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When The Band’s seminal eponymous second album was released 50 years ago on September 22,
1969, not much more was known about the reclusive group than when they released their
landmark debut, “Music From Big Pink,” to widespread critical praise and bewilderment,
just the year before. The band, made up of four Canadians and one American, was still shrouded
in mystery, allowing for listeners and the music press to let their imaginations run wild about
who these men were and what this music was that sounded unlike anything else happening at the
close of the psychedelic ‘60s.
Dressed like 19th century fire-and-brimstone preachers and singing rustic, sepia-toned songs
about America and the deep south, The Band--Garth Hudson (keyboards, piano, horn), Levon
Helm (drums, vocals, mandolin), Richard Manuel (keyboards, vocals, drums), Rick Danko, (bass,
vocals, fiddle) and Robbie Robertson (guitar, piano, vocals)--was an enigma, unlike any group
that came before or after. And their self-titled "Brown Album," as it would lovingly be called,
cemented their status as one of the most exciting and revolutionary bands in years, on the
strength of now-classic songs like “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down,” “Up On Cripple
Creek” and “Rag Mama Rag.”
[…]
Released in 1968, The Band’s game-changing debut album, “Music from Big Pink,” seemed to
spring from nowhere and everywhere. Drawing from the American roots music panoply of
country, blues, R&B, gospel, soul, rockabilly, the honking tenor sax tradition, hymns, funeral
dirges, brass band music, folk, and rock & roll, The Band forged a timeless new style that
forever changed the course of popular music.
Shortly after the release of “Music From Big Pink” the members of The Band relocated to Los
Angeles to record their follow up album. Searching for the same clubhouse vibe they had at Big
Pink, they eschewed a traditional studio and moved into a house in the Hollywood Hills that had
previously been owned by Sammy Davis, Jr. The place had enough bedrooms that the group
could reside there with their families and a pool house where they set up the studio.

While Capitol Records was dumbfounded the guys didn’t want to record in one of their state-ofthe-art studios down the street, they ultimately relented and paid for the shipment of their
equipment across the country. Recording here was not without its obstacles as getting an upright
piano up to the house proved trying and since they were in a residential neighborhood, the pool
house needed to be soundproofed from the outside, which was quite a sight.
Following dinner together with their families in the main house, The Band, joined by coproducer John Simon who helped shape their sound, as on their debut, would shuffle off to their
makeshift studio to write and record their masterpiece, working through the night and stopping
around dawn. Listening to these dusty, rural songs, it’s hard to believe they weren’t written in
the Appalachian Mountains but instead perched up in the hills overlooking Los Angeles’
sprawling, smoggy metropolis.
[…]
In my 1975 interview with Robbie Robertson for “Crawdaddy!” magazine, I asked Robbie about
the double keyboard combination of piano and organ. I wondered if guitarist Robbie ever felt
suffocated by this format.
He said, “No. I play as much as I want to play. No one is telling me, ‘Listen, you’re playing too
much.’ That’s my own decision. That’s how much I prefer to do. When I hear other people play
a lot more than required I find it really drivel and there’s nothing in this f---in’ wide world that’s
going to do anything for the song; I don’t care. I like a good guitar part where it adds something,
has a nice place and is a nice solo. Not too much, not too little. But I think, as time goes on, it
just takes different proportions, and too much is unnecessary.”
Robertson’s guitar theory seems to simply extend his basic life philosophy of unhurried
discipline.
Or, as Bob Dylan said when he called to talk about Robbie for the magazine: “Listen to his
guitar playing. That’s all you have to know about him.”
In 2017, I interviewed Robertson for “Record Collector News” about “The Band.”
“Before ‘Big Pink,’ I had had this dream of having a workshop. A place. A sanctuary where we
could go into the privacy of our own world and do something and not be on somebody else’s
lawn, to really be in our own environment, let alone away from studio union breaks. We go into
a studio and the guy is like, ‘Well, it’s almost 4:00 p.m.…’ So all of these things are playing into
it a little. Although the experience in the studio of recording ‘Music From Big Pink’ was
fabulous.
“The producer John Simon was great and the engineers were great at Phil Ramone’s A&R
Recording, but the idea of having this private sanctuary and that it would have its own sound, its
own sound and its own flavor. That’s where that Les Paul thing came back into the picture.
“It would be like Chess. We could have our own one. And it would not sound like any of these
other places. Going into somebody’s environment and then saying, ‘You go over there. You sit
here. And we’re gonna use this kind of microphone on you.’ I thought that was what you did
with somebody else. ‘I feel like I’m getting seconds here.’
“I was thankful for that period of time too. Because it was now a period where an artist wanted
to something that A&R guys like [Capitol Records engineer and staff producer] John Palladino
had nothing to do with the music. He was never there when we recorded. No intrusion.

“So when I said, ‘We want to do this thing that started in the basement of Big Pink. We want to
bring the equipment to us in our own atmosphere. And we want to record at whatever time we
feel the spirit. We don’t want to be on somebody’s clock,’ John was like, ‘OK.’ ‘We just need
the equipment to come to us.’ And he had to kind of go along with it, you know, but he didn’t
understand it.
“We came to do it in Hollywood because it was too cold in Woodstock. [Laughs.] And we were
from Canada. So we knew cold and we knew when to get out of the way. So we thought,
‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful to go and do this thing and go outside, where it feels beautiful and
sunny and everywhere else it’s stormy.’ It was a good feeling inside and we felt we were getting
away with something.”
Here’s a regional fact that informed the sound of “The Band.” The drum kit with wooden rims
that Levon Helm used on the album was found in Hollywood on Santa Monica Blvd. at a pawn
shop.
In 2018 I spoke with drummer Jim Keltner who was invited to a recording session in spring 1969
for a track appearing on “The Band.”
He said, “I was playing with the Charlie Smalls Trio. Wilton Felder was the bass player.
Charlie sang and played piano. We had two great girl singers. Charlie later wrote the big
Broadway hit, “The Wiz,” which they later made into a movie.
“We worked the Daisy Club in Beverly Hills a few times. We were going to play the evening of
[June 5, 1968] for a victory party when Robert F. Kennedy got shot.
“I met The Band through my dear friend and the amazing bassist, Carl Radle. We were with
Gary Lewis & the Playboys. Leon Russell was the producer and arranger. We were all from
Tulsa, OK.
“Carl took me up to Sammy Davis Jr.’s house high up in the Hollywood Hills where the Band
were doing their second album for Capitol. They had a studio set up in the pool house. I think
they had an eight-track machine. Carl knew Levon and the guys and he was the one who turned
me on to the ‘Music From Big Pink’ album. That album blew my mind. I listened to it all the
time. I thought they were all Southern guys. And it was kind of a shock when I met them.
Levon was the only guy from the South.
“If you are a singing drummer you have a great advantage. I’ve always played to the vocal and I
found out that Ringo and countless other drummers, I’m sure, do as well.
“Levon was able to push or pull the groove any way he felt it by singing and playing at the same
time. The way he felt space was magnificent. His biggest influences were the blues bands he
heard as a young man. The geniuses from the Delta and around where he was from.
“So to hear that ‘Big Pink’ LP and then go to a couple of tracking sessions in Hollywood for
their next album and to hear Levon singing and playing with one of the greatest singing bass
players, Rick Danko, who always made me wanna cry. Such a sweet soulful voice. And
Richard Manuel was the voice that sounded like it was coming straight from heaven. Garth
Hudson creating a totally unique sound for the Band. His keyboards seemed to have a voice just
as soulful and timeless as Rick and Richard’s. And, of course, those epic songs and perfectly
formed guitar parts and solos of Robbie Robertson.
“I was in New York in July 1969 with Delaney and Bonnie. One night I ended up at the Hit
Factory, I think, could have been A&R studios. John Simon and Robbie and the guys were

mixing ‘The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down.’ They had recorded the track a few weeks
earlier in Hollywood.
“I can’t even begin to describe what that scene was like. I was sitting in the back on a couch
watching this happen. There were four or five pairs of hands all over the studio console. The
song seeped into my soul so much so that later when I would hear it on the radio and remember
that evening with those guys as they mixed I would just cry. It still gets to me when I hear it.
“Levon makes you believe this guy Virgil Kane and his deep Southern pride. I am so glad I met
Levon as early on as I did. His goodhearted soulfulness helped change my outlook on music and
people. I will never tire of hearing the Band play and sing those great songs.”
Besides the sessions at Sammy Davis, Jr.’s converted studio, ‘Up on Cripple Creek,’
‘Whispering Pines’ and ‘Jemima Surrender’ were cut in New York at The Hit Factory.
In 2018, I asked engineer/producer Richard Bosworth to discuss the Hit Factory.
“Jerry Ragovoy’s Hit Factory recording studio was located in Manhattan’s Times Square at 140
West 42nd Street and opened in 1968. It was the former site of the iconic Bell Sound recording
studios. Bell Sound was one of the first independent studios, and many artists preferred it to the
record company rooms. Buddy Holly, Dionne Warwick, the Lovin’ Spoonful, Ray Charles and
Lloyd Price and many others made significant records there. Jazz pianist Bill Evans insisted on
recording at Bell Sound. And in 1969, Led Zeppelin mixed their second album with Eddie
Kramer when it was transitioning from Bell Sound to The Hit Factory.
[…]
“The Band” explores America’s thorny history through indelible archetypes--“The Night They
Drove Old Dixie Down” refers to Union cavalry officer George Stoneman’s attack on
southwestern Virginia in the last days of the Civil War; “King Harvest (Has Surely Come)” is
sung from the perspective of a poverty-stricken farmer who becomes a “union man” to his
disappointment; and “Up on Cripple Creek” is about a truck driver’s debauched time with a local
girl in Lake Charles, Louisiana.
It’s fitting then that the first song the group recorded for “The Band” was “The Night They
Drove Old Dixie Down,” a Civil War story that was inspired by a visit Robertson made to
Helm’s family in Marvell, Arkansas. During one of their talks, Helm’s father insisted to
Robertson that “The South will rise again!”
“I felt that I understood something about Levon from meeting his family,” Robertson says. “I
wanted to write a song that he could sing better than anyone in the world.” The song imbues the
people of the South with a forlorn dignity much in contrast to their stereotypical portrayals in
popular culture--and Helm’s heart-rending vocal tells the song’s story with consummate grace.
This was not subject matter that other songwriters were mining from at the time and illustrated
how The Band’s primary songwriter, Robertson, did not draw inspiration from typical rock
sources, instead pulling from history and his love of classic films and screenplays.
I asked Robbie Robertson in our 1975 “Crawdaddy!” interview about crafting autobiographical
songs and employing a third person narrative in some of his tunes heard on “The Band.”
“I just think it’s part of storytelling,” Robertson reinforced. “It isn’t anything to put the songs in
the third person. Sometimes when you get that little detachment you can write about more. I’m
Canadian and I wrote the song about the Civil War [‘The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down’].

I didn’t know the story and it fascinated me. Everyone else took it for granted--they read about it
in history class. When it’s strictly about yourself you’re ‘not allowed to deal with fiction.’ So
it’s something that opens the gates a little bit.”…
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