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NEEDLES AND PINS


It’s not like Rumours was “the best album ever made” because it sold the most copies. It did well for a lot of different reasons, many, I’m sure, that had little or nothing to do with the music. If I’m going to believe it sold so well because it was so great, how am I supposed to interpret Tusk selling so many fewer copies? I like Tusk better. I just can’t take it too seriously. Sales are not necessarily indicative of quality.

—LINDSEY BUCKINGHAM



Since finishing Rumours a year and a half ago, things changed a lot for us. Rumours went platinum a month after it was released with 1 million in sales and hit no. 1 in April 1977, and stayed no. 1 all the way until November, breaking and setting records established by some of the biggest names in the music business. A year later, my coproducer, Richard Dashut, and I won a Grammy as the producers of the Album of the Year for our work on Rumours, and were also nominated for Best Engineers at the twentieth annual Grammy Awards.

I traveled with the band on its victory lap around the world—all across the United States, Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan, recording its live shows to millions of rapturous fans. Everywhere Fleet-wood Mac played, it was more than just a rock band; it was a phenomenon, one that required hours of hard work behind the scenes to maintain. After a much-needed rainy winter break, the band rented Joe Walsh’s house on Mulholland and began rehearsing and writing again. The band’s popularity hadn’t waned one bit. If anything, it was growing. Fleetwood Mac had the magic touch, with more hits than Rod Carew. Even its side projects, such as Warren Zevon’s “Werewolves of London” and Walter Egan’s “Magnet and Steel,” were burning up the Top 40.

On September 16, 1978, construction began on our new custom-built studio on the edge of Santa Monica, a new addition to the renowned Village Recorder Studios, and by June, Studio D was complete. The owner was an eccentric midwestern tycoon, Geordie Hormel of Hormel Foods, and the studio that Spam built was his favorite toy. If he was low on money, he’d sell an island. If someone didn’t let him play piano, he’d buy the place. Geordie was a very nice guy and mild mannered with long hair well down past his shoulders, a former socialite once married to Leslie Caron now turned California hippie. Geordie’s clients were some of the biggest stars in the music business, and he was constantly paranoid about the rampant drug use and parties going on only half a block from the local precinct. Therefore, the entrance to the Village was a maze of mirrors intended to confuse and delay a police raid. Inside his office he even built a fake wall that he could open and disappear behind. It truly was a different time.

After getting loose on the road, the band was itching to record. Now that its studio was complete, it was time to get down to business. I was confident that this time around would be easier. I was no longer the new kid, and I now knew the band intimately and how to better fulfill its needs. Its storied relationship issues had apparently all but healed. John McVie was engaged to his secretary, Julie Rubens, and Christine McVie was head over heels for LA’s most eligible bachelor, Dennis Wilson of the Beach Boys. Christine and Dennis spent most nights either sleeping on his 52-foot yawl, Harmony, docked in Marina Del Rey or at her mansion in Beverly Hills. They were now rock royalty. Lindsey Buckingham, for his part, had won the heart of a stunning blond model named Carol Ann Harris, and the two soon moved in together and were nearly inseparable.

In less than a year, Stevie Nicks became one of the most famous, distinctive, and lusted-after singers in the world with an amoeba-like entourage around her at all times. The band’s little sister dated celebrities and musicians at such a rate that we stopped keeping track. Mick Fleetwood may have been a lunatic on the road, but he was still the married family man who doted on his children and his parents. What we didn’t know at the time was that Stevie and Mick had already embarked on an affair during the Rumours tour. Over the next year, the Fleetwood Mac saga would only become more epic. But for now, the business at hand was to record the most anticipated follow-up album of the ’70s.

I drove my new metallic blue 1973 Ferrari Dino down the hillside from my ocean-view home in Malibu. Foreigner’s “Hot Blooded” was on the radio and my beagle, Scooter, had his head out the window, ears flapping as I zigzagged in and out of busy beach traffic on the Pacific Coast Highway. Other drivers did a double take at Scooter, who appeared to be driving because I’d bought the car in London. It was a beautiful day. I felt good. I was in the mix.

Foreigner, another collection of crazy Brits and Americans, had asked me to produce the album that would become Double Vision right after I finished Rumours, but I was too tired and probably too scared to jump back into another album after spending over a year locked up in a studio. Instead, the job went to Keith Olsen at Sound City, who had produced Fleetwood Mac’s self-titled breakthrough three years before. He was a straight-ahead rock-and-roll producer who got amazing sounds, and I was admiring his work on the drive in, hoping I would be able to replicate that same magic that day. The best part of working in the recording industry is you never know what day you’re going to be a part of something historical. Despite the egos and the money, the doubt and insecurity, the potential is always there for something special.

I looked over at Scooter, “Here we go again. Are you ready for another Year of Crazy, buddy?”

He looked at me like, “Sure, what the fuck, how bad can it be?”

If I had only known, I might have turned around and gone back to bed.

Scooter and I pulled into the Village parking lot before noon. I was excited to get this album going. I felt bold. I wanted to surpass Rumours with more great songs and more great sounds. Fleetwood Mac was the perfect package and now I had home-field advantage with my bespoke studio and team, built to my own precise specifications. This was my house; what could go wrong?

On the way in the door through the hall of mirrors, I passed a very attractive new receptionist—she looked to be about twenty-three, with flawless skin—and thought, Why not sit down in the waiting area until Richard gets here? When Richard entered a few minutes later, he took one look at the beauty and immediately did one of his fake stumbles, right into her desk. “Well, excuse me, but I think I may be falling for you,” he said in his Rodney Dangerfield voice. He started laughing and when he finally stopped, he introduced himself to the new girl, who was engrossed in a copy of The Thorn Birds. “Hello, I’m Richard Dashut,” he said, reaching out with his hand to hers and giving a gentlemanly half bow.

She put down her book as I instinctively jumped up to her rescue and apologized, “Yeah, yeah, don’t mind him; he’s always this way.”

“Why, thank you, but I have a boyfriend, and besides, he looks pretty harmless to me, though,” she said with a smile, looking straight into my eyes.

“Boyfriend, huh? If he ever screws up with you, please let me know, and I’ll be there for you.” Scooter barked reproachfully at us. I put my arm around Dashut as he continued to snicker and took him down the long hallway that led to our studio.

“Hey, when did she start working here? She’s hot!” Richard wondered, turning his head for one last look.

“Here we go again, Casanova. I guess Geordie hired her last week to go with the new room,” I joked.

We opened the double doors of our studio and into the lounge that was directly behind the control room. “Want a beer?” I asked. We made sure to install a tap of Heineken, Mick’s favorite beer, to prevent any more bottle pyramids next to his drum set like last time. (Fleetwood Mac was getting classy; even Christine had switched from Blue Nun to Pouilly-Fuissé.) I grabbed two chilled glass mugs from the fridge and handed one to Richard.

“Hey, get away from that beer! That’s Mick’s!” Ray Lindsey, the band’s roadie, chauffeur, and occasional second guitar player walked in the room.

“Just try to stop us,” Richard countered.

“Hey, buddy,” I said, putting my arm around Ray, giving him a hug. “How do you like our new home for the next year?” I asked. “Did you see the room we built for you and Rhino? It’s on the other side of the studio. It has a bench where you can work on the equipment with special lights and tall chairs.”

“Yeah; they showed me when I got here—pretty cool!” said Ray.

“How was the tour?”

“Bitchin’!” said Rhino, who had been sitting in the corner unnoticed.

Rhino was Mick’s drum roadie. I have to admit Rhino came off as rough around the edges. Born Ron Penny, he got his road name for, well, being a bit obnoxious. He had a chipped front tooth, which I think he got in a bar fight. Rhino grew up on the road and that was the life he loved. They’re a special breed.

“I got a lot of hot punters to use those Mac knee pads to get backstage access,” he boasted. “‘No head, no backstage pass’—that’s my rule!”

Sometime during the Rumours tour, somebody in the merch department okayed the making of official Fleetwood Mac knee pads. You see, those in the Mac’s road crew prided themselves on treating their women properly.

“Nice, Rhino,” said Ray, sarcastically.

Ray was a sweet guy at heart. He had a baby face and a keen sense of humor, but could be pretty biting when he wanted to be. Nobody in the Fleetwood Mac family, I noticed early on, was thin-skinned.

“When will the band’s equipment be here?” Richard asked.

“It’s out in the truck. We were just waitin’ for you two losers to tell us where to set it up,” Rhino said flatly.

“Follow me, gentlemen,” I said, “and I use that term very loosely.”

Richard and I led the two roadies into the small kitchen, past the two private bathrooms and into the control room of Studio D. The control room was about 1,000 square feet, shaped in a hexagon with big double glass windows that surveyed the spacious sound room, giving us a commanding view of the action. The control room was paneled with dark, ornate, recessed walnut panels. In the back of the control room, there was a long couch and a credenza in front, which served as a coffee table. Additionally, it was a handy coke chopping surface, a prerequisite for any recording studio of that era.

In the opposite corner, on the far side of the couch, was the tape machine station. We had designed it to hold everything we needed. We had two brand-new Studer A-80, 24-track tape machines, two Ampex ATR-100 2-track machines, and a full complement of forty-eight channels of Dolby SR noise-reduction units. Attending to all these fabulous machines was our pal, assistant engineer Hernan Rojas.

“Good morning, Hernan!” I said.

“May I call you Ernesto or Ernie, my good man?” Dashut said, while lighting a cigarette.

Hernan half-groaned, half-chuckled.

“Hello, it’s nice to see you guys again. It’s pronounced ‘Air-nan,’ by the way.”

Hernan was a proud, ruggedly handsome Latino with a cleft chin like movie stars have. He had emigrated from Chile because of his love of music and desire to work in a top studio in the States. He had been an assistant engineer here at the Village for the past four years, where we met him during the remix of singles for Rumours and other FM side projects. He had married a California girl for mutual convenience, so he could get his green card and she, a male companion for her and her young four-year-old daughter. This album would be Herman’s big break, and he knew it.

“Well, Hair-non, you’ve got your work cut out for you with Dashut and Caillat, that’s for sure!” replied Ray and Rhino, nearly talking in unison like Heckle and Jeckle, their laughter trailing them out into the studio.

“Very funny coming from you two guys,” Richard yelled after them, laying down the law. “Remember you’re in our world now, not on the road!”

Richard and I followed after the two roadies and showed them where the drums, bass amp, guitar amp, electric keyboards, and Leslie organ should be placed around our new studio. Each musician would have his or her personal station, surrounded by portable isolation walls, and with its own individual headphone controls. Now that we were all set up, all we needed was a band.

“When will the band be here?” I asked.

“I talked to Mick a while ago,” said Richard, “and everyone will be down later this afternoon to check out our new digs.”

“Great. I want to be all set up when they arrive. Hernan, let’s get some help in here to get the mics on stands, connected to the board, listed, and tested. I want this album to start off perfectly.”

“Aye, captain,” Hernan acknowledged in what may have been a Chilean’s attempt at a Scottish accent. Everyone’s a comedian, I thought to myself.

Back inside the control room, I saw Hernan was busy making final adjustments, labeling each microphone’s identity on the channels of our new sixty-channel Neve 8078 console, an amazing and very expensive piece of equipment. Hernan set up mics like a bullfighter, always with pizzazz and always fun to watch. This was the Big Day and you couldn’t help feeling a certain nervous energy in the air, among other things. Richard was already smoking a joint with Ray. I gave him a look and he headed over to help me finish setting the mics.

“Hey, buddy! Are you going to share that with me?” I asked, pointing to the glowing joint.

“Cutlass,” Dashut said, calling me by his nickname for my tape-editing abilities, passing me the joint. Richard added, “I talked to Lindsey this morning and he didn’t sound so good. Had a rough night with Carol, apparently; he said he’d be a little late coming in today.”

“No problem; we’ll get everyone else’s sounds perfected while we wait for Lindsey to arrive.”

It was uncharacteristic of Lindsey for him to be the last to arrive. Fleetwood Mac was unique among big rock bands in that it had Mick as its manager and Lindsey as the band’s de facto producer and arranger. It was all in-house, which streamlined the process, of course, and made every decision more personal, but also made the burden that much heavier. Lindsey especially liked to be a part of the day’s planning, and to have the first pick at the prime time of the day.

Mick and John arrived next and soon hoisted frosty mugs of Heineken, cheering their own luck and success, like two village blokes who won at the races. They were best friends and great battery mates, who always reminded me of Peter Cook and Dudley Moore. They just had that chemistry. Almost immediately after entering the live space, Mick started tuning his drums with Rhino and Dashut at his side. Mick carefully tuned each drum to his unique liking, which is one of the secrets to his sound. Also, because Christine had perfect pitch, tuning up and staying in tune were a Fleetwood Mac obsession, which as an engineer, only endeared them to me. Over in John’s bass area, all of his basses were lined up neatly on stands so John could immediately have the right instrument for each song. John is one of the most tasteful and instinctive bass players I’ve ever met. When he was sober, he worked quickly and he worked well.

Half an hour later, Stevie arrived with her gorgeous friend, Sara Recor. Sara was a natural beauty with long brown hair and a killer body. In a room full of famous people, she was the one you couldn’t ignore. She was Stevie’s best friend and was the inspiration for the one of Tusk’s standout tracks, “Sara.” Both Stevie and Sara went directly out to talk to Mick. He always had a way with the ladies. It seemed to me that they were both flirting with him. I didn’t know about Stevie and Mick’s affair at the time, nor did I know that things were starting to fall apart between the two of them.

Stevie came back into the control room and handed Hernan a cassette for him to play.

“I want you guys to hear two new songs of mine,” Stevie said.

Hernan put it into the cassette player and pushed Play. One of Stevie’s new songs, “Storms,” came on. It was a somewhat depressing song with only a few chords. I know now that it was written about Mick, but at the time it was assumed that it was written about her and Lindsey. She told Hernan to pause the tape. “What do you think of that one?” she asked us.

“Nice,” we all said, even though it was a bit of a downer for the first day.

“I really love it, Stevie,” Sara was sure to add, and she meant it.

Stevie was, and still is, a prolific songwriter and lyricist. She knew that she was competing with Lindsey and Christine for song space and for some reason always had to fight harder than the other two to get her due consideration. This would come back to bite the band in a couple of years.

Just then, Christine and Dennis Wilson came into the control room. Chris and Dennis had been dating for a while now. Christine often wrote songs on his boat where he had a keyboard for her to play which led to a slew of new love songs from her. I had known Dennis for a while now. He’d always come down and check on our studio’s progress, always smart and inquisitive and generous with advice, having been in the business since he was a teenager. I liked him.

“I heard a bit of that last song through the door,” the always out-spoken Christine remarked. “It’s a bit dodgy, don’t you think, Stevie?” Christine drawled like a duchess, so you were never sure whether she was being bitchy or not. The English were hard to read that way.

“Don’t listen to her, Stevie,” Dennis said. “Chris really likes it.”

Dennis, no stranger to family quarrels, always had a kind thing to say if the air got tense.

“No, it’s just a demo. It will be great after we work on it,” Stevie said, undeterred. She was far more self-confident now than she had been, especially in Lindsey’s absence. Stevie learned she could no longer be the front woman onstage and a shrinking violet in the studio. “Storms” did sound like another breakup song, and I had secretly hoped that we were past this breakup stuff. Stevie had written it on the couch of Studio D, looking up from her journal occasionally and somehow ignoring Mick during the insanely long hours we spent in the control room.

The next song on the tape was “Sisters of the Moon,” which I recalled from a few years back, written about her failing health on tour. The new voice-and-piano demo was depressing and not very exciting, but it would evolve into a rocker more like “Gold Dust Woman,” becoming one of the few driving hard rock songs on Tusk and another mystical milestone for her wandering gypsy persona with a chorus that foresaw ’80s heavy metal.

“That one’s gonna be fucking great, Stevie!” exclaimed Christine, an old rocker at heart, holding her cigarette in the same hand as her glass of Burgundy. “We should play it live this summer. I’ll play the Rhodes on that one.”

A Fender Rhodes is the most mysterious sounding keyboard of all time, and a perfect fit to the aura this song was giving off. We all agreed this song had some real potential.

“Do you want to hear my two new ones?” Christine asked.

“Absolutely!” said Stevie, slightly relieved.

Hernan cued up two of Christine’s new ballads, the alluring “Brown Eyes” and the lilting “Over & Over.” By this time, Mick and John had come into the control room to join us. They had been listening to the demos through their headphones out in the studio, thanks to Hernan’s efficient thinking, and were already coming up with parts, such was their innate gift and craft as superb sidemen. We were all very excited with the new songs and couldn’t wait to get started. There’s a certain euphoria that comes with hearing a new song for the first time and all the creative possibilities it invites.

All of a sudden, Lindsey and Carol walked into the control room, looking as if they had been fighting. Most startling, though, was Lindsey’s extreme haircut. He shaved his Dutch beard and his long curly locks of hair had been hacked off, leaving only his handsome, square-jawed face. He looked less like the California hippie arena rocker, and more like a New Wave punk. I also noticed he had slashed up his pants pretty badly.

“Lindsey, what the hell did you do to your beautiful hair?” Christine asked, clearly dumbfounded and anxious for his explanation.

“I don’t know. I was in the shower after Carol and I had a fight and I just lost it. I grabbed a pair of scissors and just started chopping my hair off,” Lindsey said, “and once I started, I pretty much had to finish the job.” This story, although strange, was not atypical of Fleetwood Mac in general. Lindsey explained he was in a rut and needed to shake things up in his life. Dennis chose this moment to excuse himself and left us to get on with the album, kissing Chris on the way out.

“We just listened to two new songs of Chris and Stevie’s,” Mick told Lindsey, “and I’m very pleased.”

Lindsey brushed the topic of his new look aside and strode confidently to a seat at the mixing board next to me and Richard. Not surprisingly, he said he’d prefer to get started with one of his new songs first and handed Hernan a cassette.

It was the first time we’d heard “The Ledge,” although at the time, Lindsey referred to it as “Can’t Walk Out of Here.” The cassette was distorted and I thought, Yikes—that sounds horrible and very unlike his previous demos, which were always clean and meticulous. I wondered what was going on in Lindsey’s mind and life. His look may have been clean-cut, but his music definitely wasn’t.

We all liked the song fine, but Lindsey had also tuned his guitar down, so it sounded as if he was playing an inner tube, and a distorted one at that. He listened patiently to our comments but nevertheless was anxious to get started. Lindsey asked for me to get his guitar sound first because it would determine what we’d do next. Lindsey went out to his station to adjust his guitar tone on his amp. He plugged in his Les Paul to his Marshall amp and through my direct box, the Fat Box, just as he had on the last album. He started to play the main riff of “The Ledge” and Richard and I started playing with the EQ, reshaping and improving Lindsey’s guitar tone to sound perfect through our equipment and out of our speakers. This was high-end technology at its finest.

“I think it sounds great!” Richard said to Lindsey through our talk-back mic into Lindsey’s headphones.

Lindsey smiled oddly and then said to me, “Ken, are you happy with the sound you guys got on this?”

“You bet!” I said truthfully.

Then, he said something he had never said before to me during Rumours.

“Okay, now I want you to turn all your knobs one hundred eighty degrees in the opposite direction!”

“What?!” I asked, totally astounded and confused at his request and his intention behind it. “Lindsey, if I do that, it will ruin the sound that we have in here,” I pleaded, even though he knew that just as well as I did.

“Just do it now!” he said in an agitated tone of voice. Then, he paused
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