” As a result, “I was happy to be at peace with him”—something that neither Nash nor Young could have claimed. Then finally the emotional Stills emerged, the character whose soul-scouring songs had set the CSN/CSNY saga in motion: “[David] was without question a giant of a musician, and his harmonic sensibilities were nothing short of genius: The glue that held us together as our vocals soared, like Icarus, towards the sun. I am deeply saddened at his passing and shall miss him beyond measure.” In a rare interview with Rolling Stone a few days later, Stills added simply: “I love the guy. He was a big force in my life and a towering musician.”

Nobody in public life faced a more delicate task in paying tribute to Crosby than Graham Nash. His rhetorical assaults on his former best friend had been so savage and so public, especially in 2016, that they were impossible to ignore. As time passed, Nash had become more circumspect and, eventually, regretful in his commentary on their sundered relationship. But nobody with even the faintest interest in the Crosby-Nash rift could have ignored Nash’s grim determination never to work with Crosby again. Many observers felt and empathized with his pain; just as many again saw his stance as self-serving and arrogant. It was as if Crosby’s behavior had so affected his friend that Nash had begun to bluster recklessly in public, just like Crosby would have done. Those who had followed the CSNY saga from a distance over half a century found themselves driven to take sides. Others, meanwhile, ignored the drama. Instead, they called insistently for a CSNY reunion that was not only emotionally impractical but, given the worn state of Stephen Stills’s voice in recent years, artistically inadvisable.

After Crosby died, his friendship with Nash apparently left unrepaired, it would have taken a cold heart not to sympathize with the survivor. Within hours of the announcement, Nash issued a statement that—true to his artistic ethos—emphasized the positive: “It is with a deep and profound sadness that I learned that my friend David Crosby has passed. I know people tend to focus on how volatile our relationship has been at times, but what has always mattered to David and me more than anything was the pure joy of the music we created together, the sound we discovered with one another, and the deep friendship we shared over all these many long years. David was fearless in life and in music. He leaves behind a tremendous void as far as sheer personality and talent in this world. He spoke his mind, his heart and his passion through his beautiful music and leaves an incredible legacy. These are the things that matter most. My heart is truly with his wife, Jan, his son, Django, and all of the people he has touched in this world.”

It transpired that in the final days of his life, David Crosby had chosen to confront, and perhaps even repair, his shattered relationship with the CSNY axis. Having announced his retirement from live performance in 2022 (“I’m too old”), he swiftly reversed his decision and began to rehearse a new band for a charity show in Santa Barbara on February 22, 2023. His pre-pandemic setlists had been weighted toward material that post-dated his exit from CSN in 2015. Now, for the first time, he made a deliberate attempt to re-create the trio’s original sound, recruiting his friend Steve Postell to tackle Nash’s high harmonies (and Crosby’s unique fingerpicking guitar style, now silenced by arthritis) and Stephen Stills’s son Christopher to stand in for his father. Crosby’s final phone calls were with Postell, who was the musical director of the project, to iron out a potential running order for the show.

This musical experiment seemed at first glance like a snub to his former colleagues: a defiant gesture to prove that he could reproduce the CSN sound without them. Yet at exactly the same time, he attempted to bridge the two most obvious chasms in his personal life: his estrangements from Graham Nash and Neil Young.

It was Nash who revealed the secret negotiations, in an interview with Rob Tannenbaum conducted while he was still reeling from the news of his friend’s passing. He confessed that he found it “too weird… painful” to think about “the bad times,” before declaring: “The fact is that we were getting a little closer at the end. He had sent me a voicemail saying that he wanted to talk to apologize, and could we set up a time to talk. I emailed him back and said, ‘Okay, call me at eleven o’clock tomorrow your time, which is two o’clock on the East Coast.’ He never called, and then he was gone.”

Crosby’s close friend Steve Silberman confirmed the contact: “David left a voicemail for Graham, saying that he was ready to take responsibility for having hurt his feelings so they could finally talk it out and put their conflicts behind them. He left a similarly contrite message for Neil. Graham texted back that he was eager to do that. But their long-hoped-for reconciliation never got the chance to happen.” If Neil Young responded, then Crosby kept that to himself. But Nash was heartened by the olive branch: “It was very significant for me. It made David’s death a little easier for me, because I realized that we were going to get together later in his life. If he was willing to call me and apologize for what he had done and how he had hurt me, it made his death a little easier for me to accept.” And Nash testified that both Crosby’s son, James Raymond, and Christopher Stills had told him that Crosby “was ecstatic that we were back in contact.”

The unanswered questions remain: Having approached Nash, why did Crosby not follow through with another call? And did he really, as Nash clearly chose to believe, accept all responsibility for their falling out? In a subsequent podcast interview, with Rick Rubin, Nash was open—some might say brutally so—about the many moods of David Crosby. “David was a very interesting couple of people,” he explained. “On one side he could be most generous, funny, brilliant at telling stories, obviously brilliant at singing and playing the guitar—totally unique. The other side of David was that if there was something that he didn’t like, he had no problem in telling you, and he could become nasty and he could become vicious.” Yet Crosby was hardly alone, even within CSNY, in being capable of veering from twinkling beneficence toward all mankind, and abrupt, tactless pigheadedness.

Perhaps it is also tactless to dig deeper into this intensely personal and private quarrel—although the fact that it was Nash who publicized the rift, in language that did indeed become “nasty” and “vicious,” offers a partial defense. Rarely in his public comments did Nash ever admit that he might also have played a part in feeding the initial disagreement, for example, or stoking it to ensure that the story went around the world. To pick one obvious example, Crosby was apparently hurt that, in his reading, Nash had devoted so much of his autobiography, Wild Tales, to chronicling Crosby’s misdemeanors. Not that he could have ignored them: it had been Nash, after all, who kept CSN on the road and Crosby financially afloat at times when it would have been much less painful to cut him loose and leave him to his inevitable fate.

But there was one story in Wild Tales that—though Crosby never singled it out—must surely have cut him to the bone. Central to the parable of Crosby’s rebirth after his prison sentence was his declaration that after leaving his Texas prison cell, he had never touched hard drugs again. (Indeed, he said that he had to undergo regular blood tests to prove the point and justify his parole.) But Nash’s account has Crosby leaving jail and heading straight for a dealer to score some freebase cocaine. There is something unlikely about this particular wild tale, for the simple reason that if Crosby had touched base at this precarious stage of his recovery, he would surely have slipped straight back into addiction. That is exactly what had happened on earlier occasions when he had been incarcerated, in prison or a rehab center. A drug test would also have revealed Crosby’s lapse, if it happened.

Most likely, Nash or his ghostwriter confused one prison release with another and got the dates wrong. Or maybe Crosby did indeed score that day but somehow succeeded in avoiding a relapse into full-bore addiction. Either way, the story as published suggested that Crosby was not only weaker than even he had ever admitted, but that his whole tale of quitting hard drugs was a lie. If the story was true, it was surely hurtful to publish it for the first time. And if it wasn’t? Either way, Crosby would have been furious. No wonder that he said occasionally that he had “issues” with Nash’s book, and that he might have factored that distaste into whatever else was annoying him about his friend’s behavior, whether it was Nash abandoning his long marriage for a younger woman (as Neil Young had done) or some tension hinged around his boredom with life as a member of CSN. Disputes between “best” friends are rarely as one-sided as Nash would have us believe.

Yet there is something strangely appropriate about the fact that David Crosby should have ended his life as a divisive figure—especially in an age increasingly fueled by division and savage disagreement. Of all the social media outlets Crosby might have chosen as his base, Twitter was undoubtedly the most Crosby-like. It’s terse, often biting, sometimes bitter, and prone without warning to explode into what the twenty-first century has come to call a “flame war.” The soul of Twitter, even before Elon Musk rebranded the app as an offshoot of Trumpworld, was absolute communication—if by “absolute” you mean speaking before thinking, reacting without processing. David Crosby’s music was often meditative, thoughtful, floating, ethereal, and beautiful; but his personality could often exhibit strikingly contrary facets and become accusatory, dismissive, even aggressive.

The “real” Crosby was to be found somewhere amidst that cloud of peace and conflict, usually with an irresistible twinkle in his eyes and a laugh bubbling up in his throat. But if the twinkle died and his patience expired, then woe betide anyone who crossed his path. Crosby didn’t so much not suffer fools gladly as not suffer them at all, under any circumstances. And if he decided someone was a fool, based on evidence that could be sound or nonexistent, then it would take a herculean effort to change his mind and recalibrate his heart. (As a personal example, I tried but failed to convince him that my friend, and Byrds biographer, Johnny Rogan was a devoted fan of Crosby’s work rather than, as Crosby saw him, a mortal enemy. I thought I’d won him over with patient, rational argument, only for Crosby to revert to calling Rogan “a liar” on Twitter a few weeks later.) All of which adds up to the fact that far from being, as his detractors always alleged, the ultimate wasted, thoughtless, heedless hippie, or as fans wanted to think, the epitome of the Woodstock spirit of love and peace, Crosby was many dark fathoms deep and endlessly mercurial. As a devotee of his music, one wanted to believe in the man who twinkled and purred (especially after he’d received a compliment; he simply couldn’t hide his pleasure). But devoting fifty years of one’s life to being by his side, as Graham Nash no doubt discovered, meant dealing with and choosing to accept the whole, tumultuous human being, in all his facets and extremes.

Even if he couldn’t always match that ambition, David Crosby wanted to believe the best of people until he was persuaded otherwise. That’s why it was so easy for his bandmates to describe him as “the soul of CSNY,” because he wanted and needed that collection of artists to represent something higher than themselves—to become their own avatars, true to their humanity and their potential. If they didn’t, then his disappointment would quickly sour into distaste and keep decaying from there. That’s why he would feel betrayed if, for example, Stephen Stills failed to write the songs that he alone could create; or Graham Nash was satisfied to reheat the past even while proclaiming the necessity for constant artistic growth; or Neil Young would sacrifice the ethos of CSNY to pursue a moment’s selfish whim. The irony, or at least the challenge for Crosby to face, was that it was David Crosby who had presented CSN/CSNY with its most sweeping betrayal, when he mortgaged his soul and his talent for freebase cocaine. And Crosby knew it: that’s what provided the pathos, the pained self-awareness, at the heart of so much of his best work, from the pre-crisis divination of “Distances” to the scorched-earth self-analysis of “Compass,” “Time Is the Final Currency,” “Somehow She Knew,” and his final records with his Sky Trails and Lighthouse bands.

Yet emotional insight was only one of Crosby’s secret weapons. Nobody—I stand by the hyperbole—had a more resonant or soulful voice than David Crosby. His range ran from the roar of a lion to the purr of a kitten; he could fill an arena with a righteous clarion call to arms or make a vast concert hall feel like a fireside in a cozy forest shack. Like Bob Dylan, he could persuade you that his voice was expressing every essence of his soul—and yours. His emotion and his art seemed to come directly from his heart into your ear. Sometimes his messages were urgent and addressed to an entire generation; sometimes he could seduce you into believing that he was speaking the deepest urges and convictions of your own spirit. When David Crosby sang, you knew that he was accompanying you on a confused, sometimes sad but ultimately magical journey through existence. Most musicians perform for their audience; David Crosby chose to communicate with his audience and laid himself bare as he did so.

If his voice was the core of his artistry, his unique style as a composer provided its ideal setting. Much has been written about Crosby’s love of nonstandard guitar tunings, his adolescent education in jazz, his dexterity as a fingerpicker, and his flawless sense of rhythm. But what distinguished his songs most of all from those of his peers was a feeling of space. At its most literal, the notion of space, the limitless potential of the universe, was his lifelong inspiration. But in musical terms, his suspended chords, left to echo in the air from a sumptuous twelve-string guitar, could evoke an eerie feeling of eternity. His compositions were full of time to breathe, to think, to confront the extremities of fear, uncertainty, and, more often than anything else, love. They could tackle sadness and grief, disillusionment and pain, but their beauty always offered the hope of salvation.

For David Crosby, the power of music was multiplied exponentially when it was created with other people. He was compelling in solo performance, not least because of his talent as a raconteur and his innate sense of comic timing. But he came alive in the company of his fellow musicians and singers. That’s why his natural metier was harmony, and his most enduring relationships were with people who could help him to tease out outlandish chords and daredevil vocal intervals. That included people, in other words, such as Jerry Garcia (you can hear their mutual love and joy in the process of creation on their masterful duet “Kids and Dogs”); Joni Mitchell, his guide through the realms of jazz phrasing and poetic insight; his son, James Raymond, collaborator on many of his best late songs; and, of course, Graham Nash, with whom he formed a vocal blend so distinctive that it could never be mistaken for its many imitators.

There’s a bittersweet irony to the fact that when you’re remembering the life and art of David Crosby, everything leads you inexorably back to his partnership with Graham Nash. Despite the issues that eventually drove them apart, both men knew that their mutual understanding—the way they could anticipate each other’s spontaneous vocal shifts and moods—was a once-in-a-lifetime event, which they could never replicate with anyone else. Crosby delivered Nash from the restrictions of the 1960s pop charts and freed him for a new calling as the narrator of pure, unembarrassed emotion. And Nash provided Crosby with the unquestioning support that he needed, first of all, to survive the loss of Christine Hinton, and then to transcend that tragedy in making the most indelibly affecting music of his career. CSNY was a vehicle for Stephen Stills’s youthful prowess as a singer-composer and Neil Young’s enigmatic genius. But most of all, it was a showcase for the Crosby-Nash partnership, a bond strangely rekindled by death.

When that “Croz” text from my friend had sunk in, and I realized the worst, I felt the same sadness as everyone who loved the man and his music. Yet any lasting grief was dispelled by the knowledge that little short of a miracle had delivered him, and us, another forty years of his life. The David Crosby story could so easily have ended in squalor in the mid-1980s. Instead, he survived, and we were gifted with decades more of Crosby’s music and his unshakeable relish for the art of human communication. The final currency had been repaid in full.






INTRODUCTION

Asked, in a 1985 interview, to imagine an alternative lifetime in which he could have joined any musical outfit in the world, Bob Dylan singled out some of the catalysts of American roots music—pivotal bands in the development of jazz, country, and R&B. Then he astounded the journalist by offering a more modern name, one whose critical standing could hardly have been lower in the year of Live Aid: Crosby, Stills & Nash. A decade later, Dylan recorded a rambling folk ballad entitled “Highlands,” in which—for the first time in his career—he namechecked one of his contemporaries from the world of rock and pop: Neil Young. It was as close as the notoriously reticent Nobel laureate could have come to acknowledging his admiration for a quartet that had been acclaimed as America’s first rock supergroup, and that remains, fifty years later, the most powerful symbol of the so-called Woodstock generation.

David Crosby, Stephen Stills, Graham Nash, and Neil Young—the singer-songwriter collective universally known as CSNY—came together by accident rather than design. Scarred by their unhappy experiences with the bands from which they escaped in 1967 and 1968, they vowed that they would never become a group. Instead they set out to prove that it was possible for four irrepressibly creative, willfully egotistical individuals to combine their talents without sacrificing their personal identities. But they hadn’t allowed for the impact of artistic and commercial success, which transformed this loose, temporary aggregation of musicians into an institution. Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young have spent approximately two of the past fifty years as a functioning band, and the other forty-eight years fending off questions about why they are no longer together. Almost despite themselves, they created a sound and a myth so powerful that it would hang around their necks as a curse, and remain an enduring source of fascination for the rest of the world.

CSNY was never intended to be a quartet, even a transient one. In 1968, three refugees from successful but confining pop bands stumbled into each other’s company and discovered that when they sang together, they made a sound that was unlike anything else. For several weeks that year, ex-Byrd David Crosby, Buffalo Springfield leader Stephen Stills, and Hollies vocalist Graham Nash showed off their party trick for their peers in Laurel Canyon, and watched them gape in astonishment at the harmony blend they had found. All three men had songs to match, intensely personal expressions of romantic, psychological, and political turmoil that chimed with the spirit of their generation. Soon Crosby, Stills & Nash (alias CSN) was an act with a recording contract, and a manifesto that stressed both their brotherhood and their individual independence. They cut a debut album that caught the mood of the times and stoked rampant demand for a concert tour that could transport the Canyon’s secret to the rest of America.

Only then did Stills make the fateful decision to invite his sparring partner from Buffalo Springfield, Neil Young, to flesh out the trio’s sound onstage. His recruitment brought a fourth maverick voice and mercurial songwriter into the mix. It transformed CSN into CSNY, and irrevocably altered the original trio’s delicate balance of power and creativity. The quartet came to national prominence with their performance at the Woodstock festival in August 1969, after which their music and their image became indissolubly linked with the fate of the baby-boomer era.

The road from Laurel Canyon to Woodstock had spanned precisely one year; and over the next twelve months, everything CSNY had built fell to pieces around them. But the resonance of their image, and the power of their music, remained undimmed, even as it haunted the four men’s attempts to thrive outside the band. Eventually, and inevitably, the four men came back together, for an epic, groundbreaking 1974 tour that catapulted rock culture into a new era of greed and excess—and also ensured that Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young could never function again as a brotherhood of equals.

How could a union so brief and so troubled have left such a profound impression on American culture? If the initial pull of CSN was their vocal harmonies, what made CSNY so vital, and their legacy so deep, was the impact of their songs—and the personalities that powered them. Indeed, the men and their music became impossible to distinguish: their songwriting expressed exactly who they were, and what was happening around them, and it allowed their listeners to locate their own place in a world beset by conflict and oppression.

Each of the quartet had left a distinct mark on the mid-1960s pop scene, from Crosby’s chart-topping singles with the Byrds and Nash’s worldwide success with the Hollies to Stills’s and Young’s tempestuous, inspired work with Buffalo Springfield. With Springfield’s 1967 hit “For What It’s Worth,” Stills had demonstrated that a song could transcend its origins and become an all-purpose rallying cry in an age searching for direction and stability. What marked out CSNY from their peers was that all four members of the band simultaneously discovered the ability to speak for, and to, their times. They did this in markedly different ways, from Crosby’s provocative political rants to Nash’s romantic lyricism, Stills’s restless self-questioning to Young’s ambiguous poetics. But collectively their four discrete voices combined to make up a force unlike any in rock history—a cabal of gifted, driven, arrogant, and fearless lyricists and composers, with the stage presence and raw talent to translate the chaos of a turbulent era into timeless anthems.

It is those tunes—“Carry On” and “Long Time Gone,” “Helpless” and “Teach Your Children,” “Ohio” and, of course, Joni Mitchell’s “Woodstock”—that make up the quartet’s most beloved legacy. CSN and CSNY released just twenty-two songs together during their brief flowering in 1969 and 1970, and most of them have become rock standards. They’ve formed the heart of every concert that the band (in either formation) has performed since then, arousing a collective sigh of joy from audiences, no matter how stale they have become for their composers. But while crowds called out for a reprise of their greatest hits, all four musicians were desperate to forge new ground, documenting the changes in their psyches, their personal relationships, and the society around them. So the story of CSNY is not only a chronicle of artistic triumph and popular acclaim; it’s the tale of how four individuals battled to maintain their separate artistic identities when much of their audience simply wanted them to repeat the past.

I’m a fan, and have been unashamed about it, even during those decades when proclaiming your love for CSNY was tantamount to joining a leper colony. For reasons I can’t quite explain, but I can always feel, the music made by those four men still touches me more deeply than any other. I can see and describe its faults, but as in any enduring love affair, they are ultimately irrelevant. “Music gets you high,” Graham Nash once wrote, and their music always works for me, even without the chemical and herbal aids that used to be synonymous with the band during their most self-indulgent eras.

I’ve been fortunate to have interviewed, befriended, and worked on projects with many of the members of the band and their circle. What emerged was the story of how four preternaturally talented, and utterly distinct, individuals found their way into each other’s company; created music that can still make it feel wonderful to be alive; and then, almost immediately, let the magic slip away. One decade was the key to their collective lives: the period between 1964 and 1974, which carried them from musical apprenticeships to what was then the most lucrative tour in rock history.

Something remarkable happened to bring them together; and something fundamental vanished when their 1974 tour and its aftermath drove them apart. Any sense that CSNY was an active, functioning, real band ended that year. Since then, only memories and fragments of the dream have survived: delicious fantasies that have sometimes managed to mask the profound dysfunction of their collective relationship. But there is something so thrilling, so life-affirming, so magical in the sound that those musicians can make and have made together that it is possible to forgive all those decades of missed opportunities; all the “time we have wasted on the way,” as Graham Nash once put it.






CHAPTER 1

February 14, 1968

The lines formed around the corner of Sunset and Clark hours before showtime. Hundreds of fans chose to spend a chilly Valentine’s night outside the club that billed itself as “Hollywood’s a Go Go.” They watched as a procession of celebrities slipped through the Whisky’s narrow doorway, their numbers swelled by scene makers and teen columnists. Finally, the less privileged were allowed to squeeze inside and gawp at the elite melee. The go-go dancers strutted in their cage above the dance floor, while the booths hummed with insider know-how and indiscreet gossip. So intense was the crush that stars spilled out of the peacock-fan sofas onto the floor, attempting to maintain their air of distinction beneath the flashing light show while open-mouthed girls nudged each other in disbelief.

Midsong, the DJ faded down his record and the lights flickered into darkness. Then a single spotlight on the stage illuminated the face of one of America’s most recognizable pop idols, Micky Dolenz of the Monkees. For a few seconds, he held his practiced smile, before gesturing over his shoulder and uttering the briefest of introductions: “Everybody—here’s the Hollies.” And after that the collective attention of the Whisky a Go Go—insiders and voyeurs, icons and the idol-struck, Brian Wilson, Sonny and Cher, Marvin Gaye, and sundry Animals, Monkees, and Byrds—was focused on five sharply dressed young Englishmen. For more than ninety minutes, the quintet reeled off an unfeasibly slick set of their own gemlike UK pop hits, separated by impromptu comedy skits, covers of American folk-rock favorites, and break-in fragments of Top 40 standards—“Teddy Bear,” “Reach Out I’ll Be There,” John Sebastian’s “Daydream.” Steel drums and startling orchestral interventions, taped specially for the show, were skillfully blended into the Englishmen’s live instrumentation.

In a booth, Cass Elliot of the Mamas and the Papas, who had taken the Manchester pop band the Hollies under her wing on their first West Coast trip two years earlier, beamed with passionate pride, while alongside her, record producer Lou Adler and ex-Byrd David Crosby exuded a refined blend of hip and exhilarating. Standing a few feet away was another of the same elevated breed, Buffalo Springfield leader Stephen Stills. He recalled that he and Crosby “were there as the kind of unofficial cheerleaders. We got up and yelled and screamed at them because we knew they were so great.” After the encores—riotous revivals of Peter, Paul and Mary’s “Very Last Day” and Chuck Berry’s “Too Much Monkey Business”—the Hollies stumbled offstage to frenzied demands for more, from notables and unknowns alike. Then Stills, Crosby, Elliot, and friends headed for the dressing room, to hurl their congratulations at the band. Four of the English quartet were already clamoring for alcoholic refreshment away from the crowd. But not the fifth: as the Hollies’ unofficial leader, Graham Nash, told Dave Zimmer, “I wanted to go hang with David and Stephen and get wasted!” The three musicians, united in their partiality for pleasure and sublime vocal harmonies, headed across the street to Stills’s car. Behind in the Whisky they left Mama Cass, who had facilitated the vital introductions that brought the three men together; and Stills’s bandmate and sometime sparring partner, Neil Young, who slipped away from the venue with practiced, anonymous ease.

For two hours, those four men—David Crosby, Stephen Stills, Graham Nash, and Neil Young—had shared the same room for the first time. But it was merely a trio who giggled their way back to Stills’s house, where they lost themselves in Crosby’s famously exquisite and always-at-the-ready joints and added their voices in chorus over some of the era’s most creative records. “It sounded nice,” Nash remembered vaguely a year later; and so potent was the chemical accompaniment to this encounter, and countless more to follow, that none of the participants was clear exactly what happened next, or where, or with whom; precisely how that ecstatic post-gig celebration triggered personal and musical upheaval, joyous communion, and—once Neil Young had been enticed back into their company—a lifelong cycle of musical fulfilment, frustration, and fragmentation. All that was certain for now was that these three would meet again and create a sound that was both stylistically and geographically far-flung—and yet quintessentially Californian.


California—rich, vibrant, by now almost mythical—is, in the 20th century, more than ever, the promised land.

—Life magazine, 1962



Successive waves of mythology—the gold rush, escape from the Dust Bowl, the fantasy factories of Hollywood—had swept millions of Americans west since the mid-nineteenth century, in search of the sun-blessed Shangri-la of California. In 1962, the population of the so-called Golden State surpassed that of the nation’s dominant metropolis, New York, for the first time. This milestone prompted Life magazine to devote an entire issue to “The Call of California.” The photogenic potential of the West Coast made it an ideal subject for a pictorial journal; the male editorial executives could not resist illustrating their assertion that the state boasted “The prettiest, biggest, lithest, tannest, most luscious girls this side of the international date line.” Those with more cultural yearnings might be enticed by the ripe jazz scene of San Francisco, where musicians such as Gerry Mulligan, Cal Tjader, and Dave Brubeck were embodying the collision of cool and creativity. The same city was rich in Beat culture, as poets, musicians, and hipsters combined in passionate, transgressive adventures. Also from the coast came an eruption of folk talent, which spanned the harmonies of the Limeliters, the comic routines of the Smothers Brothers, and the crystal purity of Joan Baez. Like a typical new Californian, Baez had been drawn west from Massachusetts, taking up residence amid the consciousness-enhanced hippies of the Esalen campus.

Not that an ear for experimentation or artistic integrity were necessary to inhabit the coastal paradise. The West Coast was easily sold as a beacon of hedonism, from its flawless beaches to the lure of Disneyland. Television and the movies portrayed California as the land of surf, sun, and endless beach parties, peopled by beautiful teenagers bursting with vitality. Not every member of the surf-rock group the Beach Boys could fulfill Hollywood’s physical ideals, but their torrent of early-1960s hits offered a vocabulary and a sound for the California teen experience. Their creative fulcrum was Brian Wilson, who channeled his innate genius and fractured psyche into songs that could combine youthful bravado with romantic vulnerability, coated with the exhilarating harmonic blend that was becoming a symbol of the Golden State.

For several years, until his own mental frailty began to contort his songwriting, Wilson’s musical landscape was never shadowed by anything darker than romantic disappointment. Yet even the most favored American youth could not avoid intimations of a more abrasive reality: racial discrimination, urban violence, the rumbling uncertainty of nuclear proliferation, and above all, the possibility that they might be removed at random from their homes to serve in Vietnam. Even before US forces were officially posted on active duty in Vietnam, men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five were subject to being called into the armed forces—“the draft”—under the terms of the Selective Service Act of 1948. Only students, the chronically unhealthy, and the certifiably insane and unstable could avoid their country’s command, although legal representation—available only to those of wealthy upbringing, of course—could also help to postpone their call to duty.

Duty was an alien concept to the young David Crosby. “All the schools I went to said I’d never amount to anything and I would end up in prison. They were dead wrong,” he boasted in 1975, a decade before their predictions were at least partly fulfilled. “I was thrown out of Santa Barbara City College, four grammar schools, four high schools, and three prep schools. I had an inability to respect authority. They didn’t earn it. And they didn’t get it.”

In June 1955, a couple months shy of Crosby’s fourteenth birthday, the LA Times ran a succession of articles recounting the threat that rebellious adolescents posed to decent society and offering warning signs for concerned parents. David Crosby checked every box: chronic indiscipline, resistance to authority, sexual precociousness, petty criminality. “I’ve always been in trouble,” he recalled.

Crosby’s parents, Floyd Crosby and Aliph Whitehead, regularly inhabited the New York society pages before their wedding in December 1930. Their younger son’s stubborn resistance to any restraints on his behavior heightened the tensions in a marriage that was already beginning to corrode. Floyd Crosby had abandoned a career on Wall Street and become a recognized photographer who won an Academy Award in November 1931 for his cinematography on F. W. Murnau’s Tabu. Filmed in the South Seas, Tabu combined dramatic documentary footage (Crosby’s forte) with fictional drama. Immediately after his marriage, Crosby was booked on another lengthy voyage across the Equator. Rather than awaiting his return in Manhattan’s polite society, his wife agreed to become “one of the few white women who have accompanied an expedition exploring South American jungles,” as the New York Times reported when they reached the Uruguayan capital, Montevideo, almost a year later. The paper eagerly noted that Aliph’s priority when she reached the city was to catch the latest American movies, taking in three separate performances on her first evening.

Two days before their first wedding anniversary, the Crosbys’ party (and their menagerie, stretching from ocelots to anteaters) reached New York, where Aliph was now both a novelty and a celebrity. Journalists quizzed her eagerly about her exploits in the Brazilian jungles, about the tales preceding her from Uruguay that she had shot a tiger—or was it a jaguar?—that had threatened their boat in the Panama River. But the “slender brunette” of twenty-five “showed herself unique among women explorers by refusing to pose for a picture or discuss her experiences.”

Within two months, the couple were off to Honduras to pursue the insect and reptile life of Central America. As before, Floyd documented the expedition on film, while Aliph acted as medical officer and pharmacist. Among their essential kit was a phonograph stocked with the latest jazz records, an accordion, a mandolin, and a guitar, although the party’s most vital resource was their supply of antivenin for tackling snakebite. Thereafter, Floyd continued to roam the earth in search of dramatic film footage—confronting an aggressive stingray off the Bahamas, for example, underwater photography being his greatest professional joy. Between assignments, he joined the migration to California, where his first son, Floyd Jr. (known as Ethan), was born in 1937.

When the Motion Picture Guild was formed in Hollywood in 1939, promising to produce films on subjects too controversial for the major studios, Crosby was a founding member. But increasingly his talents were directed toward government projects, usually with a progressive political bent—chronicling rural poverty, for example. After the December 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor plunged the United States into war, Crosby joined Air Transport Command, documenting airborne combat with a fearlessness that won him several citations.

He left behind a young family that had expanded that August with the arrival of David Van Cortlandt Crosby. He was gifted by being born in the nation’s most alluring state amid material comfort and family prestige. That grew alongside his father’s career, which involved groundbreaking cinematography on such memorable movies as High Noon. But like most children of his precise age, David had barely seen his father as a small child, and subsequently found him emotionally distant. Instead, the boy’s mentor was his elder brother, who mapped out his musical education in cool California jazz. Folk music was a shared family passion, and in their teens Ethan and David learned guitar. David also unlocked his innate sense of vocal harmony, untutored and joyously natural. The teenage boy was a born extrovert who quickly discovered that girls responded to the charisma of an entertainer. After graduating from Santa Barbara High School, he chose to focus on music. He began to try his hand in bohemian coffee bars and clubs—first in his hometown, and then, as he left his teens, as far afield as New York and Florida.

Along the way, he stumbled across others who had abandoned family expectations in favor of the fragile security of life as a hand-to-mouth musician. Guitarist and banjoist Roger [then Jim] McGuinn recalled meeting Crosby at the Ash Grove in Los Angeles around 1960, registering both his talent and his arrogance. Crosby taught him how to drive with a stick shift, and then took him home to his mother—recently divorced from Floyd, who had subsequently remarried. Aliph “made us lamb sandwiches with avocado,” McGuinn remembered, before the two teenagers parted company for several years.

While McGuinn was already wedded to the folk tradition that became his vocation, David Crosby’s approach was less easy to categorize. His repertoire encompassed folk and blues standards he had gathered from the Weavers and Josh White; but his voice had a hushed delicacy and almost feline grace that often led him to be billed as a jazz vocalist. Around the end of 1961, he was captured by a tape recorder at a café in Colorado, introducing his own song, “It’s Been Raining,” with a practiced melancholy that served to conquer stray female hearts. “This song came out of a very lonely town, as most big cities are, at about four o’clock in the morning,” he whispered into the microphone, “and it came to somebody who had been very lonely for a long time.” This calculated self-pity alone would have guaranteed him a partner for the night. But it was followed by a sublimely controlled performance that transcended genre, and presaged more expert compositions ahead. At twenty, David Crosby was already fully formed. All he lacked was experience and an environment in which he could thrive.


I get high on everything I can, man, and I’m trying to get high on everything. Buddha and Christ and Shiva and Krishna and Mohammad and everybody all seem to say that you should get high on the flowers and on yourself and on making love and you ARE love, and thou art God, and God groks, and the grass is God, and the grass groks, and everything is IT, and if you get into it, the whole universe is yours: playground, playpen, universe!

—David Crosby, 1967



In search of music and love, and a ready supply of dope, David Crosby hitched and rode his way around the United States in the early 1960s, learning how to express himself in song, and seducing women. At least two of them became pregnant, whereupon Crosby promptly left town, only meeting and acknowledging his offspring more than thirty years later. His company of friends and peers grew, from Terry Callier and Bob Dylan in New York to Fred Neil and Vince Martin in Miami. But it was back in California, across the Golden Gate in Sausalito, that he established connections to support him deep into adulthood.

There he fell into a commune, peopled by aspiring musicians such as Paul Kantner and David Freiberg, and young women who were expected to be servile. “The chicks took care of the house,” he explained, “and the guys scored, and scraped up bread here and there, and did gigs and played and sang, and it worked”—at least for the men. In the days before second-wave feminism forced men to confront their oppressive conduct, and brought women together to challenge their patriarchal assumptions, male superiority was entrenched and assumed, even among those who were willing to challenge every other societal norm.

The bible of these communards was Stranger in a Strange Land, a Hugo Award–winning 1961 novel by Robert Heinlein. While its landscape of space travel and visitors from Mars situated the book on the science fiction shelves, Stranger was more aptly a dystopian satire on human civilization, with a utopian, spiritual twist. At its heart is the strangely innocent “man from Mars,” Valentine Michael Smith, who arrives on this planet with telepathic powers and the charisma of an unwilling cult leader. He schools his followers in the unity of all creation, and a notion of transcendent communion among individuals embodied in the word “grok”—a way of knowing and experiencing another person in their entirety. Smith establishes the ceremony of sharing water among the enlightened, creating “water brothers” and “water sisters” who adopt a system of sharing on the basis of need. For young Californians surviving outside orthodox culture, Stranger offered both a vision of liberation, and a warning of the hazards of letting the outside world intrude.

The impact of Heinlein’s text on David Crosby was so profound that he bought dozens (he claimed hundreds) of copies to give away to friends and strangers in 1963. As he recounted four years later, “I gave them away not because they really say this is where it’s at, and here’s how to live in the world, and you can keep all your money in the bowl, and everything is cool, and you learn how to grok and we’ll all learn Martian and all be telepaths, right? But there’s something about sharing water that’s [like] getting high, and there’s something about how these people lived that’s like what happens every time a bunch of nice people start living in the same place.” The vocabulary and spirit of Stranger in a Strange Land endured in Crosby’s conversation and songwriting for the remainder of the decade.

Not that his focus was entirely spiritual. After the commune, Crosby crashed for a while with fellow folksinger Dino Valenti on a former ferryboat turned floating restaurant named the Charles Van Damme. Midafternoon, he and Valenti (twenty-one and twenty-five respectively) would cruise past Tamalpais High School, preying on teenage girls and enticing them to onboard parties. “It was like sharks hitting sheep,” Crosby told Steve Silberman. “We were merciless. These little girls in crinoline skirts—and we’d be standing there, with a little trail of saliva out of one corner of our mouths. We were terrible, but we had a lot of fun.” On his first solo album, a sumptuous, ethereal concoction of vocal harmonies, bursting with unsullied beauty, was titled “Tamalpais High (at About 3),” to commemorate the hour when school was out, and the sharks could begin to circle their prey.


Cass Elliot is one of the grooviest, happiest, most wonderful things to watch onstage that there is in the whole world. She’s a gas, man, just a stone gas!

—David Crosby, 1967



Between busking for dope and dollars, and dallying with schoolgirls, David Crosby moonlighted in the commercial world in summer 1963 with a folk quartet assembled by his brother, Ethan. Folk being the novelty of the year, thanks to Peter, Paul and Mary, the group fell under the patronage of a light-orchestra leader who stamped his brand on them, as Les Baxter’s Balladeers. Baxter’s name was a commercial beacon, and by October the Balladeers had been recruited for a touring folk package. The ensemble was headed by Jack Linkletter, host of TV’s Hootenanny—a folk show notorious for blacklisting politically outspoken artists, such as Pete Seeger. Also on the bill was the Big Three, led by a woman only a month younger than Crosby who had recently abandoned her birth name of Ellen Cohen and remade herself as Cass Elliot.

Cass was indeed big by nature and nurture, blessed with a voice that could reach the back of an unamplified vaudeville theater—suggesting that her natural home might be Broadway. The cliché “larger than life” might have been designed for her, as she appeared to laugh off her obesity with savage, satirical humor that tackled the absurdity of everything around her, Cass Elliot included. Like almost everyone who met her, Crosby fell passionately in love (but not lust) with her. They shared a penchant for frequent doses of marijuana (Cass was also gobbling bottles of amphetamines in a vain attempt to shed some pounds) and a sarcastic view of contemporary culture. Their bond went deeper than humor and recreation, however, as she opened her heart to Crosby about her depression, and he offered emotional security rather than the verbal barbs for which he was often notorious. Like most of her subsequent friendships with Californian rock legends, the Crosby-and-Cass rapport endured.

There were scores of these young, fresh harmony groups crisscrossing America during what one wit dubbed “the great folk scare”; a year later, nineteen-year-old Stephen Stills would undergo his own baptism in musical blandness with the Au Go Go Singers. Many of them would be preserved for eternity on tape, among them the “big sound of Les Baxter’s Balladeers,” as Linkletter promised on an album that chronicled his folk package. For all Crosby’s embarrassment, then and since, the Balladeers’ four recordings showcased his already remarkable gift for vocal harmony, as he soared above his comrades on the work song, “Linin’ Track,” and contributed the first of many inventive counterpoints to “Baiion.” There was no room in the Balladeers for Crosby to show off his own first adventures in song, however, or to live out the philosophy of Valentine Michael Smith; and after the Linkletter tour, the quartet was soon forgotten. Not so Cass Elliot, who would nourish, amuse, and inspire Crosby in crucial ways throughout the 1960s.


David Crosby’s groove runs from Miles Davis to the Beatles. He’s kinda hung on the Indian music bit. He likes life, love, freedom, awareness, music, sex and sailing.

—Rave magazine, 1965



Like his entire generation, Crosby’s life changed the first time he heard the Beatles. “I Want to Hold Your Hand” proved that vocal harmonies did not have to be tied to exhausted folk standards and coated in cotton wool. During the early weeks of 1964, Crosby was merely one of many folk musicians struggling to splash some of the Beatles’ vitality over his folk club performances. Gradually several of these disparate, Beatle-struck individuals began to cohere into a unit. Meanwhile, he had fallen under the protection of record producer and impresario Jim Dickson, who had distinguished a bluesy edge to Crosby’s vocal purr, and was encouraging the young man to sing out. These loose threads were joined when Dickson gave Crosby and his friends Roger/Jim McGuinn and Gene Clark free studio time, lent them the cash to buy electric guitars, and encouraged them to move beyond pastiche. The three soon became five, as they enveloped bluegrass prodigy Chris Hillman to play electric bass, and Brian Jones lookalike Michael Clarke as their drummer. The group had no fixed name: they mutated from the Jet Set to, briefly, the Beefeaters, which as McGuinn conceded “wasn’t cool” and “seemed like a throwback to that Hugh Hefner mentality.” Finally, they emulated their heroes by distorting a species from the natural world and emerging as the Byrds.

In their fledgling form, the Byrds were blatant Beatles copyists, and both McGuinn and Clark rapidly mastered the art of concocting two-minute pop songs. As Dickson recognized, Crosby’s gift for vocal harmony could translate naïveté into sophistication with a single soaring line. But neither his producer nor his bandmates imagined he might occupy a central creative role in the Byrds. His talents—caught for posterity on Dickson’s tape recorder—clearly lay elsewhere. As a vocalist, Crosby was encouraged to slur and roar his way through a series of blues songs, which he performed but never convincingly inhabited. Phrasing and control were not an issue; his voice simply lacked the gravitas and weary experience to sell the blues, though his efforts were no less impressive than those of the British R&B fanatics who were beginning to fill the American charts.

The same flaw crippled some of his self-composed material, such as “I’m Just a Young Man.” Crosby had indeed been “learning wrong things” since he was a kid, but on record he was no Marlon Brando. Elsewhere on these 1964 recordings, though, the fundamentals of his subsequent career were waiting in chrysalid form: the thrum of a twelve-string guitar in modal tuning, chords plucked from a jazz songbook, the voice rich and melancholy, as if he were already apologizing to a woman he knew he would leave in the morning. All of these elements came to miraculous coalescence on his first recording of “Everybody’s Been Burned,” a song weighed down by romantic disillusionment but lightened by the determination to persevere at all costs.

There was no obvious room for emotional ambiguity within the Byrds, even when they created a magical synthesis of Bob Dylan’s poetry and contemporary pop on “Mr. Tambourine Man,” their debut single (aside from an unnoticed tryout as the Beefeaters a few months earlier). “Wow, man, you can dance to that,” Dylan told the band when he heard their arrangement. There was a terrifying four-month wait between recording and release, during which Crosby kept both of his uncertain career paths open. Legally, he was now a Columbia recording artist, but his heart remained in folk clubs such as the New Balladeer, where he continued to show off his uncanny synthesis of jazz, blues, and pure creativity, alongside fellow future rock stars such as John Kay and Dino Valenti.

The release of “Mr. Tambourine Man” altered the course of Crosby’s life, and the history of American rock and roll. Topping the charts in America and Britain, it catapulted the Byrds to a level of stardom, and attention, for which they were ill prepared. Only Crosby seemed to luxuriate in the spotlight; his colleagues remained taciturn and impassive, earning the band a reputation—often well-deserved—for moodiness. Even the garrulous Crosby overturned media expectations, by refusing to suffer foolish questions or banal photo opportunities. “Dave Crosby calls himself the troublemaker of the group,” a 1965 teen magazine reported, before becoming victim to his charms regardless: “Crosby seems to dare you not to fall for him.”

Audible on their first album merely as a harmonist and driving rhythm guitarist, Crosby was a more dominant presence in public. Beneath one of the band’s trademark wraparound fringes, his eyes twinkled with perpetual mischief. His colleagues relied upon Carnaby Street elegance, but Crosby added mystery with a cape, which he retained even at the scorching height of the California summer. The press dubbed him “Batman”; but Crosby shared none of the Caped Crusader’s concern for moral decency. He proudly reeled off his list of adolescent misdemeanors for journalists—truancy, refusal to obey orders, petty theft—and laid out a manifesto that must have startled his press agent: “Over half of the people in the country are under twenty-five. The country isn’t being run as they know and feel it should be. The discrepancies are too obvious. The wrongness and corruption disturbs and upsets them. And [there’s] the uncertainty of the nuclear thing, which is something we’ve lived with since we were born. They definitely want to change this, and a lot of other things.”

Such pronouncements explained why McGuinn, the self-styled “leader” of the Byrds, had to concede that Crosby was their unchallenged “spokesman.” For the moment, Crosby refused to involve himself directly in politics, for which he claimed the Byrds had “a universal distaste.” His goal was more ambitious, and idealistic: “freedom—personal freedom, freedom of thinking, freedom of being… If there’s enough of it, it’ll take us out of a place where we want to make wars and—probably—off the planet and out. That would be a nice way for us to go.” Then, realizing that he was sounding like a cosmic politician himself, he backtracked: “I don’t know what’s going to happen; I’m not a prophet or a seer, I just live here.”

His peers were acutely conscious of that—not least of all Terry Melcher. “I loved working with Terry,” Roger McGuinn remembered. “He was probably the best producer the Byrds worked with. But David didn’t appreciate him. David was unhappy with Terry because Terry and I had a good rapport, and more of my songs were ending up on our albums, and so David was going, ‘We got to get rid of this guy!’ He thought that if he could replace him with Jim Dickson, he could get more of his songs out. Instead, we were assigned another Columbia producer, Allen Stanton, who was in his mid-forties. He was an old man to us! We didn’t have anything in common. And he couldn’t stand Crosby! He would keep me back after the session was over, and say, ‘What is it with this Crosby? What’s wrong with him? Why can’t I relate to him?’ ”

Columbia’s microphones captured a typical exchange between Crosby and Melcher, the musician grumbling incessantly, Melcher finally snapping: “Why don’t you go fuck yourself?” The producer relented a couple of minutes later, insisting “I was only kidding, man,” but the tension was unmistakable. It seeped into the band itself, with photo shoots or recording dates often interrupted by ferocious arguments or bear-like scuffles. By late 1965, Crosby was bringing his songs to Byrds sessions, but failing to persuade his colleagues that there was commercial potential in material such as “The Flower Bomb Song” or a musical encapsulation of Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land, water brothers and all.

A semi-disastrous 1965 UK tour was redeemed when it inspired “Eight Miles High,” to which Crosby contributed a verse and the staccato rhythm guitar that jittered and drove through the song. This staggering record owed its spirit to Crosby’s musical indoctrination, after he insisted the band listen over and over again to a dub of the first US album by sitar maestro Ravi Shankar, and Africa/Brass by jazz saxophonist John Coltrane. “By the time we got home,” McGuinn recalled, “subliminally we had been steeped in this music so much that it just came out.”

Aside from its modal themes and McGuinn’s frenetic guitar work, the title of “Eight Miles High” was sufficient for the media, and those charged with guarding America’s radio waves from subversion, to link the song, and the Byrds, with the use of illegal drugs. Crosby scarcely bothered to hide his enthusiasm for herbal and chemical experimentation. Marijuana had been part of his diet since his teens and was sufficiently common among his peers for him to credit the drug for “keeping it loose” in a press interview. “I play high most of the time and I always write high,” he explained in 1967. In Greenwich Village, around 1962, he had been introduced to the hallucinogenic mescaline, and in Sausalito he had experimented with lysergic acid (LSD). The effects of his baptism in acid were profound and enduring, though he found them challenging to explain: “Verbalization is a very clumsy tool in all this… I have gotten to a place where there was a point of light and it was emanating light, and I hallucinated that it was the life force, and that it was inside of me, and that I was looking inside of me, and that everyone has it, and that it’s inside of everyone and that getting in tune with it is what’s happening.” And indeed “What’s Happening?!?!”—the punctuation a hint of his psychological disorientation—was one of the first songs in which he attempted to paint the psychedelic experience in musical colors. As recorded on the Byrds’ third album, Fifth Dimension, it wallowed in glorious confusion, Crosby almost chortling with glee. The same album held another evocation of an acid trip, “I See You,” as Crosby succeeded in wedding his jazz sensibility to cathartic rock and roll. Freed to take on a more prominent role in the band by the departure of Gene Clark—in which Crosby had a steering hand—he was now established as their moving force, his public dominance of the Byrds on the verge of being replicated on record.

In Los Angeles, the creative hub of American rock in 1966, Crosby was greeted by right as an aristocrat. He had turned on the Beatles during an acid trip that sparked John Lennon to write “She Said She Said”; schmoozed as an equal with Bob Dylan when the singer-songwriter was at his most combative; hung with everyone from the Beach Boys to the Rolling Stones; dominated every room he entered with his blend of stoned magnificence and arrogant command. Inevitably he cut a swath through the Byrds’ female fans, wherever he traveled—though there were occasional mishaps, as when a missing girl would be located in his room, or a jealous boyfriend in Virginia Beach would recruit a gang of pumped-up jocks to warn Crosby off.

Crosby was self-righteous about his refusal to obey limits and recognize borders—sexual, moral, verbal, or indeed chemical. No foreign substance scared him, and he drifted into sporadic use of drugs that were as yet foreign to the rock generation (although not their jazz elders), such as cocaine and heroin. He did not share these experiences with the Byrds, preferring to investigate these perilous substances with older, trusted friends.

His folk circuit compadre Cass Elliot had followed him into the media spotlight, as the focal point of another harmony band, the Mamas and the Papas. For the rest of her days, she would now be “Mama” Cass, the self-described “richest beatnik in Hollywood,” who preempted criticism of her corpulent physique by calling herself “an orange mushroom.” “She is a large, very large girl,” Lillian Roxon wrote in 1966, “given to Technicolor smocks and high, white boots. Her face is, well, decidedly craggy. Her hair is all over the place. She is unlikely to grace the pages of the glossies with her bikinied presence… [but] she is expected to do for excess poundage what Barbra Streisand did for big noses—that is, make it, if not entirely fashionable, then at least the mark of great personal style.”

While her personality allowed her to cross between hip Hollywood parties and TV variety shows, enchanting them both, Elliot’s continuing battle with depression led her to test out all available distractions and sedatives. Roger McGuinn remembered David Crosby arriving at his house with a pill bottle stuffed with cocaine, a gift from Cass. Her colleague John Phillips, who was already charting his own course for self-destruction, was apparently horrified one day to discover Elliot with a supply of heroin, which she said she had been given by Crosby. (Phillips later blamed Crosby for introducing her to the drug, which Crosby has always vehemently denied.)

The exchange of illegal substances aside, Cass Elliot specialized in a more benign transaction: bringing together friends and acquaintances for their mutual gratification. She loved to share her brood, achieving greater success as an emotional and musical matchmaker than she did in her own romantic life.

In January 1966, Tony Hicks, guitarist with Manchester pop band the Hollies, made his usual round of London’s music publishers in search of fresh material. “I came out of Dick James Music with a demo of ‘I Can’t Let Go,’ ” he remembered, and the song delivered one of their biggest hits a few months later. “On the same day, I picked up ‘California Dreamin’ ” before anyone in England had heard of the Mamas and Papas.” Before the Hollies could add it to their repertoire, the original version entered the UK charts. Three months later, the Hollies made their first trip to Hollywood. At a press reception, they were waylaid by eighteen-year-old DJ and Anglophile Rodney Bingenheimer. “He invited me and Graham Nash to a Mamas and Papas recording session,” Hicks said. Nash subsequently admitted that he only agreed in hope of meeting, and seducing, the American group’s other female member, Michelle Phillips, who embodied all those alluring qualities promised by Life magazine in that 1962 panegyric to California. “Everyone there was having a good time,” Hicks continued, “all out of their minds, which was the ‘in’ thing at the time. After the session, at about two in the morning, we were invited back to one of their pads up in the Hollywood Hills. I was more interested in checking out the ‘talent’ at the Whisky, but Graham went—and he’s never been the same since! That was the night he realized that he liked the American lifestyle.”

Nash’s erotic urges were swiftly forgotten once he met Cass Elliot and—like David Crosby before him—fell deeply in platonic love. Several days later, Cass drove to the Hollies’ hotel, whisked Nash away, and “asked me if I wanted to meet somebody totally mad, totally bananas.” As he recalled nearly forty years later, “I’ll never forget it. We arrived at this house with a Porsche convertible outside. Cass strode in without knocking, we went upstairs, and there on a couch was this man in a blue-striped T-shirt, rolling the longest, thickest joint you’ve ever seen in your life. ‘I’d like you to meet David Crosby,’ she said to me. She told him I was a friend from England called Graham, didn’t say any more than that. I knew who he was, for sure, because I loved the Byrds. But he had no idea about me—though he told me later that he was pissed to discover after we’d gone that I was the guy who sang the high harmonies in the Hollies. Anyway, he passed the joint around, produced another, and that was it—friends for life!”


Graham was a powerful guy, and what he wanted, he got.

—Allan Clarke, the Hollies



If the Byrds were famed for their surly refusal to conform to the demands of the pop media, the Hollies were their polar opposites. “They were like Vogue models,” said photographer Henry Diltz, another core member of the Cass Elliot cabal. Nobody would have approached the Byrds to advertise shampoo or chocolate, but the Hollies were eager to oblige any request. They were arguably Britain’s most reliable hit-makers of the 1960s outside of the Beatles, carefully keeping pace with each trend that the Liverpudlian quartet had pioneered. In this role, they eagerly chirruped their praise of Shell gasoline and Wrigley’s Spearmint gum on TV; and posed with models dubbed “the Hollies’ Dollies” for a hairspray campaign, with Graham Nash dominating the pictures—the girls’ heads tilted against his shoulder or, in one variant, Allan Clarke gazing at Nash in apparent infatuation.

Clarke and Nash—lead and harmony singer respectively, and co-writers since the dawn of the 1960s—certainly shared a unique bond. They were five or perhaps six years old when they first met, as Clarke explained: “When I arrived at my new school, the teacher asked who wanted to sit next to this new boy, and Graham Nash put his hand up. So I sat next to Graham, and we became pals.” Though their educational paths parted when they were eleven, the two boys remained close friends who sparked and spurred each other’s passion for music. By the mid-1950s, the pair had formed a precocious rock and roll duo. “We couldn’t both sing the lead,” Clarke said. “I had a stronger voice, so Graham sang harmony.” With the arrival in the British charts of the Everly Brothers in 1957, Clarke and Nash found their role models, learning to bond their voices with the same fraternal ease as their American heroes.

Six months younger than Crosby, Nash enjoyed none of the splendor of California in his North of England upbringing. He was born in February 1942 in Blackpool, where his family had been evacuated to avoid the intensive German bombardment of Salford in Greater Manchester. Even without Hitler’s assistance, Salford was laden with slum housing, and although the Nash family escaped the absolute worst of the town’s urban deprivation, their postwar existence was frugal. William Nash (his son was christened Graham William, and later became known to his friends as Willie) was an engineer, who earned enough to keep Graham and his two younger sisters fed and clothed, if never spoiled. But in one of the most significant moments of his life, as Nash has recounted on multiple occasions, his father was imprisoned in 1953 for helping to conceal stolen goods. He returned home, Nash said, a broken man, racked by shame at the ignominy and poverty he had brought his family. He died at the age of forty-six. “I’ve been living my life for him, ever since,” Nash said. “Everything I’ve done, going to strange places, it’s all been for him. I’ve been conscious of that since the day he died.”

Like Clarke, Nash recognized their friendship as the other crucial influence on his childhood: “Allan changed my life completely. Me and Allan were always together, it seemed. We were incredible fans of early American rock and roll. We just ate it up, everything we could find. Our uncles and cousins went with the Merchant Marines and brought back records from the United States, and all the other bands in Manchester and Liverpool were discovering stuff and passing it on. It was a great time.” Although Merseyside won international kudos as the birthplace of the Beatles, and hence the home of the British beat boom, Manchester’s group scene was equally intense. Nash and Clarke first took the stage as the Two Teens, as early as 1955; or else they were Ricky and Dane Young, mock-brothers in the Everly tradition; or the Guytones; or, expanded into a full-size rock and roll quartet in 1960, the Fourtones, sometimes “Fabulous” in the same way that the Beatles were once “Silver.”

Unconsciously, the Fourtones were following a few months behind the Beatles’ footsteps, establishing a settled lineup—and a new name—by the end of 1962. In the new year, they began to haunt the Cavern Club in Liverpool, just as the Beatles were starting to outgrow that venue. And it was there that EMI producer Ron Richards, who had handled the Beatles’ successful audition the previous year, glimpsed the Hollies for the first time. Decades later, he still recalled watching Graham Nash thrashing his acoustic guitar long after he had broken all the strings, such was the band’s frenzied energy onstage. But whereas the Beatles were persuasive—and talented—enough to write all their own singles, the Hollies followed a more conventional beat-group formula: a classic American rock hit as the “plug” side of their single, and maybe one of their own naïve originals tucked away on the flip.

Though there was little difference between their ages, the Beatles, even at their most innocent, sounded like playful young adults on their early records, while the Hollies were excited teenagers. Nothing accentuated that impression more than Graham Nash’s agonizingly high harmonies. Like his spiky, Tommy Steele hair, it gave him the air of a precocious kid, to the point where it was startling not to see him in short trousers. His instantly recognizable voice belied his power. Like the Byrds, this was a band in which the frontman was not the most public or forceful voice. The Hollies had multiple virtues: an effortlessly commanding lead singer, in Allan Clarke; an equally admired lead guitarist Tony Hicks; an ebullient, joyous harmony blend; and, in Bobby Elliott, a jazz fan adrift among rockers, arguably the most adventurous and powerful British drummer of his era. Yet it was Nash, like Crosby, who spoke out for the band, and stamped his self-assurance on their image. That was apparent from the cover of their debut album in 1964, on which he was credited as “leader.” He dominated the group photograph like a would-be matinee idol, oozing confidence in his own appeal.

That August, he had already earned enough from the Hollies’ run of hits to purchase a seventeenth-century cottage outside Manchester, which he intended—so he told the eager teen press—to share with his recently acquired Afghan hound. Within a month, it was reported that “He kept his most important date ever last Friday week in Manchester when he married Rosemary Eccles, a twenty-year-old beautician whom he had known for two years.” To keep her entertained while the Hollies were eternally on the road, he and Tony Hicks opened a Manchester boutique, to be co-managed by Rose Nash and Hicks’s sister. Not that Rose was entirely happy: “I keep getting into trouble by going to parties without telling my wife,” Nash said.

Meanwhile, Nash was imprinting his identity on British pop, always “on the scene,” in the parlance of the times, always available for a refreshingly outspoken comment. As the Byrds mounted the charts with their Bob Dylan song, Nash exclaimed: “I don’t think Dylan will make it big, pop-wise, in Britain now. He was too rude towards people who were genuinely interested in him.” The following year, when Dylan was at his creative peak, Nash admitted: “Nothing he has ever done has ever knocked me out. Perhaps I don’t think enough about words.” He was equally off-key in his enthusiasm about the prospect of touring South Africa, at a time when the Musicians Union was about to enact a ban on aiding the country’s apartheid regime. It was hard to recognize the pacifist of future decades in the youth who claimed that shooting was one of his hobbies, though a childhood interest in oceanography chimed better with the man who would later write a passionate denunciation of the hunting of sea mammals.

His priorities in the mid-1960s were personal, never collective. Quizzed about his political allegiance at the time of the 1966 UK general election, Nash replied: “I never bother… no time! I’m too busy looking after myself. It’s a selfish attitude, I suppose.” He explained his love for America by noting that “Everything seems to be centered around the individual.” That was in July 1966, when his best friend, Allan Clarke, told a reporter: “Graham’s a guy that’s out to make a lot of money—and he’ll get it, too. He gets away with murder—he’s that sort of person. He’s got an in-built ability to push himself. He’ll get what he wants.”

Yet both the outside world and the inner chaos of a young man trying to balance marital commitment, public adoration, and deep-seated self-doubt began to leave their mark on the Hollies’ growing stash of original material. For all their disavowal of political or social commitment, “Too Many People” on their otherwise orthodox 1965 album The Hollies was a bizarre reflection on global overpopulation. The track ended with the menacing roar of a nuclear explosion. On Would You Believe, the following summer, “Oriental Sadness” clumsily explored the bones of a disintegrating relationship, while Nash’s solo turn on “Fifi the Flea” appeared to be an equally sincere and artless admission of an extramarital affair. By the end of 1966, there was another album, and more Nash self-questioning. “Tell Me to My Face” undercut its frothy samba arrangement with a tale of discord in a seventeenth-century cottage, while “Clown” stripped bare the man who was getting away with murder: “He gives the show of his life,” Nash sang, “though he’s breaking down.”

No wonder that one British pop magazine, more accustomed to chronicling its heroes’ plans for Christmas pantomime than conducting psychoanalysis, confessed itself concerned for Graham Nash’s mental and physical state. Nervous breakdowns and physical collapse were almost inescapable hazards for the mid-’60s British pop star: tour dates that seemed to have been mapped at random and scheduled by sadists made sure of that. Hollies drummer Bobby Elliott was taken seriously ill but insisted on fulfilling the band’s engagements—until he collapsed in Germany and spent a week on the verge of death. Nash’s own exhaustion surfaced in early 1966, when he was diagnosed as suffering from a stomach ulcer. He was “put on a strict diet and under orders to get to bed early.” But no shows were canceled to make this possible, and for the next decade Nash’s body continued to expose any physical frailties or psychological demons, often at crucial career moments.

Almost instinctively, he sought relief outside the Hollies. The band’s bassist, Eric Haydock, remembered a June 1966 show in Oxford: “Mama Cass turned up at our gig, and took him away. He stayed up late with her, had a few drinks, harmonized with her. Then she went back to the States and said to her friends, ‘You have to check this guy out, he’s a fantastic harmony singer.’ ” There were rumors that they were writing songs together. That September, Nash and Elliot were reunited in Chicago, where she inducted him into a coterie to which she and David Crosby had belonged for several years. “That was the first acid trip I ever took, with Cass in the Astor Tower hotel,” Nash recalled. “I remember specifically that about an hour after we’d dropped, when we were just peaking, I had room service send up some strawberries and cream, and they looked like little beating hearts on a plate.” Then reality intervened: “Our road manager, Rod Shields, called my room and said that we were due at a radio station within half an hour, to talk to all the teenyboppers. Great news, when you’re on acid!”

The effects were impossible to ignore, as Nash immediately recognized: “When you take a lot of acid, you start to realize just how insignificant you really are. And in fact how insignificant the earth itself is. You get quite humble behind that drug.” Reporters found that his pithy comments on contemporary pop trends were now accompanied by lengthy explorations of what he had learned by expanding his consciousness. “Graham talks a lot about the inner mind and psychological things,” Allan Clarke complained, “but to tell you the truth, I don’t understand half of what he’s on about. It’s just weird.” Nash took one of the Hollies to an artist’s studio, but as he explained, he failed to convince his colleague that “there was any beauty in the paintings or in the flat… We had a big row about it because he really accused me of being mad. He said I’ve utterly and completely changed in the last six months—which I’m glad for, because I didn’t particularly like myself… There’s a complete barrier come between us.”

As if on cue, David Crosby and the Byrds arrived in London in February 1967, and Nash joined Cass’s friend at a press reception. Crosby was clad in the Borsalino hat that he now habitually wore to disguise his thinning hair, and sporting a moustache and luxuriant sideburns; Nash boasted his own facial growth, plus round tinted glasses, like those John Lennon had begun to wear, and one of the Edwardian jackets now mandatory for fashion-conscious English stars. When Nash discovered that Crosby was staying at a bland London hotel called the White House, he invited the Byrd to stay with him and Rose in their Bayswater apartment. In return, Crosby shared what he had with his newfound water brother: marijuana, and the finest concoction of lysergic acid that California (and in particular his friend Augustus Owsley Stanley III) had to offer.

Their trip, Crosby later explained, was “exceptionally beautiful,” not least because it was “the basis for the state of a communication with [someone] who is now getting to be probably one of my best friends… We wound up driving out to see Windsor Castle in the dawn, which is an incredible experience. We got lost, which was beautiful, and I went walking down beside the Thames along where they have all these beautiful houseboats and barges and boats, and I really love boats, and so it was a beautiful thing.” Beyond the hedonism of an experience for which only the word beautiful would suffice, Crosby recognized the indelible connection between himself and his English friend: “If you go on the same chemical trip, it attunes you to the other person a great deal… We are in the primitive stages of learning how to tune our minds to wherever we want them chemically, and soon electrically.” For most of the next fifty years, David Crosby and Graham Nash would now be in tune; not always in harmony, but sharing a psychic connection that would alter the course of their lives.
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