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There’s a lot to be said of the term “family”, and the Mamas & The Papas were, indeed family. The ‘First Family of Rock’? Sure. ‘The Royal Family of Pop’? Absolutely—they defined the term to begin with, anyway. But I would define the group as family for other reasons. Since this is an oral history on The Mamas & The Papas, I’ll use some of my precious own space here to tell you why I think so, and relate my own youthful experience with this phenomenon . . .

It was spring of 1966, and I was a mere second grader in the suburbs of ‘The Valley’ (San Fernando, that is) in California, and my mother was taking my brother and I to school. Every day for the past week or so, the M.O.R. radio station that she listened to in the car (lots of Bacharach, Herb Alpert, Dusty Springfield, some Beatles ballads, etc.) was playing this very hip tune, every morning, at the same time. Each time it came on, my mother (clearly a woman who enjoyed sleeping late, when she could) would brighten up and sing along . . . ‘Oh!,’ she’d sigh, rubbing her eyes, ‘I love this song . . . ‘ “Monday, Monday . . . can’t trust that day . . .” I didn’t know who it was, but I loved it too. She attempted to explain the name of the group to me (“But whose mama and papa are they?!”) After patient attempts to render this sense, I was instructed to consult my oldest brother, who had just got the album. That night I listened to “Straight Shooter” and “Got A Feelin” about 40 times and I believed my eyes and ears. I couldn’t figure out why they were all in a bathtub together on the album cover, but Cass certainly looked like my cool cousin from back east, and Michelle looked like one of my brother’s foxy teenybopper girlfriends. My dad thought that, too, when I showed him the album cover, and said that the guys were “probably beatniks”; but he smiled when he said that . . .

Yeah. This was the shit, all right. Anything that could unite me, my older brothers, and my parents had to be at least as good as The Beatles. And so it was. The Mamas & The Papas.
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I first met John Phillips on July 4th, 1998, appropriately enough. I was at his Palm Springs home, interviewing him and Scott Mackenzie regarding their show the previous night at a casino in Cochilla, California billed as “The Mamas & The Papas Featuring Scott MacKenzie”. I was also interviewing John regarding the possible release of his 1977 solo album featuring members of The Rolling Stones. The show was not amusing. Cochilla surely must mean ‘unfit for cattle’ in Navajo; and the Indian gambling vibe was a long way from the spiritual/vocal unity I once heard on “Once Was A Time I Thought”. The band, while competent, was perfunctory, and the jingle singers that sang those fabulous Cass, Michelle, John, and Denny parts were an aural cartoon. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen”, I thought. However, when John came out briefly and sang a new song titled “While I Hide” I knew that the pain was real and this was indeed where he was at. Did you ever want to cry, but you didn’t know just why? Yeah, me too.

The interview with John and Scott was like a business meeting (which is what it was, essentially), and I was out of there with a sadness that I couldn’t describe, and hit the road back to L.A. On the way back, however, I thought long and hard about that first meeting with the vibe back when I was a child, and the unity that this first family brought to my family . . . and the rest of the pop world.
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In a PBS documentary on the year 1967 (“It Was Twenty Years Ago Today”) George Harrison said, “Time is a very misleading thing. We can reminisce about the past, and we can think about the future . . . but we can’t relive the past, and really don’t know if there is going to be a tomorrow . . .”

When reading some of these recollections and accounts, please keep in mind that these are people’s memories of how they remember things. Some who read this—particularly some of the actual participants—may strongly disagree with certain things that are said. But, there they are. The memory is a funny thing. Things like attitudes, moods, and other stimuli . . . (a lot of stimuli, if you know what I mean), will affect what people say, think and remember. This, though, is what really happened—according to those who were there—and how it happened. . . .

Then, of course, some people told me that The Beatles played at their high school prom in 1964 and performed “Sergeant Peppers” in its entirety, live.
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Follow this book as a film on the printed page—or better yet, a play or a large conversation—and you’ll do all right. The story of The Mamas & The Papas includes joy, sorrow, pathos, comedy, sex, drugs, and even . . . rock & roll. But these things are only secondary. At the core is love, I swear. The Mamas & The Papas. They really did put the ‘fun’ back in dysfunctional.



	 

	
MATTHEW GREENWALD

Los Angeles, California

November 2001
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I’d met Lou Adler in the autumn of ’64, theta had it be and still does. We’d met at the recording of the T.A.M.I show where his act Jan and Dean were hosting and mine were following James Brown.

321 South Beverly Drive sat down on the scrubbed ‘n shrubbed Warren Beatty side of L.A’s Wiltshire, and floor two housed Dunhill Records, about to get hot with “Eve Of Destruction”, and formed on the heat of Adler’s run of hits with Johnny Rivers. Dunhill was eared by Adler, flacked by Andy Wickham and hawked by a cigar-chomping sales suit named Jay Lasker; an agent named Landers and a tap dancer named Roberts made up the company. The latter two went on to give the world the Charles Bronson life-enhancing “Death Wish”, Lasker ante’d up cut outs and returns, worked Motown and Mary MacGregor, whilst Lou gave of himself and gained the world.

That early spring in ’66 day Lou Adler had said please find the time to come on down to Dunhill and be surprised, I did. I was silver bracelet clad and Lou was gold; he smoked Lucky’s whilst I Salem’d my lot, though sooner and later we smoked the same brand. He wore red and I didn’t know I could. Clobber was still by Sy Devore, DeVoss had yet to come on the map. We paid neat homage to Dino, Joe Di Carlo, hi-rolled button-down shirts. Our trousers were either cords, jeans or “Ocean’s Eleven”, and we could pass for well-meaning casual doo-wop pimps.

When I got to the second floor Dunhill abode, I greeted Lou and stopped to say hallo Andy Wickham, another English lad not getting over America. He knew he’d met the beginning of the world as he knew it as did I. Then Lou popped his head around the door, and said “Andrew, come say hallo to the Mamas & Papas . . .” We walked down the hall, into a room and saw them standing there. .

. . . John Phillips wore a darker red and wanted to know what you thought before you thought it, Cass gushed that mother lode and wondered how well you knew the Beatles, Denny cleared his majestic throat of debris and Michelle knew what she had as she kinda invited you in.

That afternoon all the leaves were modulated gold as John sat atop the oak exec desk and acoustic’d the four of them through all the hits and golden gradient moments to come and I was privileged to hear a medley of their life thus far and their career to be as their national anthems rounded the room. Later Michelle would come up with “Dedicated”, Cass would call John’s name with “Words Of Love”, Lou would get them somewhat “Dancing in the Street” but for the most part John Boy had already written the ticket stubs, entry to the royal circle of pop, given to that golden few who manage to define the moment in the right rhythm, time and attitude of the day.

I heard ’em all that day, “Dreamin’ ”, “Monday”, “Go Where You Wanna Go”—all of the hits and the encores of that golden run. I fell in love with the choral camaraderie, the full blown bravado leads, the insolent oh-so-coherent trade-offs and your own 60’s Cole Porter/Irving Berlin who got under your skin and into your heart, Papa John Phillips, who with those marvelously structured sophisticated and witty ditties captured the compass of our hearts. He would stir and scribe again with “San Francisco”, “Creeque Alley” and “Twelve Thirty”, but basically privileged moi had heard the lot. Not bad for an afternoon off on a busman’s holiday. . . .

. . . Thus far America’s remaining pop chart firefight against us Brits had been the Beach Boys and Four Seasons. The Beach Boys had the sound and Brian Wilson, but alas, save Dennis, all looked like their dad Murry. And the Four Seasons looked like they would be just as happy breaking your legs as hugging your pillow.

. . . I left very pleased. Lou was Billy Rose and I’d just heard the Golden Horseshoe. The Mamas and Papas would unite world-pop traffic from Haight Asbury to Park Avenue. My mate had the real thing. And with a heart full of smiles all round I headed happily northeast back up to Sunset and mine.
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It’s January the 12th of forever, 1998 to be precise. Sonny Bono has skied his last slope, babe, and another Kennedy scion has dangered himself into dust.

My wife Esther and son Maximillian had always seen something good take me over when a Mamas & Papas song came on, they always witnessed a well-being, a good wave roll over me, regardless of whatever else was on. Something inviting and secure. I wanted to share with them where that good place had come from. We flew up from our home in Bogota, Colombia to cold and steaming New York and California Dreamin’, to give thanks and witness a voice of America get its due, as the Mamas & Papas were inducted into the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame. I used to live in New York City . . . aah to feel those changes . . . and to see her again.

John and Denny, Cass and Michelle along with Uncle Lou and the pearled pen of Papa John had given America a voice and some anthems and the world some pretty good songs. The Mamas & The Papas helped America reseize the pop mantle us Brits had taken away.

And so we gathered together for the cause of this induction, a night of crips and capulets as the Waldorf Astoria beaconed fame, as the crippled and sane gathered once more for the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame, Pain and a little bit of Shame. It goes with the territory so wear it well and that night we all did.

Gene Vincent crouched from up above and Santana played as one, the Eagles sounded like and on the money and Fleetwood Mac licked and played their wounds. We felt the rhythm of life and the national anthems the whole world sang, and got back to the pure joy of pop for that magical three and a half, for the Mamas & Papas had returned.

All the leaves were gold as the Mamas & Papas Spanish rose to the occasion. Allure, aura and majesty intact, they sang their swan song and inducted well. I’d never had much time for Paul Schaefer, at best, I’d thought, competent salad dressing and too much oil. That night I had cause to revise my opinion, I saw his passion for pop as he picked up the signposts and drove the Mamas & Papas well. John threw away the crutches, picked up his acoustic baton and once again the sky was grey.

Michelle thanked the academy for the nomination. Cass’s spirit visited and embraced us all, and Denny sang so very well. I got what I came for, my three and a half minutes of golden pop. My heart swelled and I showed a joyful lump and tear of pop to my family and tablemate Lou for what he and they had all done, in raising the level of the game, entertaining and defining the world and the moment, and making that first golden era forever young. So much had happened since that first South Beverly Drive meeting, the most important being we’d survived. When I met and embraced John on the Waldorf stairway our embrace celebrated that fact.

In 1967 whilst Cass was arrested for stealing blankets I’d nodded out en route from London to Southampton to meet them off the ship, for the previous week I’d forgotten to sleep. Lou Adler woke me for breakfast and the blankets were pretty neat.

Until Monterey the 1967 “Summer Of Love” for me had been the summer from hell. The English establishment and its law enforcing bullies had had enough of this youth movement, the swingin’ ’60s were already over and they wished to nip the coming revolution in the bud thus they aimed for it’s frontrunners, heroes and spokesmen and Beatles and Stones were being busted left, right and planted.

The Paris and Europe of ’68 was just around the corner, dancin’ in the street was off until disco, and fighting in the streets was on.

I fled the London coup to avoid getting busted and ended up having a vital summer of love. Arriving in Los Angeles I unpacked in Stone Canyon and headed for the festival office on Sunset Strip. John and Lou put me to work on things international, which was a breeze, it had to be Hendrix and the Who.

Sir Paul McCartney, from a distance and Lord Derek Taylor, from a warm and present, seconded the Who and Jimi emotion. A few phone calls to the wonderful Chris Stamp and Kit Lambert and Chas Chandler, and the U.K’s contribution was on. I sat back, tabbed up and had a wonderful summer, went back to England in the fall and took one.

In London in the early ’70s I was continuing this rough patch and at the local green grocers at the top of the King’s Road ran into John, who was not very well either, though we both carried this meeting off with wasted aplomb. I was buying beef stew, Rose’s lime juice and a bunch of roses swathed in camel hair and tweed, whilst John was decked as wolfman, very furred and wan, buying both the evening and rolling papers, before heading next door for wine and Cadbury’s snack, then home to Cheyne Row and Keith. We hallo’d, sorta spoke, ground our teeth in prescribed and scripted harmony, thought of getting together (. . . or was it thought of getting it together? . . .), both shrugged and moved along.

Later in the ’70s in New York I stopped off at his narrow East Side of Manhattan townhouse, where there was blood on the ceiling, snot on the floor and a drug filled freezer. It was a far cry from the Bel Air Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald dreamy and altered existence and a long way from the Hall of Fame. In the mid ’80s we met again on a day we were both blond and on. John was working the telephones of an east side bar called Yellowfingers, and I was marking time till my dealer deigned to arrived home. I had a gram in reserve and a Bloody Mary so we congratulated each other for still being there.

So we all climbed our different stairs, fell over, got up and moved on up again, until we all met under the chandeliers of the master ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria, hugged, marveled at the night and of going full circle. Their greatest contribution to my life? . . . being part of my musical recall and helping me remain a fan.

The story you are about to read is told by the people like us who were there. It contains our truth, as it was and is in our now. . . .



	 

	
ANDREW LOOG OLDHAM

Bogota, Columbia

May 2000
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(in order of appearance)

Andrew Loog Oldham Original manager and producer of The Rolling Stones, and close friend of The Mamas & The Papas and Lou Adler, then and now.

Cass Elliot, John Phillips, Michelle Phillips, and Denny Doherty The Mamas & The Papas.

Scott Mackenzie Vocalist and former member of The Smoothies and The Journeymen (both with John Phillips, pre-Mamas & Papas), and singer of “San Francisco.”

John Stewart Legendary singer/songwriter, member of The Kingston Trio and early songwriting partner of John Phillips.

Clark Burroughs Founder, vocalist and architect of The Hi-Lo’s, a formidable jazz/pop group from the 1950s. One of John Phillips’ greatest musical influences.

Henry Diltz Co-founding member of The Modern Folk Quartet, one of the most respected pop/folk/rock vocal groups of the 1960s. Renowned rock photographer.

Dick Weissman Founding member of The Journeymen, and considered one of the greatest folk banjo virtuosos of all time. Presently professor of music at the University of Colorado, Boulder.

Frank Werber Original manager of The Journeymen and The Kingston Trio.

Roger McGuinn Founding member of The Byrds.

Jim Mason Former early ’60s folkie and later a member of mid ’60s folk/rock band Webster’s New Word, who toured briefly with The Mamas & The Papas.

Russell Gilliam Sister of Michelle Phillips, and friend of the group.

Cyrus Faryar Founding member of The Modern Folk Quartet.

Eric Hord (“The Doctor”) Legendary guitarist/banjo player who backed up virtually all of the individual The Mamas & The Papas members in all of their early folk group incarnations. Later to lead The Mamas & Papas road band in 1966–67.

David Crosby Founding member of The Byrds and Crosby, Stills & Nash. Close friend of the group, especially Cass Elliot.

Peter Pilafian Musician, friend, and eventually road manager/‘aide-de-camp’ for The Mamas & The Papas.

Jerry Yester Record producer, musician, co-founding member of The Modern Folk Quartet as well as a member of a later incarnation of The Lovin’ Spoonful, and friend of the group.

Nurit Wilde Photographer and close friend of the group members in Canada, New York and California.

Mark Volman Co-founder of The Turtles. Friend of the group, particularly Cass Elliot.

Stephen Sanders (“The Bomber”) Boyhood and lifetime friend of Cass Elliot, filmmaker/photographer and eventually early road manager of The Mamas & The Papas.

James Hendricks Songwriter/musician. Co-founder of both The Big Three and The Mugwumps (with Cass Elliot and Denny Doherty), friend of the group.

Kim Fowley Notorious Los Angeles music gadfly, manager, record producer, and songwriter.

Bones Howe Legendary Los Angeles recording engineer and producer. Engineered all of the early Mamas & Papas recordings.

Steve Barri Dunhill Records in-house songwriter, musician and record producer.

Joe Osborne Los Angeles-based session bass guitarist. Performed on most of The Mamas & The Papas recordings.

Hal Blaine Los Angeles-based session drummer. Performed on most of The Mamas & The Papas recordings. The most recorded pop musician of all time.

P. F. Sloan Legendary Los Angeles-based singer/songwriter, as well as in-house Dunhill Records session musician and record producer. Performed on many of The Mamas & The Papas early recordings.

Lou Adler Legendary Los Angeles record and film producer and song publisher. Co-owner of Dunhill Records, he produced all of The Mamas & The Papas early records from 1965–68.

Bud Shank Los Angeles-based jazz flute player, as well as one of the architects of Los Angeles “Cool Jazz”. Performed the flute solo on “California Dreamin’.”

Larry Knechtel Los Angeles-based session keyboardist and bassist. Performed on most of The Mamas & The Papas records.

Guy Webster Los Angeles-based photographer and music publisher. Shot all of The Mamas & The Papas album covers, 1966-67.

Donovan: Legendary Irish folk and rock singer/songwriter.

Graham Nash Co-founder of The Hollies and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. Close friend of Cass Elliot.

Rodney Bingenheimer Los Angeles disc jockey and entertainment gadfly.

Ann Marshall Close friend of all of the individual Mamas & Papas, and member of the extended family.

Jill Gibson Singer and painter, she replaced Michelle Phillips in the group briefly in 1966.

Ray Manzarek Keyboardist and co-founding member of The Doors; performed on a 1966 Mamas & Papas studio recording before his band got signed.

Gus Duffy Co-founder of Webster’s New Word, who briefly toured with The Mamas & The Papas.

Al Kooper Musician, singer/songwriter, film/television composer, record producer, founding member of The Blues Project and Blood, Sweat & Tears. Assistant stage manager at Monterey Pop.

Marilyn Wilson Ex-wife of Beach Boys architect, Brian Wilson.
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Chase the Rising Sun


PART ONE

Alexandria, Virginia . . . John, Cass, Scott MacKenzie . . . The Smoothies . . . Hi-Lo’s/jazz influences . . . Dick Weissman . . . Dancing in the Streets of Greenwich Village . . . The Big Three . . . Agents can’t be trusted . . . Strange Young Girls at The Hungry i . . . If you’re goin’ to San Francisco . . .



Cass Elliot: John and I were from the same hometown. I had never met John, although I had heard about him. John is a few years older than myself, and he was a few years ahead of me in school. John had been singing around in our area for several years in various groups. He had a group called The Smoothies, I remember, when we were in high school.

John Phillips: I can’t write a note on paper, it’s just that I know a lot about music. I spent most of my life on street corners, singing.

Scott Mackenzie: Cass was from the same town we were, and we never met her in Alexandria, Virginia. She lived like a quarter of a mile from me, and I never met her until New York.

John Phillips: Her father had a deli there. I remember her as a little, chubby girl, with the stained apron on, behind the counter. We were sort of infamous in that area, and when she got to New York, she knew who we were, but we didn’t know who she was.

Scott Mackenzie: Ramsey Alley in Alexandria, Virginia. I think I was about fifteen and John was twenty-five. He was having one of his famous two-week-long parties or something, I don’t know. I don’t know how I ended up there. But he was sitting in the corner of a room with a guitar and I said, “Hi. How you doing?” He says, “Can you sing?” I said, “Yeah.” He says, “Sit down and sing this part. And that’s what he’s been doing ever since, telling me what part to sing.

John Phillips: It’s sort of a passion of mine. If people can sing, I think, “Well, let’s sing something. You sing this part and I’ll sing this part.”

John Stewart: Back in the ’50s when he had The Smoothies with Scott, he was writing things that sounded like The Lettermen. And then later when folk music came along, he got it and started writing those songs, and was able to pull it off. Just amazing . . .

Scott MacKenzie: He’s only three years older than I am, and he had been singing since he was a kid and wanting to have vocal groups all over the place. He knew from the time he was about ten years old. We were in several vocal groups together in Alexandria. You know, the local kids on the corner, the doo-wop. Although, we were more jazz—tried to be more jazz.

Clark Burroughs: A lot of people thought of us (The Hi-Lo’s) as a ‘group’s group.’ We didn’t have a lot of commercial success. The things that we did that probably influenced John, was that we were doing four-part harmony. Nobody was really doing that, everyone was doing three-part, and our four-part went back to the big-band jazz days. The doo-wop singer would occasionally stick one extra note in, a fourth part. We would just grab the whole chord and just run all over the place. It wasn’t any big deal for us to do four or five parts, because we had come from a whole other different place. But we did have kind of a special, sibling blend. We were kind of the last gasp of the big band thing.

Jazz and folk music are kind of so far apart, and yet in a certain sense so close together. With folk and country music, it’s the people that are what’s important, and it’s the heart—folks getting together and singing songs that they like. With jazz, its digging the way the music goes, and it doesn’t matter much what the lyric is, so long as the music has the heart.

John Phillips: Hi-Lo’s, Four Freshmen, The Modernaires. Paula Kelly and The Modernaires. The first time I heard those kinds of chords sung. And I always liked the sound of men and women singing together, like in church or at work or whatever. I always thought that kind of very moving. That’s what we ended up with The Mamas & The Papas, as a matter of fact, to get that choral blend like that. I really admired The Hi-Lo’s harmony and The Four Freshmen’s harmony and Modernaires, people like that. So we started off that way. And that’s what eventually led to The Mamas & The Papas’ sound. We were drawn to jazz, because we were sort of beatniks, really, rather than hippies, or whatever, flower children. So we wanted to sing modern harmonies, like Lambert, Hendrix, and Ross. Dave Lambert did a lot of our arrangements for us, as a matter of fact. I don’t know if you remember Dave, the father of bebop, he’s called. At that time we were The Smoothies. And we had always played guitars and banjos and things, and Scott and I, the survivors of The Smoothies, Bill Cleary and Michael Ren, threw the whole thing up in the air and said “forget it.” We put an ad in the local newspaper, The Village Voice, for banjo/guitar players. A fellow, Dick Weissman showed up, answering the ad. And he turned out to be about the world’s virtuoso banjo player, and still is.

Scott MacKenzie: Pete Seeger used to send—I believe I’m right on this—he used to send tapes to Dick for his opinion and everything and they would get together and talk and play banjo together. More than one airport, they’d sit on the luggage carousel or whatever and take out their banjos and play together.

Dick Weissman: The first time I met John was in, I think, 1960. He was in The Smoothies. The Smoothies had a contract with Decca. John had a girlfriend in the Village, and he wandered down to The Folklore Center, which along with McCabe’s in L.A. was the first acoustic music store in the United States. It was run by this guy Izzy Young. He told him that he needed a couple of people who understood guitar and banjo to play on this record they were making. Frankly, John didn’t know much about all this. He had heard The Kingston Trio, and I think John’s reaction—and some people think this may be arrogant, but I think it’s pretty accurate—was, “Hey, I can do that . . .” So, Izzy was a good friend of mine, and in some ways a bit of a mentor for me, and he told John, “You need to contact this guy named Weissman.”

I was living uptown at the time, and John called me up. I was at Columbia graduate school, where I was studying sociology and playing in sessions and stuff, mostly banjo. So, we met and we liked each other and he said, “I want you to play on this thing, but we need another guy too.” So, I brought in my friend, Eric Weisberg. The session that we played on was contracted by this bass player named Sandy Block, and I knew him from sessions. There were other players, like Don Arnoon, who was a big session electric guitar player, sort of like a Tommy Tedesco. Anyway, Sandy later told me that he thought that this was the first big folk session in New York, meaning that it integrated people like Eric and myself, kinda with some of these more standard studio guys . . . I think we did four tunes at two sessions. I don’t think this stuff ever came out on Decca, for whatever reason. But John and I started to become friends and we started hanging out together quite a bit. It was really kind of funny, because I would take him to parties in the Village, which even though I lived uptown, most of the people I knew were in the Village.

Cass Elliot: And in that group was Scott MacKenzie, so Scott and John had worked together for some time. Then Scott and John put a group together called The Journeymen, and they worked around for a while.

Dick Weissman: We started to rehearse at my place, which was on 106th Street, between Amsterdam and Columbus in lower Harlem. John moved in to the place. It was a five room flat, and I think the three of us were paying $110.00 a month. We rehearsed for six weeks, about eight hours a day. It was probably the most intense rehearsal that I’ve ever done. We went through Billboard magazine, and we targeted about six record companies. We were only doing a couple of John’s songs at that point, the ones that are on the first Journeymen album: “Soft Blows The Summer Wind” and “Ride, Ride, Ride”. John called these record companies up, and our rap was, “We don’t want to make a demo; we’re all experienced musicians, we’ve done a lot of studio stuff—we want to sing for you live.” The only one who would listen was MGM. The other ones said that they’d listen to a tape, but they didn’t do live auditions anymore. This is 1961 now.

We went in to MGM and sang for them, and they really liked us, and the guy said, “We’re interested in doing a deal.” The chief A&R guy was a guy named Danny Davis, who was later Danny Davis and The Nashville Brass. Trumpet player. Good musician, actually, and a pretty nice guy. So we thought we had a record deal, but now we needed a booking agent, so we went through Billboard, and there was this agency called I.T.A.—International Talent. They had booked The Kingston Trio, The Brothers Four, and later they booked Peter, Paul & Mary. John called them up, and we went down and sang for them. What happened next was like the scene from “Viva Zapata,” where Zapata is being arrested by these Mexican ‘gendarmes,’ and he’s in the middle of nowhere, but suddenly dozens and dozens of people appear from the hills. That’s what I.T.A. was like. We started auditioning for two or three people, and suddenly people were coming out of the offices, and suddenly there were 15–20 people there! They loved it, because we had this interesting balance. John had all of this charisma—they didn’t know about the writing thing yet—John had the personality, Scott had the voice, and I could play. If you think about it, all of these bands like The Kingston Trio, The Brothers Four, nobody could really sing, and nobody could really play, relatively speaking. We went with them, and unfortunately for us, Rene Cardenas was there, and he became our manager, along with Frank Werber. Frank has an interesting prospective on John; I think he was always a little afraid of John! He thought that John was a loose cannon. And it’s true, from Frank’s point of view. They signed us.

Frank Werber: Some years back, I had taken in a partner to help me keep on top of all this shit. His name was Rene Cardenes. He handled the publishing, and also found talent. One of the groups that he found was John Phillips and The Journeymen. We funded them and got them jobs. We got them the deal with Capitol. We sort of put that together, and Rene sort of took that and ran with it. We had a run with them for a while, about two years. I got involved because Rene had limited experience in dealing with artists.

Dick Weissman: We were sort of at a stalemate with MGM, because they said, “We don’t hear any hits in your stuff, and we want hits . . .” They brought a lot of Broadway songwriters in front of us, and we didn’t like any of their stuff, and we didn’t feel that they were even close to knowing where we were at. Finally we had a showdown. Rene went in and said, “We want a $5,000 promotional guarantee and a two album deal . . .” Back in those days, you wanted to do a two album deal, because it didn’t take a long time to make an album. This other guy, Chip Vienneau, who had come into the picture, looked at me straight in the face and said, “You’ll never get a deal like that in the record business.” Ten minutes later we were at Capitol, auditioning live for Andy Wiswell, who was East Coast A&R and later produced the first two Journeyman albums. He got on the phone with Voyle Gilmore, who was on the West Coast, and he told him what we wanted, two albums, etc. and you could hear on the other end of the line, “Okay, that’s no problem . . .” So, that’s how we got our deal.

We were pretty together at the time, because we had done all of this intense rehearsal. Scott, by the way, was living in the Albert Hotel in the Village. He wasn’t living uptown with John & I. We went in and recorded out first album for Capitol at their studios on 46th Street. Meanwhile, Cardenas and Werber got us a gig at The Hungry i, in San Francisco. Before this, we had done a television show in Canada called “This World In Music,” or something like that. That was a big gig, and we were pretty excited because it was a big CBC production. Probably the best TV stuff we ever did. We also did gigs in New York—I had some contacts and we did gigs at Folk City and The Second Fret in Philadelphia. And we finished the album.

I remember one thing, this funny memory . . . John was kind of a rough kid, and John wanted to have a fight with this guy, and he kind of insulted him. He might have been a little bit drunk. But anyway, I had to sit down with John and explain to him that this is not the way we do things here in The Village! “Maybe you’d do that in Virginia Beach, but not up here. We don’t do the fighting thing in the Village. If you wanna go uptown, you can get in as many fights as you want to.”

Henry Diltz: John Phillips was a big hero of mine, when he had a group called The Journeymen. They also had a great banjo player named Dick Weissman. Great banjo player. I saw The Journeymen at The Troubadour, when I had just come over here from Hawaii with The Modern Folk Quartet. They were just so great. John had also been a songwriting buddy of John Stewart, who was a good friend of mine, so I heard a lot about John Phillips from Stewart.
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Jim Mason: I met John in 1961, and I knew of The Journeymen, because I booked them, I think in ‘62 at a college spring break social event. I was Student Council Social Guide or something at Kellogg Community College in Battle Creek, Michigan.

What attracted me to The Journeymen was that after I first heard their recordings, I thought that they had an amazing vocal blend. I thought they were very sophisticated as singers and just in terms of vocal ideas, for being a ‘folk group’. I later learned that they had a jazz background, and they got into being a folk group because it was very trendy in the early ’60s, and it was an easier way for them to make a living as opposed to being a jazz group. They were incredible live. They were a dress-alike, matching shirts and blazers, skinny ties group . . . very professional. The thing I remember from this show is that I’d never seen anybody take their vocal performance so seriously. They were warming up backstage, and John had all of them doing vocal exercises; one thing in particular that’s pretty famous called “Seiber Syllables”—it’s a series of vocal exercises where you enunciate different vowel and consonant sounds. It had the effect of clearing your head, and it’s something that really good, operetta singers do. I thought these guys were really slick and very professional; this is a folk group doing that! I was privy to be backstage during the warm-up. I just thought these guys were so cool . . .

My little group got to hang with them, and we got to play a few tunes with them after the show and had a few drinks and things. It was fun. John was a fun guy to hang out with. He was ‘Mr. Charm’, like the social director, and obviously the leader. He was very outgoing, very pleasant, and very charming.

Dick Weissman: Then we went out to California, and we did the gigs at The Hungry i. We started in January, and then it moved into February. John moved Suzie, his wife, and his kids, Jeff and Laura—or MacKenzie, as she’s known—out there. They were living in Mill Valley. We were making about $1,500 a week, which for us, was a lot of money. After commissions, we would each take home about $300, which was not bad for 1961. And it was there that John met Michelle.

Michelle Phillips: I used to sing in church. My grandfather was a minister, so I used to sing there. But I never had any ambition to be a singer, I never wanted to get up on-stage. I didn’t have that burning desire to pursue a career of any kind, actually. I was modeling in New York when John suggested that I join the group, and I laughed in his face. He said, “No, no, really . . . you’re gonna sing because it costs too much to keep you on the road.” For me, it was a lot of work to learn really how to sing in a group, and I really had to learn how to do it practically overnight. First we had the group with Marshall Brickman on banjo, but only for a very short period time. But everything that I was doing was new to me. I had never been on television before, and we were doing a television show. I had never been on stage before and it was freaking me out. And having to really learn how to sing, how to blend, how to remember my parts. Just everything! I had to learn everything.

Russell Gilliam: She certainly hadn’t sung much, and I remember it was very traumatic for her. At that point, Marshall Brickman was in The New Journeymen. Apparently, some people were making fun of Michelle’s singing abilities, and John arranged for her to take some singing lessons from a very famous voice teacher in New York, and he really taught her how to project and how to sing on key.

Dick Weissman: John had met Michelle at the Hungry i. I think that she decided that he was ‘the one,’ and he was kind of enamored of her. This left him in a very difficult position, because he had moved his family out there. You know, you didn’t ask people what they were doing in those days. I was too busy figuring out what I was gonna do. Scott was the same way; we weren’t worrying too much about what John was doing. We didn’t get the feeling that John needed too much help, anyway.

John Stewart: As soon as John came out to San Francisco with The Journeymen, he was playing the Hungry i, and the next thing I knew, he was with Michelle. I would go over to his house when Mackenzie and his older son, Jeffery were there. He’d come in about noon, after being out all night with Michelle . . . The kids were sitting there having peanut butter sandwiches, and Suzie his wife was there . . . I was in a very distant marriage at the time, so I fully understood the appeal of Michelle, yeah! She was 16 or 17 years old, and just loved John. They were inseparable.

Michelle Phillips: I have to tell you that when I first met John Phillips, I met someone who was so decent, and such a fine human being. He exuded that. He was a very, very good man. He cared about his family, and he cared about his music very, very deeply.

Dick Weissman: I was probably a little bit moralistic and a little appalled. It wasn’t that I was especially close to Suzie, but I realized that he had two kids, and I thought, “What the fuck is he doing?” But I would talk to Michelle and I was friendly with her. To be honest with you, she seemed to me like a teenage Hollywood starlet, and that was not my particular world. I didn’t have any particular impression of her, and John didn’t seem like the kind of guy who had any trouble finding girlfriends. But I couldn’t quite figure out what he saw in her. Part of it, I’m sure was her persistence. Michelle’s a pretty ambitious person, and she’s pretty good at getting what she wants, and probably in that sense, was way mature beyond her years. I think she was 17 or 18 at the time. Rusty, her sister, was around then, too. She was hanging around with Scott at the time, and I liked Rusty quite a bit.

Russell Gilliam: Because of the way that we were brought up, the age difference between John and Michelle wasn’t an issue. You have to remember that my father was dating girls who were a lot younger than he was, and he was already on his fourth marriage by then. By the time she was living with John, I was dating and living with Scott MacKenzie.
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Michelle and Russell Gilliam, Mexico, late 1950s.
Courtesy of Michelle Phillips.

Cyrus Faryar: She had grown up in Mexico, and had had a childhood upbringing that was not conventional. Both Michelle and her sister, Russell, were both cut from a different cloth. Rather bohemian.

Russell Gilliam: I had so much fun with John. We would stay up all night long singing and laughing. At one point, John wanted to actually put me in a group with Scott. It was going to be Scott, John, Michelle and me, I believe, and we were going to be dressed in this very pure . . . like, the girls were going to dress like these Puritan wives, and it was going to be rock & roll and roll and country!

Eric Hord: I met Michelle first when I was playing at The Ash Grove in L.A. I was playing with Judy Henske at the time, and I think that Sonny and Brownie were also on the bill. She was hanging out with Carmine Paz, who was this Cuban girl. They always showed up when Bud and Travis played. The Ash Grove was a real artists’ club, and on any given night, you would see Bud and Travis, Henske, Lightnin’ Hopkins, all of ‘em, hangin’ out. This would be ’58, ’59. After that, I made it to New York with this group called The Highland Three, and then we played in Minneapolis at a club called The Padded Cell, and that’s where I met John, when he was playing with The Journeymen. Later on back at the hotel, John and I started talking, and saw some kind of potential in me, and he told me that if I was ever free to give him a call, because he was using guitar players all of the time. Basically, the one thing he wanted from me was that when we would get together, I’d sit down and explain guitar chords to him, and what went to this, and what went to that—the relationships between the chords. So that’s the first time I met him . . .
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David Crosby: I met Cass when she was in the Big Three, and they were on tour with us on a terrible tour back in nineteen hundred and frozen to death . . . 1963, I think, and she was a pal. We stayed friends for a very long time, because she was without a doubt one of the funniest and nicest people I’ve ever met in my life. It just was one of my best friendships, ever. I knew Denny earlier, when he was in a group called The Halifax Three, who were playing in the folk circuit, and I had run into them there. I liked him too, I thought he was a wonderful guy. A bit of a drunk, but a very funny drunk. I only knew Michelle from a distance, and thought she was a tremendously attractive girl. You know, she was everybody’s idea of what it was to be good-looking. All of us wanted her desperately.

Russell Gilliam: John wanted Michelle to move with him to New York. I remember I had to buy her a coat. John wanted her to come to New York with a coat, so I bought her one and got her on the plane. After that, I went to college and went back to live with my father. I didn’t hear much from them for a while . . .


PART TWO

Halifax Denny . . . good fortune at the pawn shop . . . Damon Runyon & The Colonels . . . The Halifax Three . . . John & Michie in California . . . The Big Three . . . Denny & Zally sing for their supper to puking teens . . . gettin’ kinda itchy . . . Wavy Gravy stops the party . . . Whatcha Gonna Do . . .



Denny Doherty: I was working in a hockshop, and we used to take in a lot of instruments. One night on a dare, I went up and sang at a local rink. This guy stopped into the hockshop the next day, and said that he heard me sing, and would I be interested in fronting a band in Spryfield, Nova Scotia, playing weddings and dances and shit? And I said, ‘Sure, why not?!’ That was The Hepsters . . . before there was ‘hip’, there was ‘hep’—and you had to be a ‘hepcat,’ daddy . . . Oh, man . . . this is 1956 . . . Little Richard had just come out, and everyone was shocked, stunned . . . we loved him.

In this hockshop there were all of these sort-of Damon Runyon characters. It was the underworld, man. We all drove these big cars and were wearing diamonds and watches. Of course, all of this stuff had all been taken in hock. So, from that, and being able to sing, and being asked to sing and hanging out at the jazz clubs where The Hepsters—those finger poppin’ daddies’—were hangin’ out. There was a pretty good jazz scene up there, because there were a lot of military bases.

There was a guy, Pat Le Croix, who was in a group called The Colonials. He went to Westlake School of Music in Los Angeles. He had come back from L.A., then bummed around Europe, playing jazz little coffeehouses there, and wound up back in Halifax. I met him in the jazz club, and the other guy was playing folk music, because you could make a living playing that at the time. So that was The Colonials. We were trying to make a living as an act. It was more show biz oriented than anything related to folk. Folk music just happened to be what was going on at the time. If it hadn’t been folk music, I probably would have wound up playing bass in a rock & roll band. That didn’t happen. What happened was folk music got real popular with The Kingston Trio, The Brothers Four and The Travelers and The Weavers and everything. It had all changed. But, there was nowhere to work. We had played all of the fraternities, the local coffeehouses, and we had a 15-minute television series on local TV but that was like, end of ’59, early 1960. So, we had exhausted these avenues, so it was, “What do we do next?”

One of the guys in the group, he and his wife had been to Montreal . . . as a bullwhip act. He’s telling us that we’ve got to go to Montreal. We’re saying, “What the fuck are you talking about? Montreal?” He said that there are about 300-plus nightclubs that are open until four in the morning featuring every kind of entertainment; dancing bears, fire-eaters . . . everything you saw on the Sullivan show? That was performing in Montreal in the late ’50s and early ’60s. Wide open town, and that’s where we headed with our folk group; because if it was popular at the time, we could get into some clubs. And we did.

We left town in an MG. One of the guys had an MG, a two-seater. He cut the back off this car and stuck a Studebaker back end on there! A ’47 Studebaker back on an MG . . . I think he was trying to make it look like a Jaguar. All he made it into was this weird-fucking-bug thing. You had to get into a pre-natal position to sit in the back. We arrived in Montreal, but on the way, the push rod broke, and we had to sell one of the guitars in order to get one. So, when we got to Montreal we had about thirty five cents, and we were looking for gigs . . . We eventually got a gig at this coffeehouse, where the owner put us up upstairs, gave us food and lodging and ten bucks apiece a week, which wasn’t bad. Then we could also get work at other clubs, so were running up and down St. Catherine Street. We were doing all of these folk songs like “All My Trials, Lord” and “Call The Wind Mariah.” I turned 21 in Montreal, and then we went to Toronto, so Montreal was our way out of Halifax. We played Toronto and eventually went down to New York. We had a pretty good sound. We all sang, and we all knew harmony.
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Peter Pilafian: I had just arrived on the West Coast. I was playing upright bass and some fiddle; I was mainly a violin player. Mostly folk stuff. I was a roommate of Chris Hillman’s, and in the early days of The Byrds, these were the guys I was hanging out with. I just came out to California to see what was happening—a little bit of surfing, a little bit of drugs, everything. One of the girls that was hanging out was Russell Gilliam, and her and I kinda hit it off and started spending a lot of time together, and eventually started living together. There seemed to be a changing of apartments every few months, and people writing songs in the bedroom, taking drugs in the living room, that kind of thing.

It was because of Russell that I got involved with them. We went up to San Francisco a few times, and we went to New York once, and John and Michelle had a little apartment in Greenwich Village. John and I immediately got along very, very well. We were all friends during this period, and Michelle was taking singing lessons from a lady in San Francisco. So it was during this period of transition that John decided to bring Michelle into the group and form the more ‘decorative’ Journeymen, The New Journeymen.

I remember that John was very sincere. Very warm, open and sincere. He loved his music, and he loved the songs. It was so comfortable and inspiring to sit with him in a room. He always had his guitar, and was always singing songs, and there was such a warmth in that. There was also a real sincerity in that. He didn’t seem phony or contrived; his music came from a really deep place, and there was a lot of clarity in his music because of that. He knew so many songs, and had such a phenomenal memory and a grasp for things. Consequently, he was able to work the nuances, which as a musician it was very delightful and impressive to be around that kind of talent. That’s what led, of course, to his ability to construct those four-part harmonies. He had such a grasp of the basic music that he could embellish and expand it.

Michelle had a kind of personality that she still retains, a general sort of good-heartedness, a cheerfulness and a positive attitude. Like a shining light; a happiness about people, about life. That never seemed artificial. She just looked at the good side of things. I certainly didn’t identify this at the time, necessarily—I was just a drug-talking hippie kid! But I definitely responded to both of them, and always had a good time with them. We got along really well. Also the openness at that time to bring people into the circle. I never felt that I needed to go through a baptism or challenge to prove myself.

Music was more prevalent than conversation, in a way. Like right now—we’re sitting here talking—but in these cases, John would have a guitar, and we’d be sitting and fiddling with tunes. And if there were people around, like, say, Michelle, he’d say, “Here, sing this part.” It was a good, loose environment, and consequently led to a lot of creativity, and things were thrown into becoming songs.

Barry McGuire: The first time I met Cass was at Fordham University. She was in The Big Three at the time with Tim Rose and Jim Hendricks. Sometimes you meet people that you have an instant affinity with, and it was certainly that way with Cass, it was awesome. We just looked at each other and went, “boing!” and we were friends. And through her I met Denny Doherty down in The Village, and Zal Yanovsky and John Sebastian—they were all kinds hangin’ together. It was always a lot of fun, and a lot of laughs. It was just a fun, exciting time with music just floating in every direction. Then I met John and Michelle on the road one time when they had The New Journeymen when I was in The New Christy Mistrels. John knew a friend of mine, Art Podell.

Jerry Yester: I met Cass around the time of The Big Three; she was friends with my wife, Judy Henske. When Judy was playing somewhere in the Village, Cass would usually drop by the dressing room and say hello.

Cyrus Faryar: That first Big Three album had a fantastic cover, which was done in the style that was to become known as ‘Pop-Art’; it had a great photo and the design was very cubistic. I think on that album, Cass sang “Wild Women Get The Blues”—one of her all-time greats.

Henry Diltz: I met Cass a little later in New York when she was a member of The Mugwumps, so this must have been around ’64. Zal Yanovsky and Jim Hendricks were in the band, and John Sebastian would sit in and play blues harp with them. I remember that they were practicing at the Albert Hotel. My roommate was Eric Jacobson, who produced some Mugwumps stuff, and later produced The Spoonful. So I saw them around The Village at clubs about this time.

Cyrus Faryar: We were in the Village, and the MFQ were in transit to becoming a folk-rock band, and we were all sort-of hanging out. Cass had a friend named Muffy, and they were hanging out a lot together, and I remember that they had gone to Coney Island and she had got her hair caught in a ferris wheel or something, and they came back with all of these heavy stories.

This was around the time when people were taking acid and you had to talk them out of jumping off buildings because they thought they could fly. But mostly it was about the music, and at the time there was a lot of talent floating around . . . and the beauty of that moment was that everyone was accessible to everyone then. It was tribal, kind of. Very friendly. No one was locked really hard into any one group or identity. People shared their talent. If someone had a particular kind of voice that you wanted to use, if they were in town, they’d happily come over.

Denny Doherty: While our band was in New York, we changed our name to The Halifax Three, and we went on tour. Folk music was dying, Kennedy was assassinated, and that’s where I met Cass; on that tour. John, Michelle, Scott, and Dick Weissman were The Journeymen, and Cass was The Big Three. Everybody in the world was workin’ on something. David Crosby was singin’ in Les Baxter’s fuckin’ ‘Balladeers.’ John Denver was in The Chad Mitchell Trio, and Jim McGuinn was playing banjo for Chad Mitchell.
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