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Maroon Bells from Maroon Lake Trail in summer. Photo courtesy Lowell Norman.
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“Bliss!” Photo courtesy John Denver photo archive.






PROLOGUE

It should have been an uneventful flight. We took off from Aspen around noon on a beautiful late-summer day. The skies were clear, and the winds were calm; the kind of day in the Rockies that makes you want to go fishing or hiking, a get-out-and-do kind of day. But my time in the mountains was over, and I was heading home to my sea-level life in California.

My boss, John Denver, decided to chauffeur me east to Denver’s Stapleton Field himself, as he was eager for some alone time in his Cessna 210 and had an open day ahead of him. It was also a thoughtful gesture that spared me from checking in and sitting around the Aspen airfield waiting for the commuter flight to arrive. I was seated in the copilot’s seat, while John’s son, Zak, who couldn’t have been more than five, and his nanny were sitting in the back.

The takeoff was smooth, and as we made our turn east you could see the high peaks of Maroon Bells and range after range of mountains beyond. As I settled in to enjoy the view for the hour-long flight, we climbed slowly to an elevation of about 10,000 feet, passing mountain summits that didn’t seem all that far below us. All was smooth and quiet.

A half hour into the flight, we crossed a mountain range and came into a huge valley—it was like a big bowl with high peaks all around. The day had gotten warmer, and the air was less stable, so as we crossed the valley, we were hit with wild wind gusts. The plane began to bounce like a Jeep bumping along rocky roads. I was harnessed tightly in my seat, but the sudden air pocket drops and turbulence caused me to hit my head on the plane’s ceiling.

The wings flapped like a bird’s, and I began to get squeamish. It had gotten noisy in the cabin, the engine working harder and the wind whistling outside. John looked over and sensing my concern, yelled over the noise: “It can get a lot more uncomfortable for us before it ever gets uncomfortable for the plane.” Somehow, that was enough to settle my nerves. It was crazy bumpy, yes, but just over the next ridge was the city of Denver and smoother skies. If the plane could take it, then so could I. It was just a matter of hanging on for a few more minutes.

And then as we flew over the last peak, there was the city, sprawled out before us like a big welcome mat. Our airspeed picked up as we began our smooth descent. I looked in the back seat and saw young Zak, who hadn’t made a peep during the rough part of the trip, sleeping on his nanny’s lap. For him, it was just another outing with Dad.

And for me, it was yet another adventure with my employer and friend, John Denver. There would be lots of them in the twenty-five years we worked and traveled together. Sometimes those days would be smooth as glass, and other times so rough I thought about bailing out. But even in difficult times, those of us who loved John, and believed in what he was about, had faith he would always pilot us home safely.
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Because most of the crowd was already seated by midafternoon, Red Rocks concertgoers were treated to what became a minishow during sound check. Photo courtesy Lowell Norman.






INTRODUCTION We Were Expecting You


I was twenty-two years old in 1973, fresh out of college and working at an audio-visual company in Los Angeles. I lived in a big house with seven roommates in Huntington Beach, and each one of us had a pile of LPs– an eclectic array of musical styles. Pop, rock, folk, country, surf—it was all there.

One of the roommates had a new album by someone I hadn’t heard of before. His voice was pure and clean, a perfect match for the songs about the natural world he sang about. There were strings in some of the arrangements, which was different from what was being heard on the radio then. The singer couldn’t be compared to anyone else. His style and message were unique.

The record was called Farewell Andromeda, an album full of songs that painted pictures in my mind as I listened. Indeed, the album cover itself was a beautiful piece of artwork that included an eagle, a deer, other wildlife, and the bespectacled mountain man singer. Who was this guy?

The title song was getting radio play at the time, and it was named for our nearest galactic neighbor, the galaxy that occupies space in the universe a mere two and a half million light-years from our Milky Way.

There was a warm feeling in the music here, in both the words and the melody. I was transfixed, so much so that I began to write out scripts of what I would do visually with the songs I was listening to. It was the first time I had done such an exercise. Music videos were still almost a decade away, but I was an audiovisual guy and a visual thinker. It was how my mind worked.

I showed the scripts to one of my roommates. She thought they were good and suggested that I show them to someone. To whom? The artist? Fat chance. I didn’t have a clue how to go about that, or how I would get my ideas in front of that guy on the record. So, I just put them aside.

Around that time, I found myself unable to work on a particular audiovisual job because I wasn’t yet in the union. As a result, my employer was happy to lend me to another company for a project out on the road with some singer who had filmed projection in his show. This trading of tech workers between competitors was common in those days. It sounded like a fun project to me, especially since it involved visual content synched up with live music, just as I had been doodling at home.

The film footage did not represent a narrative to go with each song, but rather a means of taking the listener into the world of the artist. The concerts at my new temp job were happening in big cities, and the imagery would take the urban dwellers in the audience out of the city and directly into the mountains, streams, rivers, and skies of which the musician so frequently sang.

And then, as fate would have it, I discovered I’d be working for that guy, the Farewell Andromeda guy whose record had inspired my homemade scripts. It seemed an extraordinary coincidence, but in retrospect, perhaps not. Everything I had done to that moment seemed like an education—and an opportunity—to get me to this moment.

So, I boarded a plane with forty bucks in my pocket. No credit card, no traveler’s checks. I was headed to join the concert tour and flew to Ohio for one show at Blossom Music Center, just outside of Akron. Now twenty-three, I figured if anything went wrong, I’d just settle down in Ohio, since I had no way back.

Blossom Music Center was in the village of Cuyahoga Falls, which bordered Kent. I mention this to put a political context to my story. It was at Kent State University three years earlier, on May 4, 1970, when members of the Ohio National Guard fired into a crowd of demonstrators with live ammunition, killing four and wounding nine Kent State students. When I first started traveling with John, the Vietnam War, although winding down, was still in operation. American boys were being killed while the North Vietnamese and American diplomats were arguing over a peace settlement in Paris—an argument then in its second full year. It would be another year before President Nixon resigned. Campus demonstrations against the war, mostly aimed at Nixon and his stubborn policy of “peace with honor,” were still front-page news.
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John in the studio recording the vocal tracks for his Earth Songs album. Photo courtesy Janel Pahl.



If you lived through those years and the political uncertainties and turmoil of that time, with all the strident voices shouting over each other, it’s not hard to see how a generation took to one young tenor voice that carried a similar message and warning, but with a tone that rose above because it was softer and truer. John spoke the same message at that time and in that place, but in terms that were easier to hear and absorb. Now, at this first show in Cuyahoga Falls, the audience would be young adults, mostly students from nearby Kent State University.

When I got to the Holiday Inn, I started looking for my contact, tour manager Kris O’Connor. Walking down the hallway, I passed a man who looked like a musician and asked him if he happened to know where Kris O’Connor might be.

He said, “Yeah, he’s right in this room right here. You must be Lowell. We were expecting you. Do you want to go miniature golfing with us? We’ll get something to eat later. I’m John.”

It was both an introduction and demonstration of exactly who John Denver was: friendly, unpretentious, extroverted, a little childlike, and easy to get to know. I liked him immediately.

John was famous on the radio but not yet on television, so no one recognized him—not even me, who only knew him from the art on the front of Farewell Andromeda. In those days he could go through an airport just like anyone else. It wouldn’t be long before that would change.

John led me into the hotel room where the band was rehearsing. The air was thick with smoke from a joint being passed around—a fitting first moment in the music business. A few minutes later, we were all packed in a station wagon on our way to play miniature golf and find someplace to eat. It seemed I was already part of the family.

This is the way it was. If John liked you, he had a way of including you and making you feel like you were important—part of something bigger. He might have written the songs and sung them from center stage, but we were all part of the mission to deliver the music and its message to anyone who wanted to hear it.

The travel group at that time was small: John, tour manager Kris O’Connor, guitarist Steve Weisberg, bass player Dick Kniss, and me. Sometimes soundman Ernie Zeilinger would travel with us, and that was it. Six guys.

By the way, another part of being inducted into the family was getting a road nickname. Kris passed these out, and everyone had one. Steve was “Pokey,” Dick was “Uncle Dick,” and mine was “El Dub” (short for LW—Lowell, get it?). John was usually “JD” or “Junior.” After I was christened with the El Dub nickname, it was rare to hear my actual name out loud. I was treated as a member of the band, and that’s how it would remain when it came to traveling on the musical road I called the Rocky Mountain Highway.

This was the start of my lifelong adventure with John Denver. He would take me to places much greener and more beautiful than the plastic carpeting and little windmills at the miniature golf course outside Akron. There would be mountains, trees, forests, and the jungle lands of every city and concert hall he and our company would play. There would also be adventures, from filming humpback whales to exploring the ancient ruins of Mesa Verde (and, on a video shoot in Africa, having a gun pointed at my head more than once).

Woven through it all was the music and personality of John Denver, a man who transcended his time. The subject matter of his songs alone makes them relevant to future generations concerned about saving the planet. His shows were aspirational for a better world and inspirational for each person who was moved by his music. My stories of our adventures might be from a different era, but I believe the telling of them will bring you a glimpse into a simpler and gentler time. A time when a man’s passionate songs of a better world were celebrated and revered.

You already know the songs. Now here are some stories and pictures to further illuminate the legacy of a world citizen I once knew and who the world celebrated as a singer of songs of nature and hope.
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John during sound check somewhere during our 1980 Japanese tour. Photo courtesy Lowell Norman.






Chapter 1 LADIES AND GENTLEMEN…


The stage is dark, save for a wash of dim blue light. Backstage, John stands alone in a corner tuning his guitar against a wall so he can clearly hear its tone. Everyone knows to leave him alone. This is his meditation before he walks on stage. The band gathers nearby. All is quiet. John hands the guitar to his equipment manager, Steve Voudouris, who will place it on the stage when the band enters. The house lights dim, John takes a last sip of tea, stands up straight, stretches his six-foot frame, and breathes, “Let’s go!”

The band members take their places on stage first to subdued applause. They pick up their instruments and check their tuning. The crowd, anticipating John’s entrance, begins to stir. The band stills and, a moment later, a voice offstage announces, “Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. John Denver!” The stage lights up in hues of orange and flesh pink, so bright you can clearly see the first few rows of the audience wildly cheering—many standing—as John takes center stage. A thousand cameras flash so fast they create a bright steady light, dissipating just as fast, giving way to the action on stage. John picks up his guitar, places the strap over his shoulder, leans into the microphone, and—over the cheering crowd—shouts, “Good evening, Atlanta!” He stands on a thick six-by-six-foot red Persian carpet with two monitors on each side, turns to signal the band, and strums the first few intro bars of “Starwood in Aspen.”

The audience settles in for a night of musical and visual magic.

It takes a lot of work to make a show appear effortless. Just twelve hours earlier, two eighteen-wheel tractor-trailers pulled up to the backstage dock to set up for another show on our 1975 concert tour. Local union stagehands began the hours-long process of unloading and wheeling all the equipment onto the arena floor. In one truck is the “hanging system,” a dozen or more large speakers, each as tall as a man. Two dozen smaller speakers are added and then tied together and hung from the rafters, angled so the entire audience can hear the same sound. The other truck contains all the concert lighting and set pieces that are wheeled onto the forty-by-forty-foot stage. PAR lamps are hung from an overhead truss supported by two towers that sit on either end of the stage. A large lighting control console is positioned in the middle of the audience next to the soundboard, where both will be manned by experienced techs.

Every concert has two separate sound systems—one for the audience and one for the performers. The more sophisticated system, oddly enough, is the latter. Each band member has his own monitor, individually mixed to what he needs to hear. For the bass player, the drums are loudest; for John, his voice and perhaps the piano are loudest, so he knows his voice is in tune. The audio technician controlling the monitor board has to mix the right sounds for each. During the show he stands at the edge of the stage and watches the band like a hawk for signals band members give him regarding the mix on their monitors. He is constantly adjusting to what they hear, but he never seems to have it quite to their satisfaction.

I arrive at the venue by midafternoon for my setup. Stagehands placed the three screens where the films are shown—the biggest one in the middle was fifteen by twelve feet. On each side of that screen is a stained-glass window piece and on the far edges are two more screens, each fourteen by ten feet. There are also plants dotted around to warm up the set and make it feel like you are in the living room of someone’s home. John insisted on the plants being real, but they were always in some stage of dying, and we were constantly replacing them. Finally, we snuck some artificial ones in the back, and he never noticed.

I place the projectors, run the power to them, and fire them up to make sure they are working. (But I still have backups just in case one peters out during the show, which happened on occasion.) I run everything from a special console I had made, a white metal control board with tons of buttons that lit up like a Christmas tree and let me operate all the projectors from one place. I’m done by the time the sound check starts, usually around 5:30.

Like a well-oiled machine, my part of the stage setup is all very smooth. It wasn’t always. My first day working with John about a year and a half earlier was also my introduction to the visual background show I was now responsible for. Background Engineers, the company that had originally sent me out to Ohio with John, had just retired an older gentleman who was having difficulty handling the workload. Kris O’Connor, John’s road manager, had told the company, “Send a new guy or we’ll find another vendor.” My first concert would also be the first time I had seen the John Denver show. I understood the equipment and the concept, and I had a show list given to me by Kris that indicated the songs for which we had visuals, but the show itself was a complete mystery to me. I had not seen any of it, so I would have to learn about it in real time as it unfolded in front of ten thousand people, with only Kris in my headphones to coach me.

Behind John and his band stood three large rear-projection screens. Hidden behind these screens were three scaffold towers on which sat projectors. A large 16mm motion-picture projector was in the center, with slide projectors on either side of it.

My job was to set it all up, run it during appropriate parts of the show, and then, when the show was over, tear it all down, and pack it all up.

I was apprehensive about what surprises I might run into having never seen the show before, but Kris told me it was the smoothest they’d ever had. I’m sure he wondered if it was beginner’s luck, or whether I just had a knack for it. The next concert would tell.

But my mind was at work on something else. When I got to that first show, I discovered my new adopted company’s equipment was in horrible condition, and the quality of the visual effects were nowhere near the quality worthy of John’s concert performance. I asked Kris if I could take the visuals home and work on them before the next show in San Bernardino, California, which was two weeks away.

He said, “Sure, do whatever you want with it.”

This was my opportunity to both add my personal signature to the content for the visual presentation and to impress my new clients with my technical skills at creating a smoother presentation.

What I didn’t realize is it would also get me fired.

The first thing I did in the two weeks between show dates was upgrade much of the slide show. I had been to the Sierras on backpacking trips where I had taken a lot of photos. I thought my scenic photography was more compelling than the images supplied for the show, so I added them. The second thing I did was contact a third-party vendor—actually, a friend of mine—to rent added projectors and dissolve units so that the slide portion of the show moved much more seamlessly.

I could have asked the guys at Background Engineers for the added equipment rental, but I knew in the back of my mind that they would reject it based on budget. So, I used my own money, betting that Kris and John would buy into it after seeing my version of the show, and that I’d be a hero. Well, I got it partly right. Kris and John did indeed like it much better and applauded my initiative and effort. Background Engineers, however, felt differently. I was called in to pick up my pay, which included a pink slip. My dream job working with a touring show full-time was over almost before it began.

I called Kris O’Connor and apologized for any issues my firing might have caused. He told me he was sorry to hear it and needed to call me back. I figured that was that, and I would never hear another word. Time to look for a new job.

Kris called me back within the hour and told me to wait for a call from Background Engineers. They called me moments later and said that perhaps they were a little hasty in firing me, and that I did do a good job for their client. They acknowledged that my heart was in the right place, but my actions regarding the renting of additional equipment from another vendor were both unprofessional and disloyal. I understood and agreed.

What had happened is that Kris had called and told them to hire me back or the John Denver show would go elsewhere. From there on in, I was treated less like a hired hand and more like a partner by Background Engineers. I continued touring with John under their employ for three more months, reworking and adding to the visual show, unencumbered by the rules and constraints of my employer.

At the end of those three months, on a flight back from a concert in the Midwest, John sat down next to me and said, “Come work for me.” I would do what I was already doing and use the few months we were not touring to build our own state-of-the-art projection equipment. He promised to let me work on rebuilding the visual show with new motion-picture elements, larger screens, and more projection. It came with a monthly salary, so I would be paid whether we were on tour or not. I figured, for the first time in my life, I might be looking at a real job that could provide security for a year or two.

I took the show from three projectors to seven—six 35mm slide projectors and one 16mm movie projector—with photographic dissolves on the still-frame shots for six of the projectors, and film footage on the screen in the middle. Kris was knocked out. John, of course, couldn’t see the presentation going on behind him as he sang. But when I showed it to him later at a sound check, he was as impressed as Kris.

Saying yes to the job offer was the easiest decision I ever made. And, as it turns out, the best. The photography I had been doing, the filmmaking classes I had taken in college, and the work for the previous employer all led to this perfect professional fit. It was almost magical. These days, I might have been referred to as a videographer, but that word didn’t even exist then. I was shooting, editing, and projecting 16mm motion-picture film footage. The video revolution was another decade away.

While on tour I coordinated the visual effects; when off the road I purchased equipment and put together the next visual show. I was literally doing what I had been storyboarding at home while listening to Farewell Andromeda just a few months earlier. And, although I didn’t know it, I would be doing those very things for that very singer for a very long time.

At this moment, though, I was satisfied seeing my part of this ’75 show was ready to go. It was time for the sound check.

With the soundboard lit and all the techs in place, John and the band take their places on stage for a sped-up version of the show with only a few bars played of each song—just enough to check the sound of each instrument, test the microphones, and make sure the monitors are angled properly. If there are new songs in the show that night, or ones that hadn’t been played in a while, they’ll rehearse them. But once a tour started, the show’s set list didn’t vary much.

Once on stage for the sound check, John’s routine is always the same. For him, disciplined preparation for the show is important, and those of us who work with him respect the regimen. If the sound check goes without a hitch, the band is offstage in less than thirty minutes.

After the sound check, John heads back to his dressing room. Somedays a massage has been ordered, other days he might play Ping-Pong for a while or just nap, followed by a long, steaming-hot shower while going through his vocal exercises. You can hear these from anywhere backstage: vocal scales and long tones, clicks and occasionally whistles. He then gives himself an old-fashioned shave, with a mug of shaving soap and a brush. He manages his dressing so there is no preshow time standing around in his concert attire, which is always a Western-style shirt by designer Anna Zapp, a pair of tailored dress slacks, and Western boots. He doesn’t sit again until the show is over. On those days, John doesn’t eat anything after breakfast and only dines after the performance. He begins sipping hot tamari tea with a bit of whiskey in it a half hour before showtime and chews several Fisherman’s Friend herb lozenges before going out onstage. Fresh hot tea will be sitting on a stool there, along with more lozenges, a half dozen guitar picks, and the set list. He’s memorized the songs and the order—the list is to remind him what guitar he needs for each. Circling the stool are a half dozen different guitars, a mandolin, and a fiddle. Like fine works of custom art, they nest proudly in their stands at just the right angle for John to grab in the low light between songs. At exact center stage stands his vocal microphone.

The lights from the overhead truss are now glowing with the spotlight on John. The bright wash on the band dims as my three giant screens light up with images. “Starwood in Aspen” is my first film cue of the evening.

From this first song, the audience is taken literally from the crowded streets of the city they live in to the peace and tranquility of the Rocky Mountains. By the end of this first tune and its accompanying film, John welcomes every audience member into his world—one of beauty, nature, and love of life. The highway to this magical place is the music; the vehicle you rode in is the film.

Latecomers aren’t seated from that point until the end of his second song, “Mother Nature’s Son,” which also had film, bringing the audience further into John’s world of the great outdoors. He doesn’t want to interrupt the illusion the audience feels as it is being transported into this world.

Midway through the concert, the band takes a twenty-minute break offstage. John, however, continues standing and performing the entire time—twenty-five to thirty songs total—without a break. Two or three times his tea is replenished by one of his traveling assistants or his road manager.

John’s passion was communication, and that’s what happened over the next two and a half hours between him and his audience. The sense of community that came from the show was what he liked best about music. He believed he was a messenger, that songs weren’t so much written by him as they were interpreted through him. He felt he was simply a conduit for that which wanted or needed to be written. Some songs took months to complete or be fully received. Others came to him like a breeze. “Annie’s Song,” for instance, was conceived on a chairlift and completed by the time he had finished his ski run.

John wasn’t alone in this view, as other songwriters have articulated the process in very much the same way. Legendary Texas songwriter Townes Van Zandt once said of “The Ballad of Ira Hayes” that he wished that one had passed through him instead of its composer, Peter La Farge. It’s the idea that melodies and even lyrics are just out there in the ether waiting to be discovered by the songwriter. If true, then John surely tapped into some magical pathway, because he was writing great songs until the very end.

The encore was usually “This Old Guitar,” a song whose lyrics were perfectly crafted as a personal thank you from John to the people who came and listened to him sing.

After the applause fades away, John walks directly back to his dressing room and changes out of his stage clothes. In later years, dinner, including a good red wine, was always waiting for him in the dressing room. By the time he was done with it, the stage was nearly struck and loaded back in the trucks.

Unlike Elvis Presley, who was already in a car being driven away while his audience was still applauding, John was more accessible. After he changed and ate, he would go out and greet the guests who were hanging out backstage, and he was pretty good at sticking around until everyone was able to enjoy a moment with him. We had three types of backstage passes on most tours: the permanent laminated badges worn by staff, the all-access stick-on pass for local crew and close friends, and the aftershow stick-on pass, which frequently went to the local promoters and members of John Denver fan clubs.

On some dates, backstage was nearly empty; on other dates it was packed with friends and friends of friends. The bigger the city, the crazier it was backstage. Many of his fans brought gifts for John, mostly artwork—the most popular being a portrait of John with an eagle or a hawk. I never knew what John did with them until I was in his home’s wine cellar once, and I saw dozens of these stacked up against a wall. He never hung them on display, but he also clearly didn’t want to just throw them away. He appreciated that a fan had worked hard to create it for him.

There was, of course, another category of fans—the obsessed ones. John’s experience with overly zealous fans was probably mild compared to rock stars of the era, but there was enough of this behavior to be concerned. Security was important even for John.

Some of the female fans had visions and delusions that John was meant to be with them, and nothing would get in their way of making that happen. One of them somehow located my office in Tustin, California. She was so determined that she popped by every month or two in the hopes of seeing John there, which was ludicrous. John never had reason to visit my office. I went to him; he didn’t come to me. I finally had to tell her that if she really wanted to meet him, she was in the wrong state. You just had to get rude sometimes. We would often get fans banging on the back door of the venues we played, hours before the show, who wouldn’t stop until we opened it and asked them to. Then they would hand you an Instamatic, or one of those cheap throwaway cameras, and ask you for a picture of John. We were often obliged to take a picture, but it would never be of John, unless some random stagehand’s name happened to be John.

Since I sat behind the giant screens during the concert to run the visuals, I used to get fans calling down to me from the upper decks before and after the show, always wanting me to get something signed or given to John. I never agreed to it. Backstage was already crazy enough. John wasn’t really a fan of autographs anyway. In fact, for a period of time he flat out refused to sign them. He would nicely say, “No thanks, but I’ll shake your hand.” That usually satisfied the fan who just wanted some personal acknowledgment.

I was sitting next to John on a domestic commercial flight once. We were both dozing when I felt someone leaning over me. I woke up to find a man reaching over my aisle seat and me to nudge John. Not aware that he meant no harm, I pushed him back, which woke up John. Then the guy asked him to sign something for his wife’s cousin or some such thing. John could have just said “no,” but instead he grabbed the pen and paper out of the guy’s hand, scribbled his autograph, and said, “I was sleeping.” The guy apologized, and even though he got the autograph, I suspect he regretted that moment. This is why John always took the window seat with one of us between him and the aisle.

Occasionally people of celebrity status would hang out backstage to avoid the audience crowd while the house lights were still up. Then they would be escorted to their seats as the lights dimmed and the show began. Once at a show in Madison Square Garden, Robert Redford and his young family hung out with us for the hour before the show. He was the new hot movie star in those days, fresh off Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. He and John had just recently become friends, the mutual bond being their concern for the environment. Redford and his wife and kids were nice, even a little shy.

I certainly understood why people as famous as Robert Redford needed an extra level of security when going out to a concert, but it was something that John rarely practiced. Maybe that’s why he was so easygoing and friendly about meeting fans after the show. He genuinely appreciated them, of course, but he also believed that the more you connected with people by just fitting into a group instead of standing apart, the more you will appear to be a genuine person, which he was. When you act like a normal guy going about your business, people treat you less like a star and more like a friend. John was great at accomplishing this, and I think it’s the big reason he was able to pretty much go and do anything he wanted without being bothered.

John was great at thanking everyone involved in a show from the stage at the show’s end, and that always included me. His mentioning me by name led to it showing up in some of the concert reviews. My name had even turned up in a Saturday Evening Post article after my very first show with John in Ohio.

When I first started working for John, we would do three or four shows a week, so he could be home on Mondays and the early part of the week. These early shows were mostly college dates, some in the campus gymnasiums and some in theaters. College dates had an energy about them that other shows lacked. John was still relevant among the college-aged crowd. By the end of the 1970s, John was far more famous and successful, but his appeal now spanned several generations. To me, that mass appeal, coupled with his genuinely positive and aw-shucks nature, made him seem less relevant to the next round of young adults.

But in the first half of the 1970s, he was the guy from the radio who wrote and sang simple but brilliant songs with which many a teenager and young adult identified. Like his contemporaries, his songs had touched the younger generation by way of the radio, and those college kids were now experiencing his music in a fresh and personal way for the first time. They got it. And John certainly got them.

Even though John now had two massive hits, “Rocky Mountain High” and “Take Me Home, Country Roads,” he still wasn’t recognized in public. That early obscurity, however, was gone by 1975, after John started to show up on television. In fact, everything about John’s life and music would change that year. Our road show would grow with his popularity. Our crew grew from the original half dozen to more than thirty-five people, as there was now a bigger band and a full orchestra onstage.

The crew was a small army of people who needed logistical help moving from place to place. Beginning sometime in the ’70s, Englishman John “Clarkie” Clarke joined the crew as our logistical director. He worked with our tour director, Kris O’Connor, and Barney Wyckoff. Everyone’s luggage was named and numbered, and we left it in Clarkie’s care at the beginning of the tour and never had to mess with it again. When I got to the hotel, a little envelope was there waiting for me with a key or keycard. I would open the door to my room and there was my stuff, like magic. Clarkie and his small staff were magicians; anything we needed was possible with these guys. It was a big part of why touring with John was such a pleasure.

There was a professionalism that permeated the entire touring staff that started with Kris and Barney and trickled down from there. It really had to be that way, or it would have been chaos. We often occupied the whole floor of a hotel. By that time; these were four- and five-star hotels. My floor would often have a security guard parked by our elevator to protect who went in and out. Often a second guard would be assigned outside John’s suite for added protection from overeager fans.

On that spring tour of 1975, we did roughly one hundred shows in ninety days, the logistics of which were ridiculous, but it could be done with the Starship. The Starship was a Boeing 720 former passenger jet, brightly colored in red, white, and blue, with John Denver’s name now emblazoned on the side. It was lush and configured more like a party living room than a passenger plane, and was complete with a bedroom and a long bar. This was way better than flying commercial or in a small private Falcon or Learjet, as we had done before. It was how rock stars traveled, and that’s what John Denver had become. Elton John, Alice Cooper, Bob Dylan, Deep Purple, the Allman Brothers, and Led Zeppelin had each occupied the Starship for major tours between 1973 and 1975. Zeppelin had just finished a tour with the Starship when we took it over on April 1, 1975.

That ’75 tour was a big deal. Touring with the band was a first-chair musician from each instrument in the orchestra. Other orchestra players were picked up locally in their respective cities. A band called Liberty from Aspen was on the road with us as our opening act. Liberty would later be the long-term opening act for Steve Martin.

John always did great business in the South and the Midwest, but not as great in some of the major eastern cities. Washington, D.C., however, was an exception. At the nearby twenty-thousand-seat Capitol Centre, we held three sold-out shows in a single day: a matinee, an evening show, and a late show. Then we got on the Starship, landing in the next city as the sun rose!

We rode in Starship-style from April 1 through the beginning of June, wrapping up with three shows at the Forum in Los Angeles. The Rolling Stones took over the Starship a week later for their Tour of the Americas ’75. I went through a difficult transition during this time; I’d gone from being one of six guys to being one of almost forty guys, making my working experience much less personal. I had been spoiled those previous two years with face-to-face time with my boss and an unhindered routine for making the visual part of the show happen. I was still only twenty-four, and thirty-one-year-old John Denver had already become a major musical celebrity during my short time with him. We were all dealing with the growing pains of his success in one way or another.

After two months off that summer, we put on a two-week string of shows back-to-back with Frank Sinatra at Harrah’s Lake Tahoe in Stateline, Nevada. As a young guy and the product of the rock and roll era, I had never really understood the allure of Sinatra—until we did those shows with him. Like my boss, Sinatra was magnetic on stage, but he took it to a different level. I was there when he first walked on Harrah’s stage in the early afternoon just to get a feel for it. That was kind of an interesting thing to do, given that he’d played virtually every kind of venue there was for five decades, but maybe that is one of the ingredients that makes a great performer: wanting to understand the feel of every room and stage. His crew had an old-school, standoffish, showbiz feel, a lot of aged suits around without much to do, but I found Sinatra himself to be a fairly personable guy. I didn’t expect him to be so hands-on during setup but there he was, asking questions, understanding where on the stage he could move, where the band would be and the piano placed, and how he would enter and exit.

We didn’t actually perform with Sinatra; our shows were back-to-back in the same venue. Those shows went like this: A young, little-known comedian named Jay Leno would open our show while diners finished their meals and the tables were cleared. Then ten minutes later, John would do the dinner show. The ballroom was then emptied and reset for the cocktail show. Then another comedian opened, followed by Sinatra, who would do the cocktail show to wrap up the night. At one of his first shows, guitarist John Sommers (who wrote “Thank God I’m a Country Boy”) and I sat at a table with Milton Berle and former vice president Spiro Agnew, and their wives. That was the night I finally understood what everyone saw and heard in Sinatra. The command that he had over the music and his audience for those ninety minutes was just phenomenal to witness.

My longtime best buddy, Paul Arganbright, joined me as my assistant on those shows. Leno, Paul, and I became pals during that brief period. Leno was a lot of fun to be around, really grounded and without ego, just like you’d expect. After that first show, I came back several nights to watch Sinatra perform from the side of the stage.

We played at Harrah’s Lake Tahoe three summers in a row, and then switched to winter dates to coincide with the John Denver Celebrity Pro-Am Ski Tournament, which was an annual televised special for John. During those summer shows, we played softball against Harrah’s waiters, stagehands, and blackjack dealers; during the winter dates, we skied Heavenly Valley.

Actually, we played softball everywhere we went, even Japan. Leno was on our team at Harrah’s, and Sinatra even came out for one of our games but didn’t play. John was a decent athlete and always wanted to play left field. We always won, maybe because we were the best players or maybe because John was the headliner. We’ll never know.

With television appearances, heavier touring, a larger organization, more recording, and two young children (Zachary and Anna Kate) at home, John was spread thin, and there was increasingly less personal time for him.

While the world was watching John Denver on television specials and guest appearances on The Tonight Show and hearing him on the radio, John was on the road, performing tirelessly from town to town.

With so much activity swirling around him, you would think John would be frequently drained of energy. We never saw it. We all called him the “Adrenaline Kid.” He was inexhaustible. His boundless energy made all of us crazy at times, even those of us who were younger and presumably more naturally energetic. Only once do I ever remember him being so sick that he couldn’t make a concert date, and that was in San Francisco at a private concert for the est (Erhard Seminars Training) people. He had to cancel because he lost his voice. He powered through everything else, always with a smile, always with a sense of mission and purpose.

During this time, with so much going on and his attention now so scattered, I began to feel less relevant to the organization. But John found the time for us to talk it through. “I got people pulling me every which way,” he would say. “I can’t possibly do everything that everybody wants me to do. I just do what I can. You just need to know that you’re an integral part of what we do, and you don’t need to worry about it.” Well, I still worried about it.

After the ’75 tour, my three-screen projection presentation was no longer part of a John Denver live performance, unless we were touring other parts of the world that hadn’t seen it yet. In the United States, John’s charismatic performance abilities drew many repeat customers. I would bet that more than half of our audiences were people seeing John for the second, third, or fourth time. They may want to hear those songs again, but maybe not see the same slides and film footage. I vigorously lobbied to redo the visual portion of the show to stay on, and we did make some changes. But for the next tour, he was going to go in another direction. Also, my part of the show took up a lot of room and ruined the chance of selling an additional couple thousand seats because my huge screens blocked the view of John on stage.

So, in ’76, John did shows in the round, in which he took the stage to the center of the arena, and the audience surrounded the artist and band on all sides. This presented a problem and a benefit: There was no reasonable way to do anything visually, but at least all the seats in the circular arena could be sold to ticket buyers.

Although assured otherwise, I figured this had to be the end for me, especially as I was headed into a one-on-one meeting with my boss. But true to his word, John said he would keep me busy with projects. “I want to keep you on. I’m not gonna cut your salary or any of that stuff, but your job’s gonna change,” he said. “You’re not going to go on the road in the US anymore because we don’t need projection.” He then started talking about his ever-growing cottage industry of activity and the wide variety of roles I could play in it.

He also set up a meeting for me with Jerry Weintraub, his dynamic manager, to see if any of the acts Jerry managed had a need for visuals in their shows. That meeting was when I first actually got to know Jerry. He sat behind his desk, a lit cigar in the ashtray, boots up on the desk, and told me showbiz stories for about an hour and a half. Little got accomplished other than Jerry becoming aware of the fact that I was ready and willing to work. Later he did ask me to help put together some visuals for Bob Dylan’s live shows, but by then I had started a one-man production company for John. My work would expand into doing visual work with other bands, including films for Captain & Tennille, Seals and Crofts, and Three Dog Night. And there was plenty else to do for John: graphic design, album cover art, television special content, and a significant creative role within John’s nonprofit, the Windstar Foundation.

And, of course, all the while taking photographs. A lot of photographs.

My access led to the thousands of photos I would take over the next three decades. Photography was not my job in the organization at first. The projected images were. I took the pictures for fun, and I took them everywhere we went. If I had two free hours in a new city or country, I would get out and explore, taking pictures along the way. We went everywhere, from the Sydney Opera House in Australia to Berlin, Germany, before the Berlin Wall came down. I captured it all. Plus, I took photographs of John. In doing so, I wound up documenting the richly diverse public, private, and musical life of one of the most famous and beloved entertainer of his time and helped create his image as an authentic and accessible man to millions.
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