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Robbie Robertson of the Band
 Leaving the Bus to Ride with Martin Scorsese
 [image: ]

His key influences were once the tribal chieftains of the Iroquois Nation, the fearless Hurons and Mohawks, who dared to climb skyscrapers and bridges. Between jobs these men would visit his mother in her Toronto home, and while they sat around playing music, the youngster would be asked to “come here, we’ll show you another chord … another boogy-figure.” Watching their fingers dance across guitars and mandolins, the ten-year-old dreamed of playing his own tunes. And this fascination inevitably led him to other sages, like the “Hawaiian Hula Master” Billy Blue, rockabilly’s Ronnie Hawkins, and of course, Dylan.

Under their tutelage, Robbie Robertson matured into one of rock’s most gifted songwriters/guitarists. Teaming up with the Band, he fashioned such classics as “The Weight,” “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down,” “Up on Cripple Creek,” “Rag Mama Rag,” and “Ophelia.” Robertson’s earthy, country-gospel-inspired songs, which probe various facets of Americana with rich, unrelenting zeal, brought the group folk-hero stature for almost a decade. Once known simply as Dylan’s backup band (hence their name), these four Canadians and a Southerner (Levon Helm) made their own headlines with Music from Big Pink, featuring the novel use of two keyboards. That work was followed by the equally innovative and insightful albums, The Band and Stage Fright, albums that are still celebrated for their searing, powerful vocals.

Shaped by Iroquois wisdom, Robertson knew the fame would be fleeting. One day the music stops, the cheers suddenly fade. So ever the realist, searching for knowledge, he looked for a new teacher, another mentor with wondrous secrets to impart.

In the same manner that Butch Cassidy sidled up to the Sundance Kid, Robertson became bosom buddies with Martin Scorsese, the director of Taxi Driver, The King of Comedy, and Raging Bull. The two men met in 1976, during the filming of The Last Waltz, the rock concert documentary about the Band’s final appearance on Thanksgiving night, 1976, in San Francisco. Seven years earlier, they had spotted each other at Woodstock, where Scorsese was working on the Warner Brothers movie.

By 1976, Robbie had become convinced that “the group’s ideals had strayed.” He was saddened and disgusted by the way the others were abusing themselves with drugs, reckless driving and alcohol. There was a feverish, “berserk need to do self-destructive things … to ride it on the edge,” à la James Dean, Jimi Hendrix, and Marilyn Monroe. So before splitting, he urged the group to do The Last Waltz, with the “only man I could think of who understood music in a way that translated into magic.”

With the success of The Last Waltz—critic Pauline Kael calls the film “the best of all rock documentaries”—Robertson’s relationship with Scorsese flourished. Together, they had produced the musical arrangements, so a mutual respect was engendered. They wouldn’t collaborate again until Raging Bull (1980), when Robbie did some of the scoring. But a connection had developed between them, a common vision or link, that even survived Robertson’s acting in the 1980 Jodie Foster-Gary Busey film Carny, about carnival life (Kael said of him, “his twitches and druggy Garboesque expressions don’t connect with anything”).

This hardly bothered Robertson. He gravitated toward the mean and twisted. In 1982, at Scorsese’s urging, he produced the score for another irreverent, black-humored film, The King of Comedy (starring Jerry Lewis). Drawing on the talents of such diverse artists as Rickie Lee Jones, B. B. King, Van Morrison, Ray Charles, and the Pretenders, Robertson won raves for his musical statement. Subsequently turning those plaudits into a nonexclusive, high-six-figure deal with EMI for sound tracks. He’s been working on several projects since 1984. Foremost among these are more films with Scorsese, whose violent, haunting themes best echo Robertson’s world view.

“Scorsese’s as good as it gets,” says Robertson triumphantly. “He’s my best friend. It’s hard to get excited about working with anyone else. His movies are about passion, obsession, people who just rip through life with their guts … who do it until it explodes. He’s a little stick of dynamite, and he’s sometimes hard to deal with, but he’s so vivid, so intense, and alive. He uses the heart and gut stuff. He takes chances, going against what’s fashionable, and that’s what I want to do … I’ve got to prove that I can do this. Hollywood’s a rough game. Maybe that makes him a tough guy, delving into the underside of life; whores, gang members, drug dealers. But who should I like? Disney characters, little guys in space suits?”

In Hollywood parlance, Robertson is certainly a comer. He’s gotten off the proverbial bus of endless touring and record promotion, to become one of the celluloid jungle’s most promising creative forces. Unlike most of the Band members (Helm has been acting in films such as Coal Miner’s Daughter, and The Right Stuff), he hasn’t been wedged into one career mold. He’s evolved, dared to be different, grappled with challenges. Even if it’s meant periods of inactivity, self-reassessment, or flirtations with disaster.

As a result of this dicey, high-powered life-style, there’s a tough-guy Hemingwayesque edge to him. He evokes images of De Niro, puffing on a long, illegally obtained Havana cigar, in between swigs of a double extra-dry martini. Gangster style, his voice is gravelly. It has a raw, demanding quality, that suits his rugged, pock-marked face.

Now a devotee of boxing matches, and the “forbidden passions of Police Gazette style writing,” Robertson has made a sharp U-turn from his days with Billy Blue, the ukelele teacher who gave him his first music lessons. The boys in the Pink Robots wouldn’t know him either, nor would the Hawk. And what about the Band’s Garth Hudson, Rick Danko, and Richard Manuel? While their joint endeavors had a fiery American Gothic ring, they too would find Robbie transformed.

In the mid-1950s, Robertson was just like any other kid, entranced with the early stirrings of rock ’n’ roll. After leaving Billy Blue because “I didn’t want to hold any instrument on my lap,” Robbie became “obsessed” with the manic, a wop-a-bam-boom sounds of Little Richard. Most of his friends were shaking to Everly Brothers tunes, but, as he laughingly remembers, “even as a twelve-year-old I didn’t want to play cowboy music. I didn’t think they [the Everlys] were shit compared to Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, Bo Diddley, Elvis. They were playing real rock ’n’ roll; their stuff was happening; it was like this disease taking over the world. I started to comb my hair like Little Richard. I’d get home from John Wayne movies, and I’d immediately close the door, and stay in front of the mirror.”

Before turning thirteen, Robertson started his own band, Robbie and the Robots. Wearing pink-and-black futuristic outfits, they played the Sweet Sixteen circuit, and quickly realized that the music offered fringe benefits. “There was a definite connection between playing rock ’n’ roll and girls. At my age I wasn’t thinking about getting lots of women. I wasn’t at that lust stage. But I was working up to it.”

Encouraged by his mother, he spent most of his early teens writing songs. Still “overwhelmed” by rock, he met Ronnie Hawkins at a school dance, and was soon mingling with the Hawk’s friends, most notably, Carl Perkins and Conway Twitty.

“I wasn’t old enough to get in those clubs, but I hung around, until Ronnie took an interest in me,” says Robertson, perched on a stool in a Los Angeles recording studio. No longer the awestruck kid who was bedazzled by these above-named greats, he calmly continues, “Hawkins introduced me to James Brown and Bo Diddley, and after a while, when I was sixteen, I started to play with him” (along with Helm, Hudson, Danko, and Manuel, who were already in the Hawks).

“Ronnie was very good at pushing you to seek out your potential. He made you work very hard. Yeah, he was very good at giving you a street education … What he was doing at that time particularly appealed to me because it was very violent rock ’n’ roll. That was exciting, and he was almost like an ape up there. He’s got a hunched back, not in a sense that it was grotesque or anything, but he’d bend over, and growl, and they played so fast, and explosive. It would get so quiet, and then BOOM! Was he a character, very funny, innovative, and very Southern, very crude. Geez, was he crude. It was almost embarrassing to me.”

On the road constantly with Hawkins, even at the tender age of sixteen, Robertson needed a friend, someone he could talk to about music, and his missing home. “Levon and I got to be very close, since we wound up running the show, musically. We also got to be good together … so our dreams went from the ordinary to flash stardom. Then all of this became boring in our minds. We became kind of sophisticated. We wanted to be really good, we wanted to play really exceptional music.

“So the first thing we did was to leave Ronnie Hawkins [in 1963, after a three-year association]. That was a very emotional thing, because he was like a father figure, and we were all still kids. It was painful to him, and to us, but we had grown musically, to a point where the stuff that we produced was much more fun to do, and more satisfying. Doing his songs became more like a novelty. We just surpassed that musically … and his evolvement just stopped. I still see him whenever I go to Toronto for a film festival, but, back then, he got this musical inferiority complex. Unfortunately, Ronnie felt everyone was better than him.”

Looking weary and glum, Robertson slides off his chair to get a cigar. That cache of dark panatelas brings a brief, faint smile to his face. But talking about Levon and the mid-sixties still seems to disturb him. His responses are less assured, more clipped; while some questions go totally unanswered, as he pretends not to hear them.

He and Helm were once “brothers.” When Levon and the Hawks started to do their own thing in small Ozark Mountain honky-tonks, there was a camaraderie born of mutual suffering. They went through the mill together, playing a funky brand of rock ’n’ roll, to rowdy, beer-guzzling backwoodsmen. So now that their relationship has soured, Robertson speaks reluctantly about the past, in a pained, faltering voice.

“Eventually we made it to Jersey [1965], near Atlantic City, a summer resort. We played there for a couple of months, and while we were there, Bob Dylan got in touch with us … Supposedly, he heard of us through John Hammond, Jr. But I don’t know. We got this phone call … Some time before that I’d been in New York, and Hammond said, ‘Do you want to go and hear Bob Dylan, he’s recording at this studio? Do you want to go by and hear what he’s doing?’ So we went by, and he was recording ‘Like a Rolling Stone.’ It wasn’t much of a meeting.

“But this next time I went to meet him we sat and we talked about music. And then we played music, just him and me, with two guitars. And he sang, and I played, and he said ‘This is wonderful, let’s do it.’ He said ‘I’d like you to play with these other guys that I’ve got.’ So I said, ‘No, I don’t do that, I’m working with some people. I’m not interested in leaving this band, we’ve been working together for a while.’

“Well, he wanted me to do these two jobs with him, one at Forest Hills, and one at the Hollywood Bowl. I said okay, but I didn’t think much of the drummer he had, so I told him Levon was better … We played those two jobs, and I said ‘See ya around.’ It was kind of exciting [playing with him], but it was also ridiculous. It [referring to the Forest Hills concert, where Dylan was booed by folk purists for using an electric guitar] had nothing to do with music, and that was frustrating too. The whole thing was just screaming, and throwing things at him … he didn’t really know what he was doing, so it was kind of rang-ngy and chang-ngy (he made these sounds through pursed lips), and you couldn’t hear very good. We were just hacking away at the music, I don’t blame them for booing. We weren’t very good. So we just said goodbye.”

Dylan stubbornly refused to be put off. Visiting the Hawks in Toronto a few months later, he offered the group a slot on his world tour. The Hawks accepted; not because of any desire for greater fame—that impulse never motivated them—but because they reasoned that backing him up was far better than another stint in the boondocks.

To Robbie’s chagrin, however, Dylan continued to provoke controversy. And instead of fame, there were only bananas, and more bananas.

“We took the guy [Dylan] seriously; he was intent on doing something good,” says Robertson, savoring the first puff of his cigar. “It was just hard to figure out how to present the songs, how to settle him down. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the patience to learn the songs; we had to do that while we were on tour. So we discovered the strangest way in the world of making a living. We’d pack up our equipment, go to a place, set up, play, they’d boo and throw things at us; we would tear down our equipment, go to the next place, they’d boo, and we did it all over the world, from Australia to Stockholm. And we’d say, what a weird way to make a buck! We’d go out there, people were throwing bananas at you, booing … and we acted like they’re wrong and we’re right.”

At this point, a hint of enthusiasm creeps into Robertson’s voice, as he continues with spirit, “After a while, though, the banana throwing stopped. Not on this tour, but on this other tour years later, no one booed, nothing … So it was interesting, the world changed, we didn’t change, people came around … all of a sudden people’s ears became keen to our sounds.

“But when we were playing, and people were booing, when we’d finish, we’d go back to the hotel, and listen to a tape of ourselves … it sounded quite good, very powerful and dynamic, the songs sounded strong, and the arrangements were really starting to become tight and good. There was a spontaneous quality to them. We got very proud of what we were doing.

“Dylan must have felt that way too. For everyone around him was saying, ‘Get rid of these fucking guys, they’re killing your career. Get rid of them.’ And he wouldn’t do it. I’ll always commend him for that. He just laughed off the booing, as he said ‘Fuck ’em, they don’t understand,’ or something like that … We were going to do another tour, but that’s when he had his motorcycle accident.”

So began their Big Pink sojourn. Or the adventure that would catapult them into the forefront of 1960s music.

The Hawks played nursemaid to Dylan. They rented a large pink clapboard house close to him on the outskirts of Woodstock, New York, dubbed the place Big Pink, and as soon as Dylan recovered from his injuries (a broken neck, facial cuts, a concussion, and partial paralysis), began work on The Basement Tapes. Some of Dylan’s most critically acclaimed pieces were produced during those easygoing recording sessions, songs like “This Wheel’s on Fire,” and “Tears of Rage.” But Robbie and the boys weren’t thinking of making history. They were too busy having a good time.

“Big Pink was like a clubhouse. Everybody would go there every day like the Bowery Boys and we’d shoot pool, talk dirty, and write songs,” chuckles Robertson. And then Dylan started hanging out with us, he played pool, talked dirty, and wrote songs … You have to remember, there weren’t too many people living up there at the time. It was only a little art colony, with a few writers, so we just hung out, it was an ideal existence.”

But contrary to most reports, Robertson emphatically insists, “We were never Bob Dylan’s band. We were just this group that played with Dylan on a tour. That’s all we ever did with him, then. People thought that there was a whole thing going on, we only cut a few singles with him, obscure singles. And I played on Blonde on Blonde, that was the extent of it. The band never had a real involvement with him except this bizarre tour.”

Though the group used a Dylan painting on the jacket of Music from Big Pink, this debut album (1968) was an assertion of their independence on several levels. Unlike the era’s other rock stars, members of the newly named Band didn’t wear flashy psychedelic clothes, tour, or seek wider popularity. Content to remain anonymous, even if that made them seem mystical and mysterious, they “got past the goofiness of wanting to be celebrities.” As Robbie proudly announces, they styled themselves after fifties rebels—and rebelled against the “counterculture revolutionaries.”

“At the time it was burn the flag, stab your mother and father (he starts laughing), wear goofy clothes, all those things were happening but we loved our mothers and fathers. After the Ronnie Hawkins thing, everybody was listening to a very corny kind of music. It was the Frankie Avalon period … while we were playing obscure music, musical music. We were never interested in trends. Our launching period was that time of fifties discontent. We were all really vulnerable to oppression—that’s part of it.

“And also we didn’t like psychedelic things. I wasn’t interested in wearing paisley pants [chortling again]. We wore suits and ties [in their leather vests, western derbies, and thick mustaches, they resembled the Jesse James gang]. When we played with Bob Dylan, we wore jackets and ties. He hated it. He kept telling us, ‘You guys gotta do something with your clothes.’ ”

While they continued to live like hermits in Woodstock, Music from Big Pink became an underground cult favorite. It was hip to have a copy. And when their second release, The Band (1969) received even more favorable reviews, the pressure mounted for them to go public. Rock promoter Bill Graham, pleading “the case for the people,” visited the Band in Woodstock, and persuaded them to do two concerts, San Francisco’s Winterland and the Fillmore East. They then turned up at the Isle of Wight festival with Dylan, and in their own backyard for that epochal weekend of “Peace and Music.”

“Woodstock was an invasion of our privacy,” says Robertson, his eyes narrowing into a look of disgust. “They gave us this whole rigmarole about, you know, ‘you’re this and that …’ They wanted us to close, to be the last group that played, and Jimi Hendrix flipped out. He said, ‘No, you promised that I’d close.’ He made a big pissing and moaning thing about it. I didn’t give a shit, because it looked to me like that would mean we’d go on at four or five o’clock in the morning. So we played at eight o’clock at night, when there were five hundred thousand people there. And by the time he played three hundred and fifty thousand had left.

“Woodstock wasn’t very good. It was hard to play for that many people. The people were there for the people, the music thing was really secondary. That’s why we didn’t participate in the movie, or the record. It didn’t seem like our calling, we didn’t feel like this is where we belonged. We felt ‘This is a happening of another kind, it’s not a musical happening. It’s a thing of people taking acid, getting naked, and getting muddy. What does that have to do with us? Nothing.’ We wanted to do a film, we just wanted to do it properly, by ourselves.”

The Last Waltz is a testament to that idealism. It has a joyousness, a clarity of vision that celebrates the nobler qualities of rock. But in a sense, the film is deceiving. For it’s only a parting tribute to the Band. As would be expected, it doesn’t focus on the turmoil and ugliness that destroyed their family spirit.

According to Robertson, a few members of the Band went stir crazy in the early seventies. Together for several years, in the hermetic environs of Woodstock, they needed some sort of outlet, a release from the pressures of success. And, when finding these pleasures, they started to act like the rock celebs they once had scorned.

“Everything started out very creative, real family-oriented,” recalls Robertson, “but then things went berserk. Though we had been together for so long, success didn’t come smoothly, comfortably. Different guys went crazy. I don’t know what happened, it’s so difficult to understand. It was self-destructive things. It was drugs, or just a way of life, or driving fast … It’s a fever … a riding of things to the limit …

“Maybe people think that they don’t really deserve success, that they don’t believe in it. So they start fucking with it, start sticking their hand in the fire.

“Yeah … yeah,” he responds, when asked if he played similarly dangerous games. But as he adds, soberly, “It was different for me, I had already started a family [Robertson now has two teenaged daughters and a ten-year-old son]. I had a commitment that prevented me from leaping off, I had an anchor. If I hadn’t had a family I could’ve gotten as goofy as anybody. My family was like a protective device. The other guys’ lives were just more available. I had to go home to change diapers.”

Robertson roars with delight. And now that his daughters are beginning to think of their own careers, he talks animatedly about them, and how “they’ve grown so fast.”

But these memories of the Band still upset him. In a moment, he ruefully continues in a voice that’s grown strained and hoarse, “The other guys’ availability was definitely an alienating factor. It tested our relationship and it was scary for everyone, since we were concerned about one another. So that place of leisure turned into a snake pit, because everyone was bored. Now what? Now we’re successful, now we’re making money. But so what? I was afraid of someone dying; they were getting into car wrecks—I mean all the time. Rick [Danko] broke his neck very very bad. Richard [Manuel] had several severe accidents. It wasn’t unusual to get up in the morning and say ‘Richard’s out here, upside down, in a car somewhere.’ Everything played a part, drugs, drinking, anything that was taboo.”

So Big Pink, the house that was synonymous with sounds of a rural, more innocent America, turned into a nightmare for Robertson. Fearing the place would destroy them all, Robbie moved to Malibu, believing “it was time to do something creative for myself. I had never hung out with an ocean before.”

He still communicated with the other band members, often telling them the sun-kissed beach locale was “paradise.” They subsequently joined him there in 1973, in another Big Pink-styled retreat, called Shangrila.

The magic returned for a while. Once Dylan relocated there, they collaborated on Planet Waves, and also toured together again. Now the Band was welcomed into the musical establishment. They were no longer seen as outlaws for eschewing psychedelia—or as the purveyors of what Robbie calls, “Judas music.”

“Suddenly, everybody accepted us. They acted like the whole thing from before, which was just taboo, was always accepted [Robertson does admit that Stage Fright, the Band’s third album, reflected the Woodstock horror period]. Everything was now terrific.”

That tour with Dylan was captured on Before the Flood, which Robertson produced. He also wrote all the songs for the Band’s Northern Lights–Southern Cross (1975). This latter work was generally well received, as it broke new ground with Garth Hudson’s organ and synthesizer instrumentals. Robertson also won praise for such tunes as “Ophelia,” “Hobo Jungle,” “Arcadian Driftwood,” and “Forbidden Fruit.”

But the joys of recognition were tempered, as the old problems continued to surface. Life at Shangrila was anything but peaceful. And Robertson grew progressively disenchanted.

“It was very annoying to me that some of the guys were still having difficulties keeping their head on straight,” bristles Robertson, the passage of time having done nothing to soothe his irritation. “Just dealing with it all the time was a pain. We couldn’t be consistent, not to the point that it [the band’s creativity] was dependable. So that’s when I drifted off. I wanted to do something more positive.

“Neil Diamond talked me into doing this album [Beautiful Noise in 1976] with him. I didn’t understand the idea at first, but he’s a very nice person, and he genuinely wanted to do a good album. It was kind of strange [their collaborating], everyone thinks he has a very pretentious style, and that it’s kind of square. He wanted that album, though, because he had never gotten a good review in his life, probably. And that’s why he bought it, he wanted a good album, and he got it. The album came out, it’s the biggest studio album he ever did, and he got rave reviews. We did some very musical things, we took some chances, and now they’re talking of making a movie out of Beautiful Noise.”

The Band was still Robertson’s first love. But since he wanted the group to live up to his image, to his expectations, he was bound to be disappointed. “It was heartbreaking, to see people you care about abusing themselves. I’m no saint, I wasn’t the goody-goody in the thing. But I could never take it to the degree that other people could … Levon kept telling me, ‘Don’t worry about it, I’ll be fine, I won’t let you down.’ He always did a great job, it’s just that our ideals and philosophies strayed. I just became more productive. And, eventually, I saw there was nothing I could really do about it, or wanted to. You don’t want to run someone’s life … these were my friends, my brothers … the best thing you can do is to walk away. I wasn’t Mr. Wonderful, not at all. I just didn’t want to play this game.”

None of the other band members realized Robbie was so unhappy. When he talked about doing The Last Waltz, they simply thought it was a good idea, that would be followed by other joint ventures. Only later, after the film was finished, did they get a clearer message from Robertson. He had had it with “ptomaine burgers.” He wanted out. Totally.

Admitting it was initially difficult to end a fifteen-year relationship, Robertson explains how the confusion arose. “Well, I told everybody I wasn’t interested in going on the road anymore. I’m off the bus. I told them I was sick of Howard Johnson’s in the middle of nowhere, that I had nothing to learn anymore. And everyone said ‘Me too, me too.’ Everyone really felt that way too. But … but we weren’t breaking up, we said we’d still record, we’d write, we’d do projects. So everyone agreed; we did the film and the album to go with it.

“It’s only later on that I think it sunk in. Everyone said, ‘well gee, does this mean that we’ll never, ever do this again.’ So I said, ‘Yes, yes, this is what we’ve been talking about.”

“I didn’t want to know about anything except finishing the project. Everyone was doing their solo thing, while I had to complete the movie, the triple album. So that brings us up to the stage where we had all the intentions in the world of recording and doing more things, but time went on and people were like, ‘Ah, I’m doing this and you know, I have to concentrate on my own songs.’ So after that I got involved in movies, I did the music for some films, and wrote a couple of stories that are now being made into movies.”

Hollywood marquees didn’t light up overnight for Robertson. Like anyone else making a career change in midlife, he had to make certain adjustments and sacrifices. There were disappointments. It took him a couple of years to land a part in Carny, and, afterward, he was typecast as a washed-up, drug-crazed rock star. Instead of taking him seriously, directors viewed him as a caricature of a world they didn’t really understand. Predictably stung by this treatment, Robbie lost interest in acting. And while he can now jokingly attribute various role rejections to inexperience, the hurt is still evident in his eyes.

“I was offered lots of parts in movies, but I either hated them, or I’d meet with directors and I’d get this feeling that was a nightmare to me. I’d have these dreams where I’d have to dress in a cowboy outfit with fur chaps, a cowboy hat, and a guy would tell me, ‘Go over there in the corner, and take your pants down, drop your chaps.’ I’d say to myself, ‘What’s my motivation for this?’ and the guy says, ‘Just do it.’ So I had a big problem just going along with this acting thing. I’m not starving. I’m not a waiter who’s hoping the phone will ring. I don’t need the money; I don’t need the aggravation either. It’s a funny job [acting], you sit around and wait until you go crazy. It’s like an island that you can’t get off.”

Robertson didn’t even want to do the music for The King of Comedy. Disgusted with Hollywood, he wasn’t interested in writing movie scores. That is, until he was charmed by Scorsese. Viewing this often-criticized director as a genius, Robbie worked on the film simply to be close to him. He now praises Scorsese for giving him “the freedom to create,” adding, albeit immodestly, “Look at what I was able to do [on the soundtrack]! Look at the people I got—all this stuff except the Ray Charles piece was new. There’s no other album where there’s that kind of conglomeration of artists, and it absolutely works. There’s no problem going from B. B. King to the Talking Heads.”

Equally excited about the future, Robertson is currently collaborating with Scorsese on two other prospective movies—films that have completely changed his perspective on acting. “Now I’m really doing what I want to do,” says the forty-two-year-old Robertson. “I’m working on the first movie that I really want to act in. It’s called Goodbye. You see, my problem was that I started with Martin Scorsese, so it was hard to get excited with anybody else, and the projects weren’t strong enough to excite me. The two things Marty and I are talking about doing together I’d do anytime, anywhere. No problem at all. The other project is The King Lives, which is a music-oriented film. I get to invent a whole new kind of music for it.”

No wonder Robertson is rarely in contact with the other Band members. In terms of post-seventies achievements, the gulf between them seems to be constantly widening. What could they talk about? While he’s experimenting with new musical formulas, they (with the exception of Helm) are still on the roadhouse circuit, playing the same tired songs.

Robertson doesn’t gloat over this. Still professing great love for them, he sadly notes, “They don’t know what else to do, they need to do it.” The “guys” might have been swept away by the roars of the crowd, to the point that they didn’t prepare for the future. But not wanting to sound too critical, Robertson squelches these thoughts in midstream, opting instead to talk about himself.

“I’ve been lucky, I’ve been able to fulfill some of my dreams. I don’t know what my dream is now, I only know I want to do great work. I want to take those chances, evolve, grow. I don’t want to play in Milwaukee, at the Country Club, or in New York at the Lone Star. Are you joking? It upsets me just to think about it.

“I made my big statement [The Last Waltz]. I did the movie, I made a three-record album about it—and if this is only my statement, not theirs, I’ll accept that. They’re saying, ‘Well, that was really his trip, not our trip.’ Well, fine. I’ll take the best music film that’s ever been made, and make it my statement. I don’t have any problems with that. None at all. Why should I? What the fuck would I learn by playing those clubs again?”

Without answering, Robertson snickers derisively. This laughter is so shrill, so devilish, it echoes through the recording studio, making his listeners shiver. Not because Robertson is mocking the other guys. Or even himself. No, that’s not it.

Coupled with a cold, hard stare, this outburst is another “final statement,” an emphatic break with the past. Robertson must go on. He can’t be trapped by his memories, even if it means playing the tough guy. But that laughter is still haunting. Like The Last Waltz, it’s a goodbye to the sixties, to the “guys,” and to a friendship we all benefited from.
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John Sebastian of the Lovin’ Spoonful
 A Case of Betrayal
 [image: ]

The magic was not supposed to end this way, with a drug bust, and with the band members denounced as “police informants.” Almost overnight, the Lovin’ Spoonful went from cornerstone of the counterculture to the Benedict Arnolds of the music world. Their records were boycotted, the spirit that held them together disintegrated in an ugly spate of acrimony. No wonder their “good time” music stopped. With deportation and countless other lawsuits hanging over them, it wasn’t a time to believe in magic.

For a true child of the 1960s, the ever-romantic John Sebastian, this besmirching of the group’s reputation was “a shocking, painful fall from grace that made all of us very cynical.” He was angry with the other band members: they were arrested for possessing an ounce of marijuana in 1966 and were “conned” into cooperating with the police (Canadian-born lead guitarist Zal Yanovsky was threatened with deportation). But Sebastian’s biggest gripe was with the Spoonful’s once adoring public. The counterculture, according to him, “just deserted us … fans were all too quick to believe the worst.” His voice quaking, even though the “bust” occurred over nineteen years ago (1966), Sebastian ruefully adds, “I couldn’t believe it, they even lumped me in there as an informer, too.”

Sebastian has experienced other hurts since then. Although he made peace with the counterculture in a 1969 Woodstock appearance, he’s only had one hit (“Welcome Back” in 1976) since his legendary “Do You Believe in Magic?” and “Summer in the City.” Now a marginal figure on the rock circuit, he’s forced to appear in small clubs and theaters as an opening act—and has even been hooted off stage on occasion. Despite these setbacks, Sebastian has not despaired, or become cynical. Ever faithful to the spirit of the 1960s, he’s still the gentle idealist, dedicated to finding “universals” that will promote another “greening” of America.

In the mid-sixties, Sebastian’s dreamy, upbeat music mirrored the mood of America. There was an optimism in the air, a sense of Manifest Destiny that was largely generated by our astronauts walking in space. Consequently, we felt we could overcome all obstacles; heal the divisions in our society; and build a more perfect democracy. Intent on this Great Society, the LBJ White House fueled our hopes with a raft of civil rights laws, as well as Medicare, tax reforms, and new spending for education. Since this “social revolution” transfixed us, we didn’t pay much attention to the ever widening war in Southeast Asia. Those battles were too far off, too ambiguous to throw the nation into convulsions. This was a time for faith, unfettered expectations, and magical mystery tours. So young people put flowers in their hair, tuned in to groups like the Mamas and the Papas, and marched to the strains of “good time” music.

But before “California Dreamin’ ” awakened our wanderlust, Sebastian stayed close to home and went through his folk period. Raised in Greenwich Village, he was influenced by his father, a noted classical harmonica player, to study the guitar. When his fingers were still small, he was “intrigued” by a musician’s globetrotting life-style, and he began to hang out in Washington Square with other budding folk stars such as Bob Dylan. These contacts led to appearances at hoots, as he wound up playing for tourists “making the artsy Village scene,” in clubs like Gerdes Folk City and the Café Bizarre.

“I had a terrific advantage, I could go to get the tortellini for my mother, and I’d run into all sorts of great music people,” exclaims Sebastian, standing by a refrigerator in his Woodstock, New York, home. Surrounded by two hungry, yelping dogs, Boza and Ralph, he’s wearing a faded T-shirt and patched jeans. Characteristically, his long sandy-hair grazes the wire rims of his glasses. Looking much as he did in the 1960s, the forty-two-year-old Sebastian continues, “I was allowed to participate in a scene about two years before any of my contemporaries. The mere fact of going to the Village horrified most parents [raising his voice] ‘My son, the college student, is now going to the seedy Village.’ Well, in my situation, there was no fear involved. I started working with Tim Hardin, John Hammond, running around with Lightnin’ Hopkins, carrying his guitar, playing with Mississippi John Hurt—all at a time when most people my age were not allowed to go downtown.

“I was there every night, five hours a night, walking those streets, walking into every single club and basket house that existed because I knew where everyone was, and that was crucial. I had the advantage of familiarity on that street. I knew which streets to go to, which clubs were just for tourists, which were reserved for jazz—there was no point in my going into them … unless, of course, John Hurt was playing there. It was such an ecstatic time! No doubt about it, I felt blessed.”

Putting aside his romantic notions of being a New England sailmaker (“The paint made me swell up like a balloon”), Sebastian parlayed that “advantage” into meeting Cass Elliot. In late 1963, the celebrated “Earth Mother” was playing with a group called the Mugwumps, a folk quartet that included Zal Yanovsky. John became pals with Cass (“There was no avoiding it, you had to love her”), and eventually was an item on the street with Zal.

John was cool in those days. He wore granny glasses and long sideburns; a variety of hucksters wanted to manage him. Yet all of these offers were rejected; John didn’t feel it was time to make his move.

“I was waiting for a little more electric music to penetrate the scene,” explains Sebastian matter-of-factly, as he moves into the living room to sit in front of a roaring fireplace. “At fourteen, fifteen, I’d been in doo-wop groups with an electric guitar. So I was already very comfortable with electricity at a time when my contemporaries were saying, ‘Oh, that’s all Frankie Avalon, Fabian, and we don’t want to have anything to do with that …’ I already understood that this music was going to go into a mulching phase, it was going to ferment and exchange juices.

“I didn’t want to get in now, when it was Dickie Dee time, it was just not the right moment. I upped my ante by turning these offers down. I said to myself, ‘Hey, I’ve gotten better since being offered something. So, that means they’re going to have to pay me more the next time. So, what if I wait even longer?’ ”

He grins, content that the right decision was made.

“The Beatles were my signal to jump in. Their success showed that America was ready to accept a four-piece electric band that was selfcontained, and did its own composing. Then it was time for Zally and me to use the ‘drum system.’ The word went out, people knew that there were these two guys wandering around looking for a bass player and a drummer. We went to see this group called the Sellouts, and while they had this unbelievable tape-delay system, they weren’t right … We wanted to do a strange potpourri of electrified jug band music, that was our point of departure. And we learned from the guitarist in the Sellouts that he had a brother who played bass, and was a bit whacko.

“We said, ‘Hey, you gotta have this guy [Steve Boone] come visit us.’ So later on we staged a little rehearsal, and interviewed him. But, in fact, when he walked in, Zally and I were standing at the far end of the hall, and we saw this guy—real tall, red hair, and just bones. He looked like Mr. America, he was so frontier American, so Zally and I knew right away that he was our guy.”

After the newly christened Spoonful found a drummer (Joe Butler) who was blowing the walls out, they were ready for the big time. In early 1965, this meant a three-month stint at the Café Bizarre, which paid them thirty-five dollars a week each, and all the tuna-fish sandwiches they could eat. During that engagement, Joe and Steve lived in the nearby Albert Hotel, in a cubbyhole-sized room that was also used to store the group’s equipment. Before they could leave the room in the morning, Zal and John would have to drag the stuff into the hall. The entire group practiced at the Hotel Albert—in the basement alongside the cockroaches.

This dues paying netted them a gig at the Nite Owl café, where they were spotted by Artie Ripp of Kama Sutra Records. In a few weeks, after turning down offers from several other execs (including Phil Spector), the Spoonful had their first recording deal.

Recalling these innocent days with a boyish smile and an earnest, unyielding seriousness that apparently comes from studying at a Catholic high school, Sebastian says, “I knew right from the start that it was going to happen. I knew we were going to make it. I felt it in my gut. Maybe it was youthful enthusiasm, but we knew we had something other groups didn’t have. Even in the face of the publicity that some of the early West Coast groups were getting, we knew we were okay. They weren’t doing original material and they hadn’t paid the dues we had. Really, our only fear in those days was the Rascals, because they were the only other group that had been together a long time, and had, you know, serious musicians. I mean Felix and Dino were both killers. Dino Danelli to this day is a fabulous drummer, and Felix Cavaliere could do stuff with an organ …

“This isn’t hindsight. I said the same thing when ‘Do You Believe in Magic?’ came out [1965]. The wild thing is that I hadn’t even begun to compose yet. We just knew, or felt, that we were doing something distinctly American, that it was original, and that it was motivated by an entire life-style that we had been participating in. I’m sure that everybody from the young romantics to the punkers have the same story to tell. If you have something to offer, that distinct and strong, you realize very quickly how much of the industry is based on hype, and that all you have to do is outlast some of that—and you’ll have your time in the sun.

“Look, we felt that we were ahead of our time. That’s why we didn’t embrace the growing hippie mentality; we had already been through that freedom thing at fifteen. So when we went to California, and saw all of these people that were blissed out, I mean, it was only more encouraging to us. We said, ‘Jesus, these people are completely out of it, these people are pussycats, we are from New York. This drummer from the Byrds came up to us and said, ‘Gee, you guys are so great, I wish I was with your band.’ Well, we were shocked! In New York, if you belonged to a band there was real chauvinism; you’d never cop to admiring another group. If this was not true of the heaviest band out there, with all this publicity, let us out there. So we felt ahead of it. We weren’t worried. We knew we’d make it. We were so confident that Zal would even parody the hippie sixties, the everything-is-groovy mentality. He was hilarious on the subject.”

Despite this feeling of uniqueness, the Spoonful’s fate was inextricably tied to the social currents around them. They became synonymous with the rising flower-power phenomenon as a result of their ebullient, fresh-sounding music. And their disintegration can be seen as a metaphor for a more complicated, high-pitched epoch, in which alienation and angry protests predominated. Basically, rhapsodic melodies about goofing off and youthful sexual stirrings didn’t make sense in the face of Charles Manson’s horrors and the violent excesses of the Chicago police.

But up until the drug bust, and the subsequent internal bickering, the nation played to the beat of the Spoonful, as evidenced by their stream of tuneful classics, “Summer in the City,” “Daydream,” “You Didn’t Have to Be So Nice,” and “Darlin’ Be Home Soon.” The group dominated the charts in 1966. Innocent and pure, they were a rock version of a teddy bear. We cuddled up to them, lulled by their soft refrains. And, while they seemed to be mocking hippiedom by dressing in folky jug-band vests, ridiculous hats, and long, flowing raccoon coats, no one was offended. Their music was so sweet, we lapped it up.

“This was our time to exult, that time in the sun we’re all looking for,” says Sebastian, a hint of melancholy in his voice. “It was thoroughly enjoyable, but an artist always wonders, ‘What’s next, what’s next, what’s next.’ Really, there’s very little time to sit back and enjoy it all, especially during that fast surge. I was only twenty, twenty-one. I thought it would go on forever. It was very hard to imagine a fall from grace [he laughs sardonically]. But I was, nonetheless, conscious of the fact that I did not dare sit back, and pat myself on the back.

“I still get a rush from ‘Do You Believe’. It was only the fifth or sixth song I’d ever written. It came in a flash, and it was the first tune to give me any degree of recognition. There was a joyousness in it, and while I wasn’t an active participant in the full-out hippie mentality, success allowed me to subscribe to the theory that ‘everything is possible now.’ Particularly because in my own life everything was becoming possible. Yes, it was a very optimistic period. You have to remember, we wrote ‘Do You Believe’ in a two-bit nightclub. We were playing it in a topless club in San Francisco, and we had to break up our set and play for Topless Maria. That’s when everything started to break. Now we wanted to blow all these protest singers off the map. Even though people lumped us with them, it annoyed us no end. We were just out for a good time.”

Since they had this aura of innocence and youthful purity, their finking to the police was all the more shocking. Cops were then the Enemy, the pigs the counterculture lustfully scorned. No self-respecting hippie would talk, much less do business with the men in blue. So when Zal and Steve ratted on a San Francisco drug dealer, even though it was done under coercion, the Spoonful’s fans felt betrayed. Sebastian and Company had been so revered, so emblematic of a free-spiritedness, they seemed to be violating the trust that had sprung up. And accordingly, these transgressions demanded swift and severe punishment. Their former admirers wouldn’t have accepted anything less.

“My worst suspicions were proven right; that event cut a minimum of three to four, maybe five to six, years off the group,” rues Sebastian, after initially refusing to speak about the incident. “If this hadn’t happened, we could’ve functioned well into the seventies … I was absolutely enraged. It was a typical Zally-and-Steven-go-off-for-a-good-time type of evening that went completely wrong. I was mad at them, but I didn’t have any quick, easy answers. Because, in the course of one evening, they went from being members of the hottest group worth talking about, except maybe for the Beatles, to being threatened with that group’s demise—that’s all in an hour. They’d been taken out of their car, the police sat them down, and in one hour [he angrily snaps his fingers] they had to make a decision: would they cooperate with the police?

“The cops said, ‘Look, you have to name the guy you bought the pot from, and from him, we’ll go to Mr. Big. If you don’t, Zally, you’re out of the country, you’re immediately deported, you can’t come back to the United States.’ So they’re faced with the end of the band, and this is where you do anything for the guys in the band. This was very much a part of our togetherness—during the course of the Spoonful each guy had an opportunity or felt a necessity to do something for the guys in the band. We had to pull Joe away from some girl he had gotten pregnant. We had to get me married at one point to keep me out of the Army. So here was the Big One, either you tell me where you got this pot or you get deported.”

Sebastian’s voice is barely audible now, while his face suddenly looks tired. Although these events have been replayed in his mind countless times, talking about them never gets any easier.

“Well, given the choice, they had to tell. The rock press got hold of it, and, almost overnight, I was an informer too. There were all kinds of problems. Zally not only felt betrayed by the police but also by this counterculture that had supported him as an icon. They were so quick to believe he was an informer, rather than look at the thing in a compassionate way. He had no choice.

“I felt betrayed too. Not that I was concerned about our future, it just wasn’t a big factor at that point. What I was much more aware of was how this was affecting Zal. The uproar affected our interaction, our spontaneity, we were simply different people after this happened. I didn’t know what was going to happen to us. Zal became very difficult, very cynical about what we were doing, and, eventually, I went to him and said, ‘Zally, you’ve been trying to break the group up, it’s not going to work, we’re kicking you out.’ He was dumbfounded, but I had to do it. He was ruining what the Spoonful had done; our chemistry was disintegrating.”

Staring into the fireplace, with that mournful look still engraved on his face, Sebastian mutters, “Talking to Zally that way was the hardest thing I ever had to do in my life. I always felt I made the right decision, and even Zal agrees that I did. But I wasn’t quite prepared to play the heavy, to do the Michael Corleone thing.

“Eventually I put a lot of energy into overcoming this very unhappy turn of events. During the course of the last seven years, I’ve seen Zally at least every six months, and most of those visits were spent yelling at each other, sort of ventilating. I feel pretty good that we’ve recaptured our friendship. It had to be done; we didn’t get together for nearly ten years, but now I’m very glad we’re communicating. There’s a genuine warmth between us.”

In 1967, however, Sebastian was only interested in saving the group. He replaced Zal with Jerry Yester, the onetime producer of the Association, and the Spoonful were able to chart a few more hits. But there was no more magic. As the bust got more publicity, the public began to boycott the Spoonful. Seemingly blacklisted from the choicer venues, the band members quarreled bitterly among themselves. And as their love for each other went sour, Sebastian sadly realized that the group’s dynamic had totally changed. Only paychecks were important now, so instead of living out a lie, he split—and essentially said goodbye to the sixties.

Intent on a total break, he then divorced his wife, and rebelliously moved out of his Long Island house for a tent in “Chicken Flats,” California, outside Burbank. For a while Sebastian was “quite happy,” living next to a chicken coop with a 160-pound dog named Bear. “I felt perfectly capable and content.” But, as he soon discovered, there was one aspect of his life that defied simplification. Contractually tied to MGM Records, he was a veritable prisoner of the past—they wanted Spoonful albums, not John Sebastian solos.

He tried to break the impasse by signing with Reprise, but that only complicated matters further. A protracted legal dispute with both companies ensued, and the skirmishing delayed the release of his new album, John B. Sebastian (recorded with David Crosby, Stephen Stills, and Graham Nash), for over a year.

Amid these uncertainties, Sebastian made his now-legendary appearance at Woodstock. Invited there as a guest, he played around backstage, getting stoned on a triple dose of acid. So when the promoters unexpectedly asked him to perform, Sebastian admittedly got caught with his “pants down.” Instead of focusing on the music, he delivered a flowery sermon, extolling the crowd and the joyousness of the event. It was an embarrassing display, an overemotional paean to the sixties that he still regrets.

“It’s very ironic to me that this was the highest visibility thing I ever did, and that I’d wind up looking like a hippie-dippy. I’m very sorry about that. I had no idea I’d be performing; if I had, I just wouldn’t have gotten so smashed.”

Woodstock also signaled the end of a more universal innocence. Rock suddenly became a commercial enterprise, the music that was “co-opted,” in Sebastian’s view, “to launch a million natural yogurt companies.”

Recognizing that the advent of the Alice Cooper Era would make his hippie-mellow music passé, Sebastian tried to fend off the seventies with cocaine. Frustrated by the heavy-metal sound and his sudden loss of popularity, he did a year’s worth of coke, believing this would lead to new inspiration. After leaving “Chicken Flats,” and marrying his present wife, Catherine, in 1971, he renounced the drug. The early seventies were a chaotic period of “creative dearth” for Sebastian, except for having a son. “I immersed myself in the joys of being a parent.” He was constantly moving around from one Californian locale to another (“From 1970 to 1975, selling houses gave me a better income than my music”), and he couldn’t find a niche in the business. “The West Coast recording industry was going strictly Alice Cooper,” Sebastian recalls. “They had no use for me.”

Not until “Welcome Back,” the 1975 single that made Sebastian a star again. It propelled him onto the charts after an eight-year absence, and was soon adopted as the theme song for the TV comedy “Welcome Back, Kotter.” Coming at a most opportune time, these successes quieted some of Sebastian’s financial worries, and enabled him to buy his rambling Woodstock house.

“Reprise had just about written me off, when they called and said I had a monster hit,” explains Sebastian. “They were damn near ready to let me out of the last record I owed them, just to get me out of their hair. Now, they had the second biggest single of that year on their hands, and they didn’t eat crow gracefully either. They simply took the money that came from the single and put no money into publicizing the accompanying album. While the song was very lucrative for me, my future was far from secure. I had a son now, and was trying very hard to expand my horizons.

“I was trying to interest people in a casual musical talk show. I did a lot of work with this Canadian animation firm. In that time period I had a couple of children’s TV shows that asked me for music. I was trying to write for film, and also had an opportunity to write for a prospective Broadway musical, Charlotte’s Web. That project looked dead for several years, but recently I’ve been dealing with a publishing company that wants to release this as a children’s musical for churches and schools.”

Lamentably, most of these endeavors haven’t borne fruit. While Sebastian has done a few movie scores with Robin Williams, he’s still struggling for wider acceptance in the entertainment community. This often means working on “cheapo, cheapo” films, since Sebastian isn’t a high-priced headliner anymore. “I’m viewed in some quarters as an old, irrelevant rock star,” he concedes. “But I’m proving myself again. Gradually I’m building up my credentials.” It’s disturbing to hear him talk this way, but that’s the reality of his life. To support his family, he opens for more current pop idols—and must silently tolerate other indignities.

The worst of these humiliations occurred in 1983, when Sebastian opened for Rodney Dangerfield at Radio City Music Hall. Appearing after the promoters failed to put his name on the marquee, Sebastian was immediately greeted with an unrelenting chant of “get off the stage.” He tried to pacify the crowd with witticisms. But the booing continued, and he was forced to abbreviate his act.

Time has softened the sting of that incident, as Sebastian is able to quip, “I had fun just surviving the show.” Since he speaks easily, in a dry, emotionless voice, it’s impossible to tell if there’s any lingering hurt. Should we believe him when he says, “These types of audiences strengthen you; there’s a knack in turning them around”? Or is this calm symptomatic of deeper wounds? The overheated sixties left him—and many of us—bruised and battered. So, perhaps stoicism is his only defense against the chilling winds of the eighties.

Whatever is going on in his head, Sebastian is not about to quit his “concertizing.” He can’t. He still has something to prove.

“I want people to know that the stoned-out guy that they saw in the movie in Woodstock was an item of that period, and not necessarily a continuum in my life,” says Sebastian. “I was a part of that era there, but if you go see Sebastian now, you’re not going to see the performance that you saw on the film. He’s grown.”

After throwing a few logs into the fire, Sebastian addresses the equally emotional issue of being an opening act.

“It doesn’t make me ecstatic; I can’t take my clothes off and run naked with joy. But I’m working. Lightnin’ Hopkins, a blues legend, was opening for Valentine Pringle when I was working for Val. I have to take the benefits of that information as well as the sadness. I’m a musician who’s going to do this till I drop, and I’ll do it however I can do it.

“It’s not a constant battle. Sure I’m frustrated that so many contemporaries of mine, even those with fewer contributions, have managed to keep their visibility a little higher. But I have an awful lot of things that outweigh the approval, the rather fleeting approval, that comes from success in the world of pop music. I don’t think, even at the height of popularity, that I ever made the mistake of thinking that this was the end-all, be-all achievement that I might have.”

Mentioning his thirteen-year-old son, Ben, as the prime example of these priorities, Sebastian continues, “He’s rolling right along. That’s far more satisfying to me than my music. I can look around at my contemporaries, and I don’t see them having as much fun with their kids as I do.”

Wanting to be there for Ben, Sebastian has spurned the temptation to go back onto the road with a reformed Spoonful. Already away from home a third of the year, he fears a reunion would keep him traveling for more extended periods.

And while these enticements have meant million-dollar-plus offers, he’s not too sure the sixties can be recaptured. Or that they even should be.

“The Spoonful was a very uncompromising group. I’m cheered by the feeling that we never did anything for the bucks,” says Sebastian, his face reflecting the glow of the fireplace.

“We used to go out there with love in our eyes. That’s hard to duplicate … We were a gang, it really was one for all, and all for one. Thankfully, we’re all very capable of expressing love for each other. No problem there. Even Zally and Joe, who have the most adversarial relationship, can yell at one another, and, in the next breath, say ‘I love you dearly.’ Yeah, I really miss them, that’s my gang.”
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Mary Wilson of the Supremes
 Where Did All That Love Go?
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It was a dream fulfilled.

Three girls rising out of the Detroit ghetto, to notch twelve number one hits, and to be heralded by Dick Clark as “the group that put Motown on the map.”

They were indeed Dreamgirls—Diana Ross, Florence Ballard, Mary Wilson—and they reigned Supreme.

“Where Did Our Love Go?” was their first spectacular success. It bumped the Beatles out of the number one slot in 1964, and immediately catapulted the girls into the bright lights. Then came “Baby Love,” “Come See About Me,” “Stop! In the Name of Love,” and assorted other songs which gave them a particular sound we’ll never forget.

They were big, all right. Only the Beatles and Elvis eclipsed them.

And, remarkably enough, the heady flight to the top didn’t spoil them. At least, not in the beginning. For three wonderful years, they didn’t forget their roots. They came out of high school together, had to grudgingly accept backup work at Motown for two dollars and fifty cents a session, and even after their starship took off, the bonds between them remained strong. They were truly soul sisters.

Tragically, though, the dream took a wicked turn in 1967. Once Diana became the darling of Motown boss Berry Gordy, the group was suddenly renamed Diana Ross and the Supremes. The other two girls drifted out of the spotlight, and the group’s inner strength disintegrated into an ugly wrestling match among three competing egos. Florence ultimately left the group in late 1967. She was flat broke a few years later. Upon her death in 1976, at the age of thirty-two, the following inscription could’ve been chiseled on her tombstone: WHERE DID OUR LOVE GO?

Diana Ross hasn’t answered that question yet. She rarely talks about the Supremes (her children weren’t even allowed to see the play Dreamgirls), and apparently wants to put the past far behind her.

That’s understandable. Move beyond the glitter and the stream of golden oldies, and the Supremes’ story is a depressing one. It’s a tale of greed, jealousy, and vindictiveness. There was once something beautiful there, but, as Mary Wilson says, “Things got so confused, so heavy and twisted. We did have a dream. Only in this crazy [music] world, life is so fast, you lose sight of what’s really important, and for Diana that meant going after everything she could, with an aggressiveness that was out of control.”

Choking off a sigh, Mary squirms in a chair on the patio behind her mother’s Hollywood home, and continues, “By 1969, it was no longer beautiful. You had to contend with egos, and people telling you what to do. It became more of what was good for Diana, not for the group. I knew right then, you either fought it, or gave the business up. The whole thing was geared to Berry and Diana—they had their own dream … no matter what it took, Diana was going to have a great solo career.”
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