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On hit record after hit record by top-selling artists s n Boys, Frank
Sinatra, the Monkees, the Grass Roots, the 5th Dimension, the Mamas & the Papas, Sonny &
Cher, and Simon & Garfunkel, this collection of West Coast studio musicians from diverse back-
grounds established themselves as the driving sound of pop music—sometimes over the
objection of actual band members forced to make way for Wrecking Crew musicians in legend-
ary recording sessions. Kent Hartman writes the dramatic, definitive chronicle of the industry’s
secret weapons, including future solo artists Glen Campbell and Leon Russell; Hal Blaine, who
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame says “may well be the most prolific drummer in rock and roll
history”; legendary keyboardist Larry Knetchel; and Jim Gordon, who cowrote “Layla” with Eric
Clapton. The Wrecking Crew reveals the collective, behind-the-scenes stories of the artists
who dominated Top 40 radio during the most exciting time in American culture.
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“[Has the] potent excitement of a collection of greatest hits.... It makes good
music sound better.” —JANET MASLIN, THE NEW YORK TIMES

“Has all the makings of a great HBO series.” — THE HOLLYWOOD REPORTER
“Rich in fly-on-the-wall detail.”— KIRKUS REVIEWS

“Hartman tells the group’s definitive story with a music
industry insider’s insight and enthusiasm.” — L/BRARY JOURNAL

“A fascinating story.” — AUDIOFILE

“Hartman’s fast-paced tale offers dazzling insights into a little-known
chapter of rock and roll history.” — PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

KENT HARTMAN is a longtime music industry entrepreneur who has worked with
dozens of well-known artists. He is also a nationally syndicated radio show producer and ha-
written for American Heritage, The Oregonian, and the Port/and Tribune. Hartman lives i|‘
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Praise for The Wrecking Crew

“A sweet and wistful meditation on the early days of the music business, full of
little gems and wonders fit for serious music fans and a commendable, long-
overdue tribute to the legendary Wrecking Crew—the ridiculously talented,
go-to guys behind so many hits. This book will make your head spin.”

—Shirley Manson, lead singer, Garbage

“I've been in the music business for over forty years and I didn't know any of
this! The Wrecking Crew is a total page-turner. I couldn’t put it down. Kent
Hartman is one gifted storyteller.” —John Kosh, three-time

Grammy-winning art director and legendary album cover
designer of Abbey Road, Who's Nexr, and Horel California

“Is Larry Knechtel one of your favorite 1960s musicians? How about Hal
Blaine? Carol Kaye? Oh yes they are. These three were part of the Wrecking
Crew, a group of brilliant performers who supplied the music for many of the
biggest hits during the blazing high noon of American rock. But nobody
knew. Until now, that is, because Kent Hartman has at last written, with a
verve and enthusiasm underpinned by scrupulous research, rock’s great miss-
ing chapter.” —Richard Snow, former editor in chief of

American Heritage, author of A Measureless Peril

“Turns out the heart of rock and roll isn’t Cleveland after all. It’s the Wrecking
Crew. Kent Hartman’s behind-the-scenes look at the early days of rock turns
much of what we thought we knew about popular music upside down. So many
secrets revealed. You won’t think about artists such as the Beach Boys, the
Mamas & the Papas, or Simon and Garfunkel quite the same. Mr. Hartman’s
book should go platinum.” —Larry Colton, author of No Ordinary Foes,

Counting Coup, and Goat Brothers, and founder of
the Wordstock literary festival

“A fascinating look into the West Coast recording studio scene of the '60s and
the inside story of the music you heard on the radio. If you always assumed the
musicians you listened to were the same people you saw on stage, you are in
for a big surprise!” —Dusty Street, legendary radio air talent (KMPX,

KSAN, KROQ) and current host of “Classic Vinyl,”
broadcast live around the world from the Rock and
Roll Hall of Fame on SiriusXM






For my late mother, Dorothy Hartman,
who taught me the joy of the written word,

one Beatrix Potter book at a time



If music be the food of love, play on.

—William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night



********

oo ¥ T



Prologue Yesterday Once More

e e
S 0GR e

30 ey AT W e

California Dreamin’
Limbo Rock
He's a Rebel

The Lictle Old Lady (from Pasadena)

Whard I Say

I Got You, Babe

Mr. Tambourine Man
River Deep, Mountain High
Eve of Destruction
Strangers in the Night
Good Vibrations

Let’s Live for Today

Up, Up and Away

Classical Gas

Wichita Lineman
MacArthur Park

Bridge Over Troubled Water

18
35
55
74
87
96
104
116
128
141
158
173
187
196
206
216



Contents * Vi

18. (They Long to Be) Close to You
19. Love Will Keep Us Together
Acknowledgments

The Usual Suspects
Time Line

Source Notes
Bibliography

Index

228
244

257
259
261
265
275
285



Yesterday Once More

It all began during an automobile trip.

Back in the summer of 1997, after a very quiet, almost-twenty-year hia-
tus, the hit-making Seventies soft rock group Bread surprised many by de-
ciding to reunite for a grand finale world tour. With the quartet scheduled
to play dozens of shows in the United States, Australia, New Zealand, South
Africa, the UK, and other countries, their return caused quite a buzz. And
by virtue of the company I owned at the time, where I frequently worked
with well-known musicians of a certain vintage, I had been asked to design
and manufacture all of Bread’s concert-merchandising products.

One day mid-tour, while driving a rental car from the Sacramento air-
port to a beautiful little hideaway resort about two hours to the north-
west on Clear Lake, I had along as my co-pilot the band’s bass player and
keyboardist, Larry Knechtel. I had decided at the last minute to come out on
the road for a short stretch to check on things, and Larry, in turn, had asked
if he could catch a ride with me to that night’s gig.

As we drove in the 100-plus-degree heat along the winding two-lane
blacktop road through parched, pine tree—dotted hills, the quiet, self-effacing
Knechtel—with some prompting on my part—slowly began to peel back the
layers of his long and varied career. | knew that he had done some studio
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work for other recording artists in his earlier days. And I was well aware
of his tenure with Bread, where he had played on David Gates—penned
smashes like “Baby I'm-a Want You,” “Guitar Man,” and “Lost Without
Your Love.” Those were a part of my youth; I started buying 45s and al-
bums in earnest at the age of ten in the summer of 1970, right around the
time of Bread's first hit (“Make It with You”).

But what I had no idea about was the sheer magnitude of all the non-
Bread work the fifty-seven-year-old Knechtel had done. Like playing the
Hammond organ on “Good Vibrations.” And the Fender bass on “Light My
Fire.” Not to mention the killer barrelhouse piano on “Rockin’ Pneumonia
and the Boogie Woogie Flu.” Three classics on which he had played three
different instruments. Who was this guy, anyway? Well, it didn’t take too
much more conversation to realize that, in music biz parlance, the mild-
mannered gray-haired fellow sitting on my right was a total monster.

Yet there was more. Much more. As we drove farther, Knechtel filled me
in on the fascinating fact that he wasn't the only one who had done this
extraordinary kind of work. He told me that during the Sixties and early
Seventies he had teamed with a small number of similarly talented musi-
cians (known today as the Wrecking Crew) who had secretly played the
instruments on most of the records of any consequence that came out of
Los Angeles. From Phil Spector to the Beach Boys, from the Mamas & the
Papas to the Byrds, some combination of these players was responsible for
the instrumentation on literally thousands of songs by hundreds of artists.

To say that I was stunned would have been an understatement. Here
I was, a guy actually working in the industry, someone who prided himself
on knowing a fair amount about who played what on which songs, and 1
clearly didn’t know the tenth of it.

It got me to thinking. If I was so woefully unaware of this stealth-like
group of crackerjack players who routinely took the place of the real band
members on one chart-topping song after another, then maybe others out
there were equally in the dark.

But, with life being life, my discovery somehow managed to fade into
the fusty recesses of my mind for almost another ten years. Teaching mar-
keting at a couple of universities, producing a daily syndicated radio fea-
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ture about classic comedians, and working with various musicians and
record labels all seemed to take precedence. Finally, though, I decided that
the tale of these great musicians had to be told.

Having started doing some freelance writing for a couple of local news-
papers, I thought that the story might make an interesting magazine article.
So I e-mailed a pitch letter to Richard Snow, the then-editor-in-chief of
American Heritage magazine. Remarkably, within hours I had my reply: he had
always wondered about this very subject and would be delighted to offer
me a contract to write a feature piece about these mysterious sidemen.

After the article came out to a positive reception in 2007, including a
mention in The New York Times, it became clear to me that the uniqueness
of the Wrecking Crew’s story—especially regarding what res/ly happened
behind those closed studio doors—would make an even better book.
There was just so much more to tell.

One fantastic literary agent, editor, and publisher later, that book now
exists. And there are a few important points to make regarding the contents.

First, about the name. The Wrecking Crew’s moniker is undeniably the
creation of the drummer Hal Blaine, who, by virtually unanimous agree-
ment, sat front and center as the unofficial dean of the whole bunch. His skills,
charisma, and sense of humor were mentioned to me time and again by al-
most everyone I interviewed—from producers to stars to fellow players—as
being the cornerstone of much of what went on during the countless number
of recording dates. If you didn't have Hal, you wanted to get Hal.

In the early Sixties, as Blaine and the other young T-shirt and blue
jean—clad session musicians began their ascent in the business, some of the
older, more established, coat-and-tie-wearing musicians became resentful.
They felt that this new breed of rock and roll-playing studio hand was
going to somehow wreck the business. It was hard to tell which they hated
more: the lack of a dress code or the burgeoning style of music. Maybe it
was just a matter of professional jealousy over getting aced out by their
more youthful, hipper counterparts. Or, more likely, some combination
thereof. In any event, the old guard was headed the way of the Victrola, and
they knew it. The Wrecking Crew had become the coveted new set of hired
guns in town.
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Now, as to exactly when people started becoming aware of the Wrecking
Crew’s name, it is hard to say. Some of the studio musicians I interviewed
swear they heard it applied to themselves as early as 1963; others say it was
later. One says it was never used at all.

Nevertheless, over the decades the Wrecking Crew’s name has become
culturally ingrained. So much so that it is now universally used to refer to
these great players. Not one person I interviewed ever wondered whom
I was talking about. Like “Woodstock” and “Watergate,” the term is now a
permanent part of our historical lexicon. As proof, no less an institution
than the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame made a point of using the Wrecking
Crew name when inducting Hal Blaine, Steve Douglas, and Earl Palmer
into their ranks (under the sidemen category) a number of years ago. That’s
plenty good enough for me.

Speaking of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, we've all gotten used to
seeing the phrase as “rock 'n’ roll” and “rock & roll” (among other varia-
tions) over the years. Everyone has their favorite way of seeing it and writ-
ing it. I've elected to go with “rock and roll” as the standardized terminology
throughout this book. Again, I defer to the good folks at the RRHOF, who
are the generally accepted standard-bearers of all things that, well, rock
and roll.

In doing research for this book (and for the article before it), I con-
ducted several hundred hours of taped interviews over a multi-year period
with virtually anybody I could find who had been in the Wrecking Crew or
had been associated with them. The vast majority of the anecdotes within
these pages came to me firsthand or were told to me by someone who knew
the players. Dialogue was taken directly from the tapes. It is of the utmost
importance to me to be true to the joyous and sometimes tragic journeys of
these marvelous musicians.

I'm often asked about how many people were actually in the Wrecking
Crew. Was it fifteen? Twenty? More? The best answer to that question is
yes; there was no exact number. But there did exist a small, tight-knit core
group of about a couple of dozen who played on a hugely disproportionate
share of the hits. The lives and careers of those individuals are the primary
focus of this book, with a special spotlight being placed on Glen Campbell
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(the eventual solo superstar), Carol Kaye (the lone female), and Hal Blaine
(the drummer-in-chief, whose name Bruce Springsteen has been known to
shout out in joy during concerts when E Street Band drummer Max Weinberg
plays a particularly Blaine-like lick). Campbell, Kaye, and Blaine’s indelible,
interwoven set of experiences provides the backbone of the narrative.

As for why the various members of the Wrecking Crew became the fa-
vored choices among so many producers and arrangers, there existed a va-
riety of reasons, almost always relating in some way to the intersection of
time and money. And sometimes, understandably, the real band members
didn’t cotton to being replaced on their own material. But how the indi-
vidual instrumental parts work rogerher is what making a record—a good
record, anyway—is all about. That is perhaps the biggest reason why the
Wrecking Crew had such an incredible run. They were able to create the
appropriate hit-making blend of sounds better and faster than anyone.

Motown had its Funk Brothers. Nashville had the A-Team. New York
and Memphis also had their own top-of-the-line sidemen. Every genre and
locale had (and has) its own cast of supporting players. But if a rock-and-
roll song came out of an LA recording studio from between about 1962 and
1972, the odds are good that some combination of the Wrecking Crew
played the instruments. No single group of musicians has ever played on
more hits in support of more stars than this superbly talented—yet virtually
anonymous—group of men (and one woman). Now it’s their turn to step for-
ward and assume center stage.

And, by the way, the next time you listen to some of your favorite groups
from the Sixties, please don’t be upset. I never knew it was really the Wreck-
ing Crew, either.






