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For Suzanne and Adam, always And for Irwin Light (1934–2024)





We all, at some point, love, with the risks involved, the vulnerabilities involved, the disappointments and great thrills of passion. This is common human experience.

—Louise Glück

There’s connective tissue with these people. We’re not just five individuals. We are people that have cried, slept, had affairs, cheated on each other, made amends, written songs about each other, relapsed into love affairs again. That’s why it works.

—Mick Fleetwood







PART ONE [image: ] Yesterday’s Gone: Rumours Then and Now





Classic Rock to TikTok

    “I have a little surprise for you!”

Stevie Nicks pauses in the middle of her sold-out show at Madison Square Garden. When she took the stage, she said, “I’m very nervous—I’ve played this venue before, but it doesn’t ever get old. I’m a little scared, and I’m never scared.” But the adoring crowd (mostly women and girls, spanning generations, lots of lace and scarves and billowy skirts) has no doubt reassured her by this point in the set, and now she has an announcement.

“Madison Square Garden, I have something very exciting to share with you all, a few hours before the rest of the world gets to see it,” she says. “About a year ago, Mattel asked me if I was interested in doing my own Barbie…”

It is October 1, 2023—just a few months after Greta Gerwig’s Barbie movie opened in theaters and Barbiemania swept over the land. Primed by the film’s radical rebranding of Barbie as a character, and delirious simply to be in the presence of Stevie Nicks, the crowd goes wild.

“I actually never thought of it,” Nicks continues. “In the midst of being a rock star and all the problems that come with that, addiction and everything, it’s like, no, I didn’t really think about it. But they kept going and said, ‘Are you interested?’ and I said… of course I’m interested!”

She explains that she was concerned about her plastic representation—“Would she look like me? Would she have my spirit? Would she have my heart?”—but she sent Mattel the gauzy black outfit she sported on the cover of Fleetwood Mac’s 1977 album Rumours and the boots she wore on the tour that followed. Carlyle Nuera, who designed the doll, would say on Instagram that the Mattel team had gone back and forth with the fabric vendor “to get the right scale of the lace design and to maximize the gold metallic threads woven throughout.”

Having warned the crowd that she tends to wander off script, Nicks then reads from a statement: “When I look at her, I see my twenty-seven-year-old self. All the memories of walking out on a big stage in that black outfit and those gorgeous boots come rushing back, and then I see myself now in her face. What we have been through since 1975—the battles we have fought, the lessons we have learned together. I am her and she is me. She absolutely has my heart.”

Nicks scurries to the side of the stage and returns to the mic with a box, formally introducing “Stevie Barbie” to the world. She talks in a silly, squeaky doll voice, dances her tiny doppelganger up and down, shakes its tiny toy tambourine. She hands Barbie Number One to an audience member (who gave her name as Sara, prompting Nicks to sing a few lines of Fleetwood Mac’s 1979 hit of the same name), and then gets back to business, counting in her 1983 smash, “Stand Back.”

The Barbie social media accounts officially break the news that night: “Soulful stage presence. Spellbinding style. With a career that’s touched generations of music lovers, Stevie Nicks is the latest legend to be celebrated as part of the Barbie Music Series, bringing her inspiring story and chart-topping career to artists and audiences of all ages. #YouCanBeAnything.”

The Stevie Nicks Barbie went on sale for $55, and preorders sold out almost immediately. (In July 2024, Mattel announced a “limited re-release” of the coveted doll—which, of course, was also scooped up right away.)

Not that the big Barbie bulletin overshadowed the concert for the Stevie faithful in attendance, even if, at the age of seventy-five, Nicks kept her signature twirling to a minimum. Her iconic standing, her style influence, her witchy mystique only continue to grow as time passes. “For college kids these days,” Rolling Stone senior writer Angie Martoccio has said, “if you ask them to name a musician over the age of fifty, most of them would probably just know Stevie Nicks.”

A few weeks later, Nicks is back in New York City, this time to help induct her friend Sheryl Crow into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. Nicks—the first woman to go into the Rock Hall twice, first as a member of Fleetwood Mac in 1998 and then as a solo artist in 2019—sings alongside Crow on “Strong Enough” and “Every Day Is a Winding Road” at the ceremony, held at Brooklyn’s Barclays Center arena.

But that appearance isn’t the only Fleetwood Mac presence in the city on this November evening. Later that same night, from midnight to four a.m., a Los Angeles–based DJ duo called Fleetmac Wood are in town hosting the “Silver Storms Ball”—a four-hour rave composed entirely of remixes of Fleetwood Mac songs. Dance versions of the band’s music aren’t unheard of (the day I wrote this, I got a haircut, and the salon was bumping a remix of their 1987 hit “Everywhere”), but making them the focus of an entire event is still an unexpected move.

That same week at the venerable Playwrights Horizons complex, a new play opened titled Stereophonic. The story, written by David Adjmi, is usually described as “loosely based” on the Rumours recording sessions (though the similarities are such that they eventually led to a lawsuit). After Stereophonic moved to Broadway in April 2024, it won five Tony Awards, including the prize for Best Play of the year.

Soon after the Tony nominations were revealed, Slate ran a story headlined “How Fleetwood Mac Got Cool Again” (in a search-engine-optimization universe, one of the alternate headlines online read “How an Album from 1977 Became a Gen Z Touchstone”). The subhead to the piece, by Sam Adams, asked, “Why do young people keep rediscovering Rumours?”

The article was timely, for sure, but the operative phrase here is really “keep rediscovering.” Because over the course of several decades, Rumours—and the Rumours-era Mac lineup of guitarist/vocalist Lindsey Buckingham, drummer Mick Fleetwood, keyboardist/vocalist Christine McVie, bass player John McVie, and vocalist Stevie Nicks—have carved out a remarkable place in the pop music pantheon.

The album was created in a cauldron of intraband romantic turmoil, as multiple relationships in the band crashed and burned, fueled by voracious drug intake. It was also both an immediate and sustained spectacular success. Certified twenty-one-times platinum, it is the seventh-best-selling record in US history (worldwide, it has sold more than forty million copies).I It won the Grammy for Album of the Year, and for a brief period it was the top-selling album of all time.

Rumours came out a few months before Star Wars opened in theaters, representing a similar cultural shift toward the blockbuster mentality. It was the first album that spun off four top ten singles—just a few years later, after MTV supercharged the music industry, LPs like Michael Jackson’s Thriller and Bruce Springsteen’s Born in the U.S.A. would go seven singles deep.

But nearly fifty years after its release, it has achieved something that none of its peers can claim: Rumours is the single classic-rock album that continues to attract young listeners. It is the one record of its era that doesn’t sound old to successive generations. Nothing else from rock’s Greatest Generation has remained so present, so modern, and has continued to capture the contemporary imagination on such a large scale. Somehow, after all this time, it doesn’t really play like a “classic” but like present-day pop.

“If you’re a fan of any kind of modern pop music,” says Grammy-winning producer Mark Ronson, known for his work with Amy Winehouse, Adele, Lady Gaga, Bruno Mars, and many more, “everything from Taylor Swift to country owes some kind of debt or shares some DNA with this record.”

I’m old enough to remember when the album first came out. I was still a preteen, obsessed with pop radio before switching my affiliation to the more sophisticated album rock station in my hometown of Cincinnati. Rumours reached me, as it reached everyone (“Dreams” is, in fact, the only number one single in Fleetwood Mac’s career), and I had to get the album, one of the first I ever bought.

I knew nothing of the offstage story and was too young to understand the deeper emotions at play in the lyrics; I just loved the songs and, at an elemental level, the sound—Stevie Nicks’s smoky purr, of course, and Lindsey Buckingham’s slashing guitar solos and acoustic fingerpicking, but also the distinctive thud of Mick Fleetwood’s drums, a tone I’ve never heard replicated on record, and the eternally underappreciated creativity of John McVie’s basslines. I didn’t see, as so many didn’t at the time, how Christine McVie (who actually has the most songwriting credits on the album) was the glue holding it all together.

The album’s ongoing popularity, though, first presented itself to me when my son, Adam (who’s now twenty-two), was in high school. He is a voracious music consumer and had a band of his own, so he ran with a cohort of kids who very much knew their stuff. But watching his other friends, who were not as involved in music, it became apparent that Rumours was the one older recording that was familiar to them all and clearly relatable and meaningful, especially to girls. Not only that, but in a shuffle-and-playlist universe, there was an awareness of Rumours as an album, as a body of work, that seemed wildly out of time.

Digging into the data only bears out this initially casual observation. In 2023, Rumours was the most streamed album of the twentieth century on Spotify—more than any Beatles album, more than Guns N’ Roses’ Appetite for Destruction, more than Nirvana’s Nevermind or Dr. Dre’s The Chronic or anything else.

Three songs on Rumours—“Dreams,” “Go Your Own Way,” and “The Chain” (which wasn’t even a single)—have more than a billion streams each on Spotify; “Dreams,” in fact, has more than two billion plays and is the twenty-seventh-most-streamed song of all time on the platform in the United States, ahead of such beloved and omnipresent classic hits as “Bohemian Rhapsody” and “Don’t Stop Believin’.”

Concurrently, Rumours was also 2023’s top-selling catalog album on vinyl—with 206,000 copies sold, the only release in the year’s top ten not by a current artist (Taylor Swift held five of the slots, along with Travis Scott, Olivia Rodrigo, and two from Lana Del Rey). The same held true for 2024; again, Rumours trailed only five Swift selections and new albums from Billie Eilish, Chappell Roan, and Sabrina Carpenter.

Take a look at an average (genuinely random but representative) week on the Billboard “Top 200” albums chart. In the week ending August 31, 2024, there were eight albums under the classic-rock umbrella in the top one hundred. Not only was Rumours the highest ranking, at number twenty-nine, but every single one of the others—by Creedence Clearwater Revival, Elton John, Queen, Bob Marley & the Wailers, Journey, Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, and Hall & Oates, giants all—were greatest-hits collections, not actual self-contained albums. (Fleetwood Mac’s own Greatest Hits album was further down the list, occupying number 175.) At the end of the year, Billboard announced that Rumours was the best-selling rock album of 2024.

This current wave of interest isn’t a new phenomenon, though. Rumours has had multiple moments in its nearly five-decade history that repeatedly thrust it back into the spotlight; it seems like every few years, some new usage or placement comes along and rekindles attention on the album.

From political campaigns to Saturday Night Live sketches, from Glee to memes, references to Rumours surround us. One song from the album was crucial in defining and popularizing TikTok, while another became a staple on the platform.

Over time, more and more new artists—Haim, Florence & the Machine, Mumford and Sons—were claiming Fleetwood Mac as an influence, covering their songs, and talking them up in interviews. Lorde called Rumours “a perfect record.” Harry Styles and Nicks have developed a friendship and appeared onstage together several times; she describes Styles as “the son she never had.”

Albums released in 2024 by the two most formidable forces in pop, Taylor Swift’s The Tortured Poets Department and Beyoncé’s Cowboy Carter, both bore traces of the band’s influence. A poem by Stevie Nicks offers a kind of benediction in the TTPD album packaging, and Swift shouts out Nicks in the song “Clara Bow,” while Beyoncé approximates the sound of “Landslide” on the “II Most Wanted” duet with Miley Cyrus, and on the track “Bodyguard,” Rolling Stone’s Brittany Spanos noted “shades of Christine McVie’s Eighties Fleetwood Mac contributions.”

The 2023 success of the Amazon TV series Daisy Jones & the Six (based on Taylor Jenkins Reid’s best-selling 2019 novel about a fictional band, which was inspired by the Fleetwood Mac story) served as yet another reminder of the perpetual popularity and ever-growing reputation of Rumours. Year in and year out, we keep seeing different ways in which this record enchants new generations and young listeners and shatters all the rules about how pop music is expected to age.

“Though it was seen as punk’s very inverse,” wrote Pitchfork’s Jessica Hopper in 2013, “Rumours has enjoyed a long trickle-down of influence starting from the alt-rock-era embrace… Rumours set a template for pop with a gleaming surface that has something complicated, desperate, and dark resonating underneath.”

What is it about this album that has risen beyond its era and still delights adolescents who otherwise listen to music that sounds very different? Why does one album survive and even thrive when others—even those that felt much more influential at their peak—inevitably become dated?

Curious to better understand this cultural marvel, for this book I spoke to almost thirty post-millennials about their relationship to Rumours. They range in age from sixteen to thirty, students and young professionals, male and female (though mostly female), from across the country—Indiana, Hawaii, Massachusetts, Kentucky, New York City. They all were born more than fifteen years after the album came out, and they consider it to be something important in their lives. I also talked to young artists who have been influenced by the album or covered its songs, and to some of the world’s greatest record producers about the record’s sound and construction.

“It’s just the ultimate music for me,” says Sophia Sullivan (born 2003), a student at George Washington University. “How creative and fun, but also really deeply emotional the whole album is.”

“Music is something that I don’t think I’ll ever understand, but it’s the closest thing we have to magic, it really is,” says Brandeis student Lance Rothchild (born 2003). “So to see something that gets this close to God… it’s kind of insane how good this album is.”

Almost every listener I spoke to was born after 1990, meaning not only that Rumours was decades old before they heard it but also that there hasn’t even been a Fleetwood Mac album with Lindsey Buckingham, Stevie Nicks, and Christine McVie released in their lifetimes. There were moments during this period when the band was present in the culture and long stretches when they weren’t. Yet somehow these fans didn’t just find this timeworn record, they deeply identified with it and embraced it tightly.

I wanted to explore the basic questions around the ongoing Rumours phenomenon with these post-millennials. How did they come across the album? Why did they feel so strongly about it—was it the sound, the structure, the backstory? How did it differ from the rest of the classic-rock canon?

Fleetwood Mac fans and acolytes don’t always come from the directions you expect. White women would seem to be the record’s sweet spot, but you don’t sell forty million albums or stream songs billions of times to a single demographic.

In 2012, after The Guardian named Frank Ocean’s album Channel Orange the best record of the year, the newspaper asked the reclusive R&B star about his own favorite releases. “You know who needs to make a new album? I think Fleetwood Mac needs to make a new album,” he replied. The next year, Ocean was featured on an Earl Sweatshirt track titled “Sunday,” on which Sweatshirt rapped, “I got my Fleetwood Mac / I could get high every day.”

Producer Michael Ozowuru has worked with Ocean, as well as Beyoncé, SZA, and Rosalía. As a teenager in California, his musical obsessions were Stevie Wonder, OutKast, A Tribe Called Quest, and Fleetwood Mac.

“At the time, I listened to a lot of rap music,” he says, “but something about the sonics of Rumours lends itself to the sonics of rap or present-day pop—something about the crispness and the energy around it. The bass, and the relation of drum and bass, feels very contemporary. I don’t know how they did it, but however they were getting the bass to sit with the drum tones is, to me, very hip-hop. The DNA from this music has probably been in more hip-hop and more pop music than we realize, just by proxy of how great they got those sounds to sound back then.”

Ahmir “Questlove” Thompson—drummer for the Roots, author, Oscar-winning filmmaker, and music historian—witnessed the unpredictable impact that Fleetwood Mac’s music can have. “I was DJing at a swanky party at [the New York City restaurant] Eleven Madison Park—I think it was in celebration of their consistent Michelin track record—when I heard a voice say ‘Yo.’ Usually when I DJ, I don’t look up, but this voice surprised me. It was a distinctive raspy tenor I’d know anywhere—Styles P from [New York rap legends] the Lox. I was surprised for a second to see him there, but I processed it quick. He had gotten married. His wife was vegan. He pivoted toward healthier eating. ‘Ayo, baby,’ he said. ‘You gotta play…’ I barely heard what he said next.

“Usually—let’s say 99.44 percent of the time—I am an asshole when it comes to people making requests. I take the position that you don’t tell Picasso what to paint or Miles Davis what to play. It’s an honor to have me DJ for you. I get defensive and highly attitudinal. But this was Styles P, so I let the rest of his request through. He was asking for Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Dreams.’ This was around the time of the viral video of the guy on the skateboard lip-syncing to the song. I couldn’t believe it. ‘Man,’ I thought, ‘really? You fell for the clip?’ Plus the song is the wrong key and it’s 111 beats per minute. It doesn’t fit with anything I’m playing.

“But then I checked what I was playing. I was in the key of A, which was the right key, and around 112 bpm. Holy shit, I thought. For the first time in history that somebody requested a DJ to play ‘Dreams,’ it would be a logical choice. Plus, cool points from Styles P! I played it and the place exploded. I got the same reaction from my high-octane, spiking-the-punch tracks, the five songs I knew would drive the dance floor crazy.”

The songs from Rumours have become so ubiquitous that we take their constant presence for granted. In the supermarket or the nail salon or the airport, on social media, being covered by young pop stars—this material long ago broke from the confines of classic-rock radio to just stay in the air, seemingly at all times.

“It’s kind of creepy how it doesn’t get old,” Stevie Nicks said in the liner notes to the 2019 Super Deluxe reissue of the album. “Rumours still sounds like it could have been done in your living room three days ago.”

But she added that the band was always well aware they were on to something special. “I think we just psychically knew that record was going to live on forever in history when we were making it.”

Part of the phenomenon, of course, is the soap opera that surrounds Rumours—an unparalleled narrative of breakups and hookups, divorces and flings, all happening within one band while they were also making magnificent music together. Pitchfork referred to the “Shakespearean web of drama” surrounding the album and its marathon, cocaine-powered recording sessions.

The whole scenario is so unreal it still fuels gossip coverage and romanticized, adapted retellings to this day—a backstory so familiar it’s practically the stuff of legend. But to what degree are kids who discover the album now even aware of the off-stage narrative? Is it part of what initially draws them to Rumours, or is it something they find out only after they’ve been seduced by the music?

Rumours is undoubtedly a breakup album (in 2023, the Irish Independent named it the “Greatest Break-Up Album of All Time,” topping a list that included Adele, Bon Iver, and Frank Sinatra), but it’s not only that. The range of experience in these eleven songs (and one crucial B-side) presents a visceral way for young people to live out their burgeoning fascination and new experiences with love and heartbreak, from its onset to its aftermath.

Beyond presenting the necessary background, I have tried to avoid getting too deep into the weeds of the making of Rumours; that territory has been covered many times over the years (make sure to watch the Rumours episode of the Classic Albums television series), and the fictionalized versions and myth-making that surround the project have set much of its storyline in stone. My interest is not so much in the past as in the very special way that this music continues to live in the world.

Once we’ve established the history of and context for Rumours, the second part of this book examines each of the album’s songs—beloved top to bottom, a consistency that defines the term “no skips”—and connects them to their creators, their appearances in our culture over the years, and their significance to today’s listeners. The final section explores the enduring appeal of Rumours through the words of these successive generations and attempts to draw some conclusions about its rarefied status.

Over the course of its astonishing journey, Rumours has also transformed from being a pop sensation to getting recognized as an important work, a rite of passage handed down from generation to generation.

“There was a time when Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours was just seen as an album that sold incredibly well,” wrote author and cultural critic Chuck Klosterman in the 2004 book This Is Pop. “Over the past five years, though, it’s become more acceptable to classify Rumours as great in and of itself.” Since then, the album’s standing has only risen—to the point that very soon, the world may decide that Rumours stands as the definitive statement of the rock and roll era.

“It’s always been a super-famous album, but it’s never been more popular or famous than it is right now,” said Rob Sheffield in a 2023 Rolling Stone podcast. “It’s really amazing how Rumours gets more iconic, more famous, and more mysterious over the years.”

Consider the record’s placement on Rolling Stone’s rankings and rerankings of “The Best Albums of All Time” over the years. In 1987, for the magazine’s twentieth anniversary, it devoted a special issue to the “100 Best Albums of the Last 20 Years.” Rumours, just ten years old at the time, made the cut, placing at number seventy-two.

By 2002, when the publication took its first shot at the “500 Greatest Albums of All Time,” it had climbed to number twenty-five. An updated version of the list in 2012 saw Rumours holding steady at number twenty-six—but in 2020, with an expanded and more modernized body of voters making the selections, it zoomed all the way up to number seven.

Of course, these lists are silly. I should know; I planned and edited plenty of them myself in my magazine days. But in broad strokes, they’re interesting for demonstrating general patterns and shifting legacies. (The Sex Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks, which was released the same year as Rumours, was number two on Rolling Stone’s 1987 list but plummeted to number eighty on the most recent tally, while Stevie Wonder’s majestic Songs in the Key of Life, number four in 2020, somehow didn’t appear anywhere on the 1987 list.) What becomes apparent is that Rumours is an album that has only continued to gain in admiration, impact, and connection as the years go by.

It has been celebrated and championed by teens and young listeners, millennials to Gen Z to whatever comes next, while all of its classic-rock contemporaries drift further into the rearview mirror. It is more cherished, more beloved than ever. (And before we leave the world of list-making, it’s worth noting that in 2022, the popular music and entertainment site Consequence, which might be a better proxy of youth culture than Rolling Stone at this point, took its own stab at a “Greatest Albums” list, and Rumours came in all the way up at number two, trailing only Prince’s Purple Rain.)

This trajectory is utterly unique: younger listeners decidedly do not form any sort of comparable bonds to rock behemoths like the Eagles’s Hotel California or Led Zeppelin IV. Great as they are, to twenty-first-century kids those records are ancient. Yet the themes and emotions of Rumours retain a powerful, contemporary impact to those who were born decades after its release.

In the spring of 2024, reviews of Rumours popped up in two college newspapers within weeks of each other. The album was selected for coverage by an Instagram poll conducted by the Western Front, a student publication covering Western Washington University, Bellingham, and Whatcom County. “Hot Take #1: This is the best pop album ever,” wrote Eli Voorhies. Then in the Eastern University Waltonian, Ella Curcuruto presented her thoughts. “Perhaps you are wondering why I would write a review of an album that came out almost fifty years ago,” she wrote. “The simple answer is that this album is undeniably awesome and still warrants discussion today.”

“Nobody’s topped it,” says Mark Ronson. “Nobody’s done the kind of things that are on this record better. No one is ever going to be better than Prince or Michael Jackson, but you could argue that D’Angelo or Frank Ocean have maybe taken that blueprint and, if not done it better, shown a progression. But the songs on Rumours, you’d be hard-pressed to be like, ‘Oh, yes, someone took that and ran with it and kinda made it better.’ There hasn’t been a band since with three distinct writers and talents like that…. I just don’t think anyone has gotten near it.”

Musician/actor/model Suki Waterhouse played keyboardist Karen Sirko in the TV adaptation of Daisy Jones & the Six. She spoke of the power of Rumours in almost supernatural terms. “It’s really rare that actual magic is recorded, and I think they recorded magic,” she says. “There’s stardust in there that just transcends time.

“It feels like the Absolute Truth,” she continues, “like a call to a different life where I could love that deeply, and I could break hearts and be broken, things that I hadn’t really experienced yet but I knew were out there. This music was that portal to me—to know that there was some great thing out there.”

That intuitive connection surfaced again in April 2024, with yet another Rumours-related viral moment. Raven Baxter—a thirty-year-old molecular biologist, science communicator, and host of the Science of Life podcast—was sitting in a hotel bar in Nebraska, “two margaritas deep,” when she heard some unfamiliar music that caught her attention. Decamping to her room, Baxter found out that she had been listening to Rumours.

She started streaming the album and live tweeting her reactions; she claims that she was so riveted she barely slept for the next forty-eight hours. “Wait is this WHOLE album two people in the band breaking up and fighting?!?!” she wrote at one point. Quickly, her tweets took off, and the thread was viewed nearly 14.3 million times, picking up national media attention from the Today show to Time.com.

Baxter’s excitement, awe, and wonder speak for so many who encounter Rumours, and the unexpected power it contains, anew. “I think humans have a sixth sense of the blood, sweat, and tears, the pain and suffering that is behind a piece of art,” says Julian Bunetta, who coproduced and cowrote a bunch of songs for One Direction and, later, such smashes as Sabrina Carpenter’s “Espresso” and “Lose Control” by Teddy Swims. “If a camera captures the emotion in a room on picture, a microphone captures the emotion of a room through sound. So whatever was going on between the five band members, which ranges across the entirety of the human emotional gauntlet and experience, is all embedded.

“A record is a time capsule,” he continues. “It puts you there, and you feel the feelings that those people were feeling, and the climate of what was going on. Even if people don’t know the lore, they’re still getting a perfectly preserved snapshot of all these emotions coming through the speakers.”

Rumours casts a shadow that keeps growing—because of its subjects, its sound, its construction, its history, its inspirations, its mystique. This album has made it into every corner of our consciousness, and its influence extends to rockers, singer-songwriters, pop stars, and rappers, but beyond that to young people of all backgrounds figuring out how to navigate their own lives and relationships.

The album is a hidden (or maybe not so hidden) force in our lives, and it is time to examine and understand why and how it endures. Nearly fifty years after its release, Rumours continues to give listeners a road map to reflect on what they had and what they lost, to go their own way, to keep thinking about tomorrow.


	I. A word on sales statistics: If you measure by platinum certifications—which mark the sale of one million units or digital equivalents—Rumours lands at number eleven. But four of the albums that rank ahead of it (the Beatles’s “White Album,” Billy Joel’s Greatest Hits Volume I & Volume II, Garth Brooks’s Double Live, and Pink Floyd’s The Wall) are double albums and get credit for both discs, so Rumours has sold more actual copies than all of those. Also, worldwide sales stats are estimates, so for consistency, we’ll stick with the US figures. For what it’s worth, on the current world scoreboard, Rumours sits at number eight.







“We used to be a blues band”

Turmoil and disarray were always part of the Fleetwood Mac story, long before Rumours got underway, years prior to Fleetwood or Mac ever hearing the names Stevie Nicks and Lindsey Buckingham. A revolving door of band members, religious cults, breakdowns, affairs, drugs, madness—it was a wild ride for this group from the very beginning.

It starts, as do many things in rock history, with John Mayall. One of the godfathers of the British blues scene, Mayall led a band called the Bluesbreakers, which was a testing ground for multiple guitar legends when they were starting out, including Eric Clapton and future Rolling Stone Mick Taylor. (For his contributions, Mayall was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2024 as an “Early Influence,” though sadly, he died a few months before the ceremony.)

When Clapton left the Bluesbreakers in 1966 to put together the group that would become Cream, a young hotshot named Peter Green (born Peter Greenbaum) was invited to take the lead guitar spot. One measure of Green’s prowess is that B. B. King, no less, reportedly said that “he has the sweetest tone I ever heard; he was the only one who gave me the cold sweats.” Green had been kicking around London with a few bands, including one called Peter B’s Looners, whose drummer was Mick Fleetwood.

Bluesbreakers drummer Aynsley Dunbar announced he was leaving the band to play with Jeff Beck, and Green suggested Fleetwood as a replacement. He came on board, joining bass player John McVie in the rhythm section. One day, Mayall gifted Green some free studio time, and he cut some tracks with Fleetwood and McVie, titling one instrumental “Fleetwood Mac” in their honor.

Eventually, Green proposed that the trio strike out on their own as a band called Fleetwood Mac; Fleetwood agreed but—despite being right there in the name—McVie chose to stick it out with the Bluesbreakers. (Fleetwood would later claim that Mayall kicked Mick out of the group for drinking too much.) Splitting the difference on the name, “Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac” debuted in August 1967 at the National Jazz & Blues Festival at Windsor Racecourse, with a lineup including second guitarist Jeremy Spencer and bassist Bill Brunning.

Also on the bill that night was a band called Chicken Shack, featuring a female keyboard player with the (real) name Christine Perfect. John McVie, though still a Bluesbreaker, came to the festival, where he met Christine for the first time.

Soon enough, though, McVie broke down and joined the group already bearing his name, and Fleetwood Mac’s self-titled debut album came out in 1968, reaching number four on the UK charts. “Black Magic Woman” became a hit single; the song was later covered, to even greater prominence, by Santana.

For their second album, 1968’s Mr. Wonderful, they invited Perfect—a former sculpture major and window dresser, the daughter of a concert violinist father and a mother who considered herself a psychic and healer—to sit in on a few of the songs. “Fleetwood Mac were my favorite band at the time,” she told record executive Joe Smith in 1986 for an oral history of the music business he was compiling. “They were like a drug, they were so good, so infectious in those days.”

Later that year, Chicken Shack scored a hit of its own with a version of the Etta James classic “I’d Rather Go Blind,” and Perfect won Melody Maker magazine’s award for best female vocalist for the first of two times. And following a two-week romance, Perfect and McVie were married.

Next, Green and Fleetwood invited eighteen-year-old Danny Kirwan to join, making Fleetwood Mac a five-piece group with three guitarists. In October, they cut a tranquil Green instrumental called “Albatross” featuring a dual-guitar lead, and it became a surprise smash, a UK number one single. Even the Beatles took notice; George Harrison said that “Sun King” on Abbey Road was inspired by the song, and in Peter Jackson’s Get Back documentary, John Lennon can be heard raving about Fleetwood Mac after seeing them on the Late Night Live TV program. “They were so sweet, man,” he says. “They’re really good, though, aren’t they?”

Fleetwood Mac released two albums in 1969 and were the year’s top-charting UK group. But Peter Green had started taking LSD, suffering a cataclysmic bad trip at a hippie commune in Munich. In April 1970, he decided to quit the band he had founded.

“I want to lead a freer and more selfless life along Christian principles,” he said at the time. “I’m not worried if it means I’ll fade from public view.” He became a recluse, enduring periods of mental illness and severe poverty, a hugely influential but seldom-seen figure.

“Tell them I’m sorry I let them down” was Green’s message to his former bandmates in a rare interview with Mojo magazine in 1994. “I couldn’t carry on doing it, for whatever reason. I think it was too much drugs.”

Many years later, Mick Fleetwood would say that he suspected Green may have had “a vision that one day, when he left, he didn’t want this thing to collapse.” Indeed, Fleetwood Mac soldiered on, releasing Kiln House in 1970. Christine McVie had nominally retired from the music business after her marriage to John (“She said, ‘Enough of this shit, I’ll be Missus Mac,’ ” John later explained, “which is completely unlike Christine”) but she contributed to the album and was subsequently invited to join the band. They all moved into a communal mansion in Headley, Hampshire, known as Benifold.

Then, on a US tour in February 1971, the next insane thing happened. Before a show in San Francisco, Jeremy Spencer—who kept a collection of bibles under his bed—announced that he was going out to get a magazine and never came back. The band eventually figured out that he had joined a cult called the Children of God. “The way I left was wrong and a mistake,” he later said. “I should’ve told them right away, but I was desperate.” (Spencer remains affiliated with the sect, now known as The Family International, to this day.)

The group rolled on, bringing in Bob Welch, an American guitarist living in Paris at the time, as the latest addition. With Kirwan and Welch now assuming the primary songwriting roles, the band moved away from its blues base and toward a more melodic sound, heavy on vocal harmonies.

But whatever semblance of stability this configuration of Fleetwood Mac offered didn’t last long, either. By 1972, Danny Kirwan had become an alcoholic. One night he smashed his guitar backstage and refused to go on, after which he was fired. On to the next.

Guitarist Bob Weston and vocalist Dave Walker were enlisted for the Mac’s seventh album, Penguin, but Walker was soon let go. In 1973, it came to light that Weston was having an affair with Fleetwood’s wife, Jenny Boyd (the sister of Pattie Boyd, who married first George Harrison and then Eric Clapton and inspired the tortured epic “Layla”). He, too, was canned.

Meanwhile, John McVie was now having issues with alcohol himself. Fleetwood had finally had enough, and he declared that the band was breaking up.

But there were still dates on the books, so their manager, Clifford Davis, quickly assembled an entirely new batch of players and sent them on the road as Fleetwood Mac, claiming that he owned the name. The band’s label, Warner Bros. Records, said that it didn’t actually know who had those rights, and a legal dispute dragged on for years.

While the fake Fleetwood Mac toured for a few months, to increasing audience confusion and hostility, the real Mac members—whatever their status—were unable to play in the UK and decided to pack up and move to Los Angeles. “I didn’t want to go,” said Christine. “Everybody said, ‘Let’s just go for three months’… and it was twenty-three years.”

They regrouped, took over their own management (led by Fleetwood), and eventually released Heroes Are Hard to Find in 1974, which writer Tim Sommer later called “the first Fleetwood Mac album unquestionably recognizable as a ‘modern’ Mac album.”

“This is largely thanks to Christine McVie,” Sommer wrote in a 2017 piece in The Observer. “McVie’s alluring and affecting contributions to Heroes show that the Rumours-era Mac was already fairly well articulated before Lindsey Buckingham and Stevie Nicks even joined the band, and I don’t think she gets enough credit for this.” But by this point, Bob Welch had become disillusioned by the whole thing and was openly talking about quitting.

In November 1974—with his kids in tow and groceries in his car—Fleetwood swung by Sound City Studios in Van Nuys to check out the space for some potential upcoming sessions. To demonstrate the sound of the room, house engineer Keith Olsen played him a track he had recently recorded called “Frozen Love,” by a young duo called Buckingham Nicks.

Fleetwood was not only impressed by the sonics but also by the guitar player. He was introduced to twenty-five-year-old Lindsey Buckingham, who happened to be at the studio recording demos. When Welch formally gave notice in December, Fleetwood played a hunch and asked Buckingham to join Fleetwood Mac. The guitarist agreed—on the condition that his duo partner and girlfriend, Stevie Nicks, was also included.

Everything about this is crazy. Adding a new member to an established band after a chance first meeting? Being offered the opportunity to go from obscurity to becoming a member of a prominent band but insisting that your girlfriend had to be part of the deal? Bringing two American folk-rockers—without so much as an audition—into a group that had burned through a half-dozen guitarists and was now back to its core of a rhythm section that came up playing blues? None of it made any sense.

Buckingham and Nicks joined Fleetwood Mac on New Year’s Eve 1974.



Lindsey Buckingham grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area, where he and his brothers were competitive swimmers; his brother Gregory even won a silver medal at the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City. But by age thirteen, Lindsey had discovered the Kingston Trio, which ignited an interest in folk guitar, and then fell in love with Brian Wilson’s soaring harmonies and intricate arrangements for the Beach Boys.

“The Beach Boys came into the popular consciousness with the mythology of surfing
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