
Chapter 1

August 1968

The sun had just left the western sky as the cab crawled up Laurel Canyon, bathing the

Hollywood Hills in the golden flush of summer. I got a great vibe every time I came up here.

Only a few minutes from the madness of the Strip, but a world apart. There was a shabby

hippie chicness to it, with crazy little houses on stilts teetering along each side of the

twisty-turny road. It was a place where there were free-spirited people just like me doing the

things that I wanted to do, being creative and making music. I felt the pull of Laurel Canyon,

its community spirit. Man, it looked like home to me.

We stopped in front of a small wooden house on Lookout Mountain Avenue. It wasn’t a posh

affair, just a one-bedroom bungalow, a little jewel box, with a sloping shingled roof and a

lovely garden out back on a lick of land. A tiny tree had taken root near the porch. A green

VW van was parked by a mailbox at the curb. Inside, lights glowed brightly and I could hear

the jingle- jangle of voices rising in unison. I knew she had company; I’d called her from the

airport. And I knew who was with her. Still, I hesitated, fearing to intrude. I leaned on my

guitar case and considered again where I was and what I was doing. Deep down, I was still a

kid from the north of England, a place that continued to leave its mark on me. Sure, I know, I

was an English rock star, I had it made. But my past made me feel that I wasn’t cool, that

maybe, even now, I was out of my element. Ahhh—what the hell? I’d been in all kinds of

situations the past ten years. No point in getting hung up on that now.

Suddenly, Joni was at the door and nothing else mattered. It had been a few months since

we’d last seen each other— and that was, in fact, the first time we’d met—but our connection

was instant. Joni Mitchell was the whole package: a lovely, sylphlike woman with a natural

blush, like windburn, and an elusive quality that seemed lit from within. Her beauty was

almost as big a gift as her talent, and I’d been pulled into her orbit, captivated from the get-go.

Behind her, sitting at the dining room table, the two men I’d expected to see were finishing

dinner. I grinned the moment I laid eyes on them.

“Hey, Willy!” David Crosby called from across the room, using a nickname reserved for my

closest friends. He was one of those incredible guys it was impossible not to like, a gregarious



character, irreverent as hell, with a gorgeous voice and a great sense of humor.

I’d met him almost two years earlier, when he was still a member of the Byrds, and we’d

become fast friends. There was something that just clicked when we were together. We were

on the same wavelength. We loved the same music and the same kind of women, including

Joni, who’d been a lover of his some months back. Croz was a no-bullshit kind of guy who

called things as he saw them. Besides, he always had the best dope in LA— maybe the best

dope anywhere.

The guy next to him was Stephen Stills, an amazing guitar player who had just left Buffalo

Springfield, one of the primo LA bands. We’d gotten to know each other a little the last time

I’d been in the States. He was already something of an underground legend, a guy who played

and held his own with Clapton and Hendrix, totally unique, with a slew of incredible songs.

Together, Stills and Crosby were a powerful combination. They had great chops, and I could

tell from things they said that they had something cooking.

Seeing them put me totally at ease. Plus Joni really loved them. Stephen had played on her

first album, which David had produced. They were all great friends, really comfortable in each

other’s company, and were eager to roll me into their circle.

Crosby had been smokin’ it before I got there and was reasonably high, so I had some

catching up to do. They must have been making some music, too, because guitars were lying

all over the place, which I’d come to learn was par for the course. In that Laurel

Canyon scene, people always brought their guitars to dinner. They took their guitars

everywhere; it was part of who they were. And at some point, someone would always say,

“Get a load of this new song I’m working on.” You could set your watch by it, never failed.

I hadn’t been there a half hour when David whacked Stephen on the arm and said, “Hey, play

Willy that song we were just doing.” Stephen, who was sunk into an armchair next to a giant

antique pig from a carousel, uncurled and grabbed his guitar. He fingerpicked a few bars of a

beautiful intro while David walked over next to him and joined him in the verse. “In the

morning, when you rise / do you think of me and how you left me crying . . .” Their

harmonies were gorgeous, airtight, two- part— Stephen on the melody with David

underneath— that rivaled the Everly Brothers. “Are you thinking of telephones / and



managers and where you got to be at noon?” I

was blown away. The song, “You Don’t Have to Cry,” was a killer, and their voices double-

killed it. You hear something like that, you know it’s special right away. The words and tune

were perfectly pitched.

They got to the end and I said, “Fuck, that’s a fabulous song! Man, Stephen, you wrote a

beauty.” I glanced at Joan, who was sitting by the piano, and flashed her a smile before

asking them: “Would you mind doing it again?”

They looked at each other, shrugged, and said, “Okay.”

The next time around I really concentrated on the lyric and the way their voices intertwined

and shadowed each other. Hearing them individually, you’d think they’d sideswipe each other.

David’s tenor was polished to a high gloss, while Stephen’s voice was husky and less

disciplined, influenced by bluesy southern roots rock. Somehow they didn’t compete so much

as complement. And they had a natural vibrato, which cast a haunting shade. Those guys

could sing.

But so could I.

“Okay, bear with me here,” I said when they finished. “Do it one more time.”

Three times, the same song. They must have thought I was stoned out of my gourd. But I

was English and a guest, so they figured, let’s amuse this guy. Now, I’m a quick study, so I

already knew the words and had the harmony down. I’d been listening to it internally and

thinking: I know what to do, I know where to go, I got it— I got it. As Stephen launched into

the intro again, I casually made my way over, standing to his left, and when they hit the

opening line— I’m there. I had my breath down, the phrasing, the tuning. I put my harmony

above Stephen, and off we sailed. You are livvvv-ing a reality / I left years ago and it quite

nearly killed me. In the lonnnng run . . . What a sound! We were locked in, tight as a drum.

Flawless three- part harmony. It sounded so soft and beautiful, so incredible that a minute or

so into the song we collapsed in laughter. Especially when we hit that chorus. It was insane!

“Wow! Wait a second. What the fuck was that?”

The three of us were harmony freaks and came from groups that had refined two- part as an



art: the Hollies, the Springfield, and the Byrds. But the sound we’d just made was different, so

fresh. We had never heard anything like it before. It was the Everly Brothers

plus. And yet so simple: just one acoustic guitar and three people singing as one.

It shocked David and Stephen. I’m not sure they’d ever thought about the song in three parts.

But I’d heard it right away.

Crosby was beaming ear to ear. “That’s the best thing I ever heard!” he said.

I asked Joni: “Did that sound as incredible to you as it did to me?”

“Yeah, it sounded pretty incredible.”

Something magical had happened, and we all knew it. When you sing with two or three

people and you get it right— when the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts—

everything kind of lifts a couple feet off the ground. The three of us were levitating, all right.

The vibe was so high, it was hard to touch down. There was an intense joy that we had found

something new, an original sound different from anything that was out there. It was there,

complete, a minute into our relationship. We all felt it, knew it. We wanted it

for ourselves. But we were reluctant to discuss how to pull it off. It was almost as if we were

afraid to talk about it, to let the secret out in case it wasn’t there tomorrow morning.

Besides, there were so many roadblocks in our paths. To sing with these guys I would have to

sever my ties with the Hollies— not such an easy thing to do. For one thing, they were my

mates; I loved those guys. Allan Clarke and I had been joined at the hip since we were six

years old, and I was an integral part of the group. I’d have to get out of my record contract,

get my publishing rights back. It was a mess, but it could be done.

“We have to make this work,” Stephen said.

I nodded. “We have no fucking choice but to make this work.” There was no doubt in my

mind. The moment I heard that sound I knew the rest of my life was headed in another

direction. No two ways about it. I had no choice.
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