
[image: Cover]



[image: image]



Contents

Title Page

Epigraph

Fast Forward: Don Henley Does Not Like Books about the Eagles

Side One: Heaven

1. Nobody’s Favourite Band

2. Scenes from the Troubadour, Late 1970

3. Asylum and the Lunatics That Run It

4. Everyone Dies Famous in a Small Town

5. The Overwhelming Odds Against Anyone Ever Becoming the Eagles

6. The Right Advice

7. Eagles, No Definite Article

8. Another Limp-Wristed LA Country Rock Record

9. The Train Leaving Here This Morning

10. Celestial Cowboys

11. You Only Want the Ones That You Can’t Get

12. Geffen Sells Out

13. Guitarschlonger

14. Already Gone

15. Gram Burns Up

16. Irving Makes His Move

17. Borderline

Side Two: Hell

18. Limp Handshakes and Tense Backslaps

19. The Million-Dollar View

20. The Dark and the Light

21. ‘Ooo’s for Bucks

22. Hey Buddy, You’re Showing

23. Hey Joe

24. The Gods

25. Eagles Poker

26. The Nest Among the Stars

27. The Party Plane

28. Interlude: Irving and Randy

29. Can’t Tell You Why

30. Tough Little Sons of Bitches

31. Some Dance to Remember

32. Some Dance to Forget

33. His Jacuzzi Runneth Over

34. You Just Can’t Kill the Beast

35. Electric Eden

Endnotes

Quoted Lyrics

Sources

Acknowledgements

Credits

Also by Mick Wall

Copyright


‘Though thou exalt thyself as the eagle, and though thou set thy nest among the stars, thence I will bring thee down, saith the Lord.’

– Obadiah 1:4


Fast Forward: Don Henley Does Not Like Books about the Eagles

He really doesn’t.

From To the Limit: The Untold Story of the Eagles by Marc Eliot:

Early on, I sent letters to Don Henley and [Eagles man­ager] Irving Azoff informing them that I was working on the book and asking for their cooperation in the form of a series of interviews. I emphasised that this was not a ‘tell all’ and that I believed my previous work spoke for itself, and that I was giving them the opportunity to challenge or dispute any material I might uncover in my research and provide properly documented corrective material …

Their response was to tell me to go fuck myself.

The above is part of a long afterword by the acclaimed New York Times writer detailing how Don Henley ‘turned into a modern-day Captain Ahab, so obsessed with my whale of a book that he lost all sense of reason and fairness.’

In Eliot’s account, Henley embarks on a long and attritional campaign to scupper the book after both he and former Eagles record label chief David Geffen manage to acquire copies of the manuscript before it is published. When Eliot asks Geffen how he got a copy, Geffen laughs and tells him, ‘That’s how life in the real-world operates.’ Don Henley and Irving Azoff then prevaricate for months over giving interviews to the author in return for the chance to go through the manuscript line by line and offer corrections to any passages that they don’t like.

Eventually, Henley agrees to meet Marc Eliot in return for Eliot agreeing to remove from the book a mention of the time in 1979 that Henley was arrested for contributing to the delinquency of a minor after a party at his house where a sixteen-year-old girl overdosed on cocaine and Quaaludes, because, Don says, he does not want to upset his mother. He speaks on the record about anything else Eliot wants to discuss, and afterwards sometimes goes to bars with him. At one point they spend an afternoon arguing over whether Eliot can say that Henley once ‘had a perm’.

When To the Limit finally comes out, in 1998, Don Henley drives around bookshops in LA that are planning to have author event signings asking them not to and, in one case, offers to have an in-person event for his next solo CD if they agree to cancel Marc Eliot’s appearance. In an interview given in 2002 to the Toronto Sun, Henley says, ‘Marc Eliot is not only a bad writer but an evil person. He was a sick person who had some kind of axe to grind.’

So let’s get something straight right here before we get started. Don Henley probably did not ever have a perm. Maybe Marc was thinking of Lindsey Buckingham.

Don Henley hates all Eagles books. But he especially hates the one by his former guitarist, Don Felder – the Eagle who actually came up with the musical idea for ‘Hotel California’: Heaven and Hell: My Life in The Eagles, 1974–2001.

Much of Felder’s history with Henley and Frey is fraught, to say the least. During the final show of Felder’s first stint in the Eagles, back in 1980, Frey turns to him onstage and hisses, ‘When this is over, I’m gonna kill you. I can’t wait.’

Nonetheless Don Felder rejoins for the Hell Freezes Over tour in 1994 but is sacked again in 2001. He sues Frey and Henley for wrongful termination. Don and Glenn counter-sue him, and the case is settled out of court. Then Don publishes his book.

Eight years later, talking to the Guardian newspaper, Don Henley says: ‘A lot of people on the outside believe a lot of the bullshit in Don Felder’s book and believe Glenn Frey and I are some kind of tyrants. The fact is, we are largely responsible both for the longevity and the success of this band. Because we did it our way, and a lot of people didn’t like that. Felder’s just bitter because he got kicked out of the group, so he decided to write a nasty little tell-all, which I think is a really low, cheap shot. I mean, I could write some stuff about him that would make your moustache curl.’

He adds: ‘I believe some things should go to our graves. And some things are nobody’s fuckin’ business …’

So yeah, Don Henley does not like books about the Eagles.


Side One

Heaven


CHAPTER ONE

Nobody’s Favourite Band

‘Ask anyone in America where the craziest people live, and they’ll tell you California. Ask anyone in California where the craziest people live, and they’ll say Los Angeles. Ask anyone in Los Angeles where the craziest people live, and they’ll tell you Hollywood. Ask anyone in Hollywood where the craziest people live, and they’ll say Laurel Canyon. And ask anyone in Laurel Canyon where the craziest people live, and they’ll say Lookout Mountain. So I bought a house on Lookout Mountain.’

– Joni Mitchell, Vanity Fair, 2015

The Eagles have never been anybody’s favourite band. Oh sure, they may have written and recorded lots of people’s favourite song. There are plenty of those to choose from: ‘Hotel California’, ‘Lyin’ Eyes’, ‘One of These Nights’, ‘Take It to the Limit’, ‘New Kid in Town’ … enough to fill the biggest-selling greatest hits album of all-time. Back in the seventies, whenever one of their dirty-dozen million-sellers hit the radio, they compelled you to listen. But it was always the song that detained you, never the singer. Indeed, nobody knew what ‘the singer’ looked like in the Eagles in their heyday. Few do even now. Wait, the beardy, grouchy-looking dude at the back on the drums? Or the truck-stop jock with the droopy tash out front? Or maybe the smug-faced older-sister’s-boyfriend type next to him?

Even when crazy-ass, bad-to-the-bone Joe Walsh joined it was hard to get a mental fix on who or what the Eagles actually were. As for Bernie Leadon and Don Felder, you’ve gotta be kidding, right? Most people didn’t even know they were in the band. Most still don’t.

The really serious, big-time, seventies music journalists – and there was no bigger or more serious time to be a music journalist than the seventies – hated the Eagles, almost on a point of principle. The same high-priest sages whose minds had been blown by the previously thought impossible, Frankenstein-like conjoining of post-psychedelic rock and good-ole-boy American country. For these self-regarding gatekeepers, Sweetheart of the Rodeo by the Gram Parsons-reborn Byrds was when the Big Bang occurred. The Eagles were just a dime-store knockoff of the real deal.

Unlike the later fresh-breeze glow of early Eagles hits like ‘Take It Easy’ and ‘Peaceful Easy Feeling’, there was a knowing, road-weary drug-consciousness to Sweetheart of the Rodeo – an illicit confection of ripe Nashville cheese, soul-blood ballads, and some of the Byrds’ own slo-mo, old-before-their-time originals, for when you’re wasted and coming down.

Released in August 1968, a few weeks after Bob Dylan’s formidable former backing group the Band released their self-consciously rootsy debut, Music from Big Pink, and in the same year that Dylan’s bare-bones John Wesley Harding had signalled an unexpected departure from eye-in-the-sky, acid-rock apocalypse and a move towards a more considered, consciously ‘authentic’ approach, Sweetheart of the Rodeo was not so much back to the garden as cut the shit, man, let’s get high. And even though it didn’t sell squat it was deemed the hippest trip you could take on your turntable, and has remained so, historically, throughout rock time. One of those historic records that everyone who knows their shit claims to have always loved, but almost no one has ever really listened to.

When word spread that Gram Parsons had already left the Byrds before Sweetheart had even come out, it damaged sales but only added to the depth of their cool. Gram had been fired, it was whispered, for refusing to go on tour, preferring to hang out at Muscle Shoals studio with Keith Richards and Mick Jagger.

It was super cool while it lasted, the three of them lounging around stoned as they pieced together the ultimate after-dark love song, ‘Wild Horses’. Not that Gram would get any credit for it when it came out on the Stones’ Sticky Fingers album a year later. 

‘I remember we sat around originally doing this with Gram Parsons,’ Jagger grudgingly admitted years later. ‘But I was definitely very inside this piece emotionally.’

Which is interesting, especially when you consider Gram would record the song first, on Burrito Deluxe, the second album from his new outfit, the Flying Burrito Brothers, released the year before Sticky Fingers which contained the Stones’ version. Jagger and Richards famously never credited anybody, not even when maybe they should. Gram didn’t know that yet back then though. Instead he followed them to London.

Mick had already moved on, taking ‘Wild Horses’ with him. That just left Keith with Gram, shacked up together at Keef’s Chelsea abode, as the smack and the Jack and the hee-haw tales of rose-pink Cadillacs, blackened spoons and cocaine cowgirls took over. In the end, it took Richards’ own dark avenging angel, the witchy Anita Pallenberg, to physically throw Gram out. Imagine that: being so fucked up that Keith Richards, permanently fucked up since 1965, gets his crazy, even more fucked-up chick to throw you out the door and don’t come back no time soon.

Gram didn’t care. Gram barely even noticed. He just jetted back to LA where Chris Hillman, left to burn in the now failing Byrds, jumped at the chance to hook up again with his good ole junky pardner in a new, low-slung outfit Gram smirkingly named the Flying Burrito Brothers.

This was now psychedelic country rock deluxe with extra fillings of soul, gospel and heroin. The band’s debut album, The Gilded Palace of Sin, released in 1969, carried on directly from where Sweetheart of the Rodeo left off, right down to the critical religious ecstasy – Rolling Stone called it ‘one of the best records of the year’ and it was only February; Dylan unprompted announced it to be his favourite country rock album: ‘Boy, I love them,’ he was reported to have said, in one of the most un-Dylan-like quotes ever.

But Palace didn’t even match the puny sales of its predecessor, selling half what Sweetheart did, scraping into the Billboard Top 200 for a week or two, then vamoosing again. Gone but never to be forgotten by the same inky tub-thumpers that would soon take pleasure in dismissing the Eagles as upstart wannabes at best, insultingly bad fakes at worst – the Monkees of country rock, only much less charming and far more anonymous.

Unlike Crosby, Stills & Nash, the first legit American supergroup. All of whom were already stars. Such stars they went out of their way not to be. David Van Cortlandt Crosby – Croz – was one of the original, everyone-remembers Byrds, blowing up on TV doing ‘Mr Tambourine Man’, ‘Turn, Turn, Turn’, ‘Eight Miles High’ … the actual templates for folk rock, country rock, psychedelic pop, meaningful jingle-jangle. Americana thirty years early.

Promoted as the American Beatles, the Byrds inspired Dylan to lose his rock ’n’ roll virginity and ‘go electric’, the Beach Boys to get off the beach and allow mild and crazy Brian Wilson to invent pop opera, and every kid under twenty-one to sell their souls for a pair of those rimless blue rectangular sunglasses that Roger McGuinn looked so heavenly cooool in on The Ed Sullivan Show.

Dig it. The Byrds were the now sound of tomorrow today. Something the Eagles would never be. 

But then tall, twenty-year-old, going-on-forty singer and resident tortured genius, Gene Clark split the scene and the suits got involved trying to keep the cash machine whirring and suddenly they were releasing candy-ass covers of ready-made hits like the Goffin and King, Tin Pan Alley chestnut, ‘Goin’ Back’. A major moment for a dozen artists over a half-century period. But not for the Byrds.

That’s when Croz bailed too. By then he’d been everywhere, man, knew everyone worth knowing, OK? Making an unannounced appearance onstage at Monterey Pop, ranting about who really shot JFK, filling in for the absent Neil Young with Buffalo Springfield the following night – at the request of the equally ‘spontaneous’ Stephen Stills.

It was Croz who gave a home to Joni Mitchell in Laurel Canyon before anyone else had heard of her. It was Croz who held open house at his humble hippy homestead on Lookout Mountain for any passing musician or musician’s best friend or good-buddy drug dealer who beat the trail from freak-show Sunset Boulevard up to this new world paradise of eucalyptus trees, single-track lanes and quaint, crumbling shacks. Joni, Neil Young, Jim Morrison, Micky Dolenz, Cass Elliot, Peter Fonda, Arthur Lee … come on in, the spiked water’s fine.

Crazy motherfucker Croz really wasn’t in it for the money. That made him dangerous. Sang like an angel and could write a devilishly catchy tune. Walked around with a small woodsman’s knife dangling from his belt. Could talk fuck-you and metaphysics in the same interpolated sentence. Deal with it.

Stephen Stills was a tough son-of-a-bitch army brat from Dallas who absolutely positively knew he was a star long before anyone else did, more fool them. Even when Neil Young was at the mic in Buffalo Springfield blasting out ‘Mr Soul’, Stephen would mug for the camera in the background, wearing a cowboy hat and doing little ‘that-boy-is-crazy’ dance steps.

Stephen had auditioned for the part Peter Tork eventually got in the Monkees: the amiable blond dork with the lopsided grin. Stephen’s chipped front tooth was the only reason he didn’t get the gig. Realising he couldn’t rely on his looks, Stephen instead became a master guitarist, hipster singer-songwriter, sorcerer producer and … just do it the way I goddamned showed you, OK?

OK, Stephen.

His best scene-steal came with the Buffalos’ only big chart hit, ‘For What It’s Worth’, which Stephen wrote and sang. But not even that prevented the world from seeing Neil as the true star of that band.

The runt of the litter was Graham Nash. He’d had giant hit singles up the wazoo with British beat group the Hollies, including four top 10 hits in America, three of which he’d co-written and sung. Pretty enough to be a pop star, his soul born with a star embossed upon it, the only thing he lacked was credibility.

Graham thought the Hollies could have been the Beatles. But whenever he talked like that the others just looked at him. When he tried to indoctrinate them into the efficacious delights of LSD and marijuana, they picked up their pints of bitter and moved to another table. After the band then rejected ‘some interesting songs’ that he’d written, including ‘Marrakesh Express’ and ‘Lady of the Island’, both later to adorn the first CS&N album, he decided he ‘couldn’t handle it’ any more and split.

That’s when Graham found California – or when California found him, as he might say. Introduced to Croz by Mama Cass, falling instantly in love with Joni, with whom he set up his own Laurel Canyon hang. Best of all for Graham, CS&N were credibility magnified, instant maxed-out cachet. Debuted at Woodstock. First album a stone-cold, five-million-selling classic. CS&N played acoustic-electric … folk? Country? Not really. What, then? Something new and earthy and bewitching.

Then Neil Young joined, and they became even bigger and yet more fashionable. Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young. One album, Déjà Vu, which sold twice what the Crosby, Stills & Nash album had. One hit single, another Hollies reject written and sung by Nash called ‘Teach Your Children’ and one hit single written and sung by Young in direct response to the Kent State shootings of 4 May 1970, ‘Ohio’.

With Dylan in cloistered retreat from the business of writing momentous music and the break-up of the Beatles now official, CSN&Y were now regarded as the only massively popular group left with a bleeding-edge conscience.

Then came cocaine.

Here the Eagles did bear comparison. Big time. But that was only looking back later, too gacked out of their minds to give a shit any more anyway.


CHAPTER TWO

Scenes from the Troubadour, Late 1970

The Troubadour, sited at 9081 Santa Monica Boulevard since 1961, has missed out on the slow death of the freaks-and-geeks Sunset Strip music scene. The hippies and heads melt away around the same time Charlie Manson is holed up at Spahn Ranch thinking about offing Terry Melcher because that capitalist pig fucker won’t make him the star that he was surely destined to be, and the bands that brought the neon nights alive in the sixties have either gotten too big and too famous to cram themselves back into the Whisky a Go Go, or they’re dead or long  since split.

As Michelle Phillips, cool-blonde, California-dreaming LA-lady of the Mamas & the Papas, later put it: ‘Before 1969, my memories were nothing but fun and excitement and shooting to the top of the charts and loving every minute of it. The Manson murders ruined the LA music scene. That was the nail in the coffin of the freewheeling, “Let’s get high, everybody’s welcome, come on in, sit right down.” Everyone was terrified. I carried a gun in my purse. And I never invited anybody over to my house again.’

But down on Santa Monica, the Troubadour is like a magnet for the new post-hippy, double-denimed singer-songwriter crowd that scatter back up into the canyons when the dawn breaks. Doe-eyed girls in floaty gingham dresses, soulful country rock cowboys in bell bottoms and shades; heavy drinkers, dope thinkers and flat-out stinkers hang tough at the Troubadour. You go there to write songs, get spotted, get signed. You go there to get drunk, get loaded and get laid. You go for the hang. Linda Ronstadt – cute cut-off denim shorts and sweet brown doll’s eyes, the Troubadour girl with the sunny small-town smile and the voice of a cactus mountain goddess, the super-groovy chick that all the would-be groovy guys want the most – says there are two sets of Troubadour regulars, ‘the musician pool and the sex pool.’

Linda’s cool new friend, Eve Babitz, gorgeous, glorious, Hollywood demi-monde artist and writer, who was famously photographed playing chess naked with Marcel Duchamp – her not him, obviously – is another familiar pretty face at the bar of the Troub.

Eve Babitz, who Jim Morrison wanted to teach him about classical music and who taught him instead not to always want to fuck your mother. Eve, who occasionally designs album covers for Linda and also Buffalo Springfield, is another tough, smart queen of the hive, who knows exactly why hot boys and girls go to the Troubadour.

‘You can smell the semen out on the street,’ she shrugs. Or as one of the waitresses, Susan Smith, put it: ‘You had to wear a diaphragm just to walk through – it was enough to get you pregnant just standing there.’

Eve has another special friend in new dick on the block Glenn Frey. ‘It seemed like Glenn and I had been hanging out drinking tequila in the corner of the bar forever, and that we never went home.’

Who else is here at the ash-end of 1970? Well, who isn’t? Fat Jim Morrison of the Doors likes to drink whiskey in its dark corners – until he splits for Paris and an ingloriously graffitied early grave in Père Lachaise. Jackson Browne, with his puppy-dog eyes and his cheekbones from heaven hangs loose by the bar. He’s twenty-two but looks fifteen. Everyone says Jackson is a great young songwriter but no label in town wants to sign him. The folk rock boom is over, pretty boy.

Lost former Byrds genius Gene Clark stares soulfully into the distance and wonders where the good times have gone. Born-to-be background artists Bernie Leadon and Randy Meisner bullshit and haggle over who has the best-paying side hustle. Bernie is twenty-three and plays guitar, banjo, anything with strings. He keeps coming close but no cigar, first with the doomed Clark, in Dillard & Clark, who everyone loved but nobody bought, now the Flying Burrito Brothers who nobody likes any more since they nixed Gram Parsons, and nobody bought anyway.

Randy is twenty-four, a bass player who sings – unusual for that scene – and a co-founding member of Poco, yet another Buffalo Springfield off-cut, country rock lite, who everyone kinda digs, and no one actually buys – come on, man. Randy is not-so secretly glad. He’d walked out before their first album was released, pissed off at being excluded from the final mix sessions. Lately he’s been a member of Ricky Nelson’s Stone Canyon Band, whose live album, In Concert at the Troubadour, 1969, is another way-cool release the general public have largely overlooked.

There’s Arlo Guthrie, twenty-three-year-old son of Woody, still trying to parlay his 1967 counterculture anthem, ‘Alice’s Restaurant’, into a solid recording career. His latest album, Washington County, stalls just outside the top 30 but offers temporary shelter to Ry Cooder, Doug Dillard and various members, past and future, of the Byrds, the Burritos and Little Feat. Arlo is just a little too New York for this crowd, but everyone feels they owe fealty to his dead dad Woody, so his son gets a free pass into LA hipsterdom.

There’s Steve Martin, comedian-cum-banjo player, nursing a solitary white wine alone at the bar, looking for a break. He was making beaucoup bucks writing hip-to-be-square sketches for the Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour – until CBS cancelled the show for being just a little too hip for all the squares upstairs in the boardroom. Steve now opens for rock groups, doing loopy magic tricks and pretending to mess up on the banjo. You don’t have to be stoned to find Steve funny, but if you are he’s fucking hysterical.

There are the waitresses, Big Tit Sue, Bigger Tit Sue and Black Sylvia. (What it says on the label.) Towering above it all, sometimes naked on the stage, forty-three-year-old Doug Weston, owner, standing 6 foot 6 inches (the ‘tallest queer I ever knew,’ according to Ted Markland, who played Reno in NBC’s hit TV western, The High Chaparral).

The Troubadour is where Harry Dean Stanton would hang out. Where rising stars like Kris Kristofferson would hang with Hollywood hipster Jack Nicholson. Where Janis Joplin showed up just a few days before she died, sitting at a table looking gone already.

If you’ve ever played a show for Doug, then he’ll have your nuts in a vice. Stars come back to play the Troubadour because Doug pays a thousand bucks a gig (worth around $7,500 in 2023) but signs them to a five-year contract. Even Don McLean, happy just to be there in 1970 but about to become a mega-star a year later, selling out arenas, can’t do a damn thing about it. Welcome back, Don. 

There are other regulars, singers and songwriters not destined for stardom but nevertheless possessed of enough talent to parlay them into steady if unremarkable recording careers. Cats like Ned Doheny and David Blue, David Ackles and Jack Wilce. Not all of them came from LA but they all somehow now belonged  there.

When the Troub first opened in 1957 as a coffeehouse on La Cienega it was about the Beats. Cool jazz, French cigarettes, beat poetry – being hip to the trip, daddio. By the time it relocated a few miles up the boulevard to Santa Monica, the Troub was about folk singers with earnest faces, then singer-songwriters with long hair.

It’s a young nonconformist scene. Grass is in, baby. Lenny Bruce was arrested there in 1962 for obscenity, after using the word ‘schmuck’ onstage – Yiddish slang for ‘penis’, as in stoopid prick. But then Lenny with his golden arm full of narcotics and his head full of ‘dirty talk’ was always in trouble for something.

Now in the early seventies it’s a whole new cast of young music rebels showing up looking for meaningful kicks. Longhaired, dope-smoking, Sons of the Second World War, children of the rock revolution, born in the backs of taxis wearing shades, the Troubadour becomes the place to hang again whether you are another unsigned Laurel Canyon hippy laureate or someone who already has a name but just really digs the hang, man. The Troub’s bar was the place where the regulars plunged into ‘over-boogie’, as they called it.

Unlike his bedevilled predecessor, when Richard Pryor – no less an addict and even more outspoken than the now deceased, gone too soon Bruce – releases his debut album, Richard Pryor, a recording of his Troubadour appearance in September 1968, he feels free to express himself honestly and explicitly, in the process not only breaking taboos but making the material even funnier. Because the audience has changed, this new post-love, post-Beatles, post-Manson, post-pill, post-dope, post-man-on-the-moon society has now given them permission. 

Monday night is Hoot Night, just a dollar to get in, and the joint has always been packed for that. A showcase for anyone brave enough to get high on that low stage. If you get to sing three numbers you’re winning. For locals and out-of-towners. Low-powered blonde chicks with tans and Marlboros and the clearest skin anyone has ever seen, eyes shining bluer than the Pacific. Young guys already stoned from smoking weed out back, laughing cos everything’s funny when you’re nineteen and from the LA burbs. Young buck musos from places with gen-u-wine cowboy cred like Lubbock and El Paso also mill around the bar, enjoying rubbing shoulders with the West LA cats that  matter.

Glenn Frey and his good buddies J.D. Souther and Jackson Browne would be hanging around somewhere in the middle. Glenn with his vicious tongue, giving it to the straights, Jackson with his sweet, everyone-loves-Jackson eyelashes and cheekbones, and J.D. with his quick-draw, hanging-judge’s eye.

The Troubadour becomes the centre for this new-style, electrified blend of country and rock with its added layer of pop harmonies and jagged-edge guitars. It’s bitter, brilliant lyrics about the shitty guys in other bands and the chicks who don’t know their names yet. The world that will one day bow down before them. It’s the journey from cheap moonshine whiskey and bad-woman blues to the bong-sucking, acid-gobbling, coke-snortin’ scene that everyone at the club under twenty-five is now into.

It’s rock but with a more ‘authentic’ country aspect, ya dig? It’s country but with its outlaw guns strapped on again. Sunny on the outside, pitch black on the inside. Just the thing for the new decade that is emerging from the clouds of love-love-love into a more uncertain, conflicted age – Tricky Dicky Nixon sending nukes fizzing into Russian airspace, Elvis heading reluctantly to Vegas to kick-start his fat jumpsuit years, the Beatles suddenly bailing out without warning, segued into Joni Mitchell releasing Ladies of the Canyon, Jagger and Richards hooking up with Gram Parsons to write ‘Wild Horses’, even Led Zeppelin now doing cool country-folk-roots licks when they’re not, as singer Robert Plant describes it, ‘eating women and spitting the bones out the window.’

But while the vibes are always up, they are also darker, hiding in plain sight right at the heart of the feel-good factor, everything heading west, blown by the stink of prevailing cross-cultural winds, everyone and their monkey packing up, moving out – going to California, baby. In their cars. In their minds. Thumbs ahoy. So long, priestly Ginsberg; hello, evil twin Bukowski.

The cool daddy of the scene is supposed to be David Crosby. David is twenty-nine – old in pop-dog years – but he’s been a star since he was twenty-four and in the Byrds. Now he’s an even bigger star in Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. David’s done the do. Sold the T-shirt. But it was Gene Clark, dubbed the ‘hillbilly Shakespeare’ by his one-time bassist John York, who got all the credit for the Byrds, and David is determined to finally make his mark. Except he knows everything better than anybody else, whoever the hell they think they are. He’ll take your Linda Ronstadt and raise you a Joni Mitchell. Hater of pretention, epitomised for Croz by the Doors, who he will tell you ‘basically sucked’. That Jim Morrison was ‘no fucking good as a singer or poet’. As for the Eagles, they simply ‘were and are a commercial band’. The ultimate Croz put-down. Not only that, ‘but they are really, really good at it’. Wow.

What Croz doesn’t understand is that this new generation of SoCal hippy singer-songwriters do not see themselves as musical pioneers, as he and his original Laurel Canyon cohorts did, these new kids in town are settlers. They aren’t reaching for the unknown. They know exactly where they want their music to take them. That’s why they’re here now and nowhere else.

John David ‘J.D.’ Souther is one such long-haired, guitar-strumming Troub dude lurking on the fringes in 1970. Born on the edge in Detroit, same as his future best bud Glenn Frey, J.D. had blown in from Amarillo, Texas, where he’d been raised, in 1968. He’d played guitar, led a band, scored a deal, released two flopperoo singles, then tried his luck in New York. When that didn’t pan out either, he came back to LA and was ‘doing some house painting … and general carpentry’ between nights hanging out at the Troubadour looking for an in.

J.D. was twenty-five, tall and lean, and ready to roll the dice. It felt like now or never for him. His luck changed when he met a beautiful blonde singer, also from Detroit, named Alexandra Sliwin. She was in a vocal group with her sister Joanie called Honey Ltd. They would release seven honey-sweet singles between 1967 and 1970, none of which were hits. But Honey Ltd. were cute and sexy and very ‘with it’, and they made several appearances on TV, bopping sweet for the moms and dads on The Ed Sullivan Show, The Joey Bishop Show, The Jerry Lewis Show and The Andy Williams Show.

Then Joanie shows up one day, followed by her love-struck new boyfriend, twenty-two-year-old Glenn Frey. J.D., with his Texas hold ’em reserve, sees that Glenn thinks he’s James Dean, rolling his cigarette pack into the sleeve of his T-shirt, flipping one into his mouth when he wants a smoke, something he’s obviously spent quality time practising. He also seems to know every song out of Motown by ear – unusual for that white-bread musical milieu. Is he putting it on? No, the boy just loves his Detroit soul. Glenn is funny as all hell. Doesn’t really fit in at all. J.D. digs that about him.

Alex and Joanie get a place together. Honey Ltd. are doing well. J.D. and Glenn are now inseparable, the faded double denim and long, freshly shampooed hair interchangeable, the two guitar-cradling bromancers permanently resident at the Troubadour along with their third wheel, Jackson Browne, the boys guzzling bottles of sticky brown Dos Equis with chunks of lime jammed down their necks.

Soon the three amigos have a cool-dude pad together. Not above the Strip like Linda, now perched in an apartment upstairs from Doug Dillard on the sunny side of the street, nor high up on Lookout Mountain with the space-captain cowboys and their fully loaded old ladies. But way down the wrong end of Sunset, amigo, in scuzzville, Echo Park, a known LA gang hotspot, bordered by Chinatown to the east, sandwiched between Filipino Town and Angelino Heights.

The guys rent a pale, two-storey box at 1020 Laguna Avenue, where Jackson takes the ground floor converted garage with no windows and J.D. and Glenn the small apartment above with the double locks on the door, all for $60 a month. OK, you’re living it up in Crazy Town, especially after dark when even the LAPD and their night-sight choppers keep outta the way, but at that price it’s a steal, right?

Glenn toughs it out. He’s seen worse, he shrugs. But Glenn is not really from Detroit; he was born there but raised in nearby Royal Oak. There were no mean streets in Royal Oak. Indeed, there was precious little Detroit steel on show anywhere growing up. Glenn studied piano from the age of five, then got on to the guitar. Had a high school band he called the Subterraneans, after Kerouac’s daring, harum-scarum head-rush follow-up to On the Road. Glenn reads books, plays music, knows stuff.

But he likes to play the Detroit tough guy card whenever it suits him. ‘I grew up running in Detroit,’ Frey remembered in one interview after he became a star. ‘I went to school with the sons and daughters of automobile factory workers – fathers who beat their wives and beat their kids. The kids would then go to school and beat on me. My father was a machinist in a shop that built the machines that built car parts.’

Other than that, he had to admit, ‘I had a pretty normal childhood. My parents weren’t drinkers. I always had clothes. I always went to camp for a week in the summer. My parents didn’t have enough money to buy me a car when I turned sixteen, but I had a great childhood.’

Enrolled at Oakland Community College in Michigan, he band-hops, learns to sing harmonies in the Four of Us, learns to kick ass in the Mushrooms, and makes a little headway as a hotshot local guitarist, getting looks from the girls and pissing off the boys. With his long, centre-parted hair and angular hooked nose, he actually looked like a goddamned American eagle, swooping down to hook its prey.

When he later gets to LA, he will discover he is just an average guitar player, but here in Detroit in the prehistoric sixties, Glenn is seen as a crazy-skilled kid on the scene. He is introduced as such to Bob Seger, who is already on his way to becoming a real name in the Motor City. Bob is three and a half years older and assumes a father-figure role, letting Glenn sit in with him sometimes, which is a gas for the kid, and kool kudos for Bob.

Pretty soon though, Glenn feels the same magnetic pull that Bob and everyone else who wants this seriously does – the ‘California consciousness’, as he later calls it – and when Joanie and her sister drop out of Wayne State University and head boldly for Los Angeles, Glenn does likewise. You betcha bottom dollar.

‘We all watched the sun set in the west every night of adolescence and thought someday about coming out here,’ Frey would one day rhapsodise in the LA Times. ‘It all seemed so romantic … The Life magazine articles about Golden Gate Park and the Sunset Strip … And the music: the Beach Boys, the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield. It was definitely the archetype of the most beautiful place in the world.’

J.D. quickly hips Glenn to country music, the cool new stuff, shows him how it’s done, how it works when you let it, and Glenn gets it. Really gets it, man. ‘I’d just quit my band and he’d just quit his band,’ recalled J.D. ‘And we wanted to write songs, so we started writing songs together.’

Not just any songs. Taking their cue from the prevailing lone-gunman-with-geetar vibe of the Troub, they mix gentle-touch folk with loud-twang country and come up with frolicking early Frey fare like ‘Run, Boy, Run’ and soulful J.D. smoothies like ‘Rebecca’.

Soon they have a band – well, not exactly a band, just the two of them – that J.D. suggests calling Longbranch and Glenn suggests calling Pennywhistle. They settle on Longbranch Pennywhistle and wangle an indie deal with Amos Records, where they become label mates with wild-eyed rock ’n’ roll anti-hero Bing Crosby who they hope they never have to meet. Amos had been started the year before by former rockabilly singer Jimmy Bowen (one hit in 1957: ‘I’m Stickin’ With You’, which Bowen co-wrote), latterly turned producer for Frank Sinatra at Ol’ Blue Eyes’ Warner-backed Reprise label.

Charged with bringing Sinatra and his pals – Dean Martin and Sammy Davis Jr. – back from the bow-tie doldrums of the late fifties into the post-Beatles, everything-in-colour sixties, it was Bowen in his role as go-getter young producer who brought Sinatra ‘Strangers in the Night’, which went to Number 1 in the US and UK in 1966 and won three Grammy Awards, including Record of the Year for Bowen. He started Amos off the back of such success.

But while Bowen clearly saw the writing on the wall, in terms of the direction pop music was heading in the late sixties, when the self-titled Longbranch Pennywhistle album was released sometime in 1969, it instantly disappeared without trace. Here today, gone later today, as Croz liked to say.

Not knowing what to do, J.D. and Glenn sat around in Echo Park waiting for something else to happen, while downstairs Jackson was showing them how it’s done, working endlessly on his songs, his hard-working old piano drifting up through the courtyard day and night.

Jackson is the same age as Glenn and three years younger than J.D., but he is California-raised and has been singing his own songs at the Troubadour since he was an old-before-his-time teenager at school. He can’t get a deal. Instead his songs become hits for others. He was sixteen when he wrote ‘These Days’, an achingly beautiful song about deep loss and lifelong regret. A song so gothically self-absorbed the ghostly Nico was drawn to cover it for Chelsea Girl, her first solo album after being chased out of the Velvet Underground by an insanely jealous  Lou Reed.

Thirty-eight-year-old Nico was the most beautiful blonde in Cologne, where she was born Christa Päffgen, the daughter of a Wehrmacht conscript, before becoming Nico, the most beautiful blonde in Rome, when she appeared as her new self in Federico Fellini’s 1960 satirical comedy-drama, La Dolce Vita, then the most beautiful blonde in New York when Andy Warhol put her first in the Velvet Underground then Chelsea Girls, the latest of his experimental, art-trash-underground-trip-out sex movies, but the first to become a major commercial hit. Nico was the most beautiful blonde you had ever seen wherever she went, before the drugs got to her and finished all that off quick.

The ice queen had ‘dated’ eighteen-year-old Jackson in New York in 1967, where he’d backed her on guitar at coffee-house  gigs. He would play on five of Chelsea Girl’s ten tracks, and co-write the sweetly sour album opener ‘The Fairest of the Seasons’. Then she dumped him. Since then Jackson had been with Joni. Been with a lot of different girls. Tom Rush did a version of ‘These Days’  that did OK, paid a little rent. The doozy though was the soul-superior Gregg Allman version on his 1973 album, Laid Back. Jackson said he didn’t know how the song should really sound, really be sung, until he heard bad-ass Gregg laying it down so rich and true.

Here in 1970, though, Jackson has already been around long enough to know that the Troubadour vibe will eventually drag them all down if they let it. There’s something about the place, something that seems to still time and fog creativity. It lets you think you’re doing something great, getting somewhere real, but it’s all after-dark delusion, all dust and dreams. Years later, Browne will claim, ‘The Troubadour was a big thing then, but I don’t think there was ever a scene …’

The key, as Jackson saw it, was less about the Troubadour, and all about Laurel Canyon. ‘Places become a focal point for breaking out of convention,’ he said. ‘What was happening in Laurel Canyon was the universe cracking open and revealing its secrets. It was just about a time, a creative awakening [and] with the Byrds and the Burritos came a whole resurgence of interest in country music that led eventually to the Eagles.’

An impossibly old head on ridiculously young shoulders, by the time Jackson finally gets a record deal in 1971, he has already met his future wife, actress-model Phyllis Major, who he will have a son with, Ethan. Jackson doesn’t pretend to have a foolproof plan; he just knows you have to keep moving forward.

Glenn takes heed and starts to see into the dark of the Troubadour’s corners. Starts to take in all the has-beens and never-wills bar-flying around the place, talking themselves up, coke-jivin’, pot-blowin’, singing the same old song to themselves, hoping someone else will sing along too. Feels the fear of getting sucked into the Troubadour quicksand, where everyone is just about to do this … see a guy about that … ‘Hey man, maybe we should get together and write some songs …’

Glenn knows deep down in the coldest part of his hard, fake city heart that it ain’t going to work.

But what is? What works now it’s 1970 and it’s all been done already? And where do you go to get it? How much does it cost? Glenn intends to find out. Or die trying like the brown-dirt cowboy he actually believes he is.
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