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Chris Hillman

Everybody’s Favorite Second In Command

Goes Back To Square One

by William Ruhlmann

{hris Hillman has been very helpful. As
hus wnlerviewer has |‘ITI.'-hL'L| back inlo a
r hat stretches 1o the 45-year-old
musician’s high school days, he has gamely
answered questions. Finally, however,
when irying io call up a detail about a rec-

ording from 25 years ago, he stops with a
sigh in mud-senience. “I don't remember.”
he finally says. "You know how many
banads ["ve been inT

Quute a few, Now the leader of the Des-
ert Rose Band, one of the most successiul
country acts of the past four years, Chris
Hillman has spent most of his adult life in
one band or another, gradually working his
way up and learning his way around the
music business to reach his current level of
sucoess. He's been a sideman and a group
member, part of tros and duos and even
taken a few solo excursions. Through i all,
be has continued 1o make his mark as an
instrumentalist, 3 songwriter and a singer.
Some times have been rough, but today he
says he's happier than he's ever been,

Hillman was born in Los Angeles on
December 4, 1944 (the date i often given
25 1942), and raised in San Diego County.
He took up the guitar before his teens, and
had turned 1o bluegrass and the mandolin
by the end of the 19508, He was playing
professaonally by his senior year in high
school, and just after graduating recorded
his first album, Aluegrass Favorites, with
his band the Scotisville Squirrel Barkers.

““That was made in 1963 in Los
Angeles,” he recalls, “and we went in and
did that in about four hours, the entire
album, live, just sei up and played. It
actually isn't bad, That was on Crown Rec-
ords. They used B-grade vinyl. (The rec-
ords) were probably only good for about
1060, 200 plays, and then they disintegrated.
I really was basically for supermarke! out-
lets and five-and-dime stores, and they
were like a dollar for an album, They let
you have an album cover, a picture, bul
that was about it. And it wasn't any royal-
ties. 80 10 speak; we gol as many records as
we wanted 1o sell on our own. You couldn’t
cut any original tuncs on there, as they
wouldn't give a royally. [t was really, at
that particular time, an album that one
would do 10 get work. Similar 1o the record
business now, you go gold or platinum, and
basically you're promoting yoursell
through live pgrformances.”

_ The Squirrel Barkers got work in country

bars around California. Hillman was
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While a1 World Pacaific in 1964, Hillman
was recruiled 1o poan the Jet Set, soon 1o
become the Beefealers and then the Byrds
He switched from mandolin to bass guitar
What followed was a penod of more than
four years when Hillman gradually moved
up from a sideman who wasa't even
included on the group’s Columbia Records
contract 1o co-leadership of the band with
Roger McGuinn. By October |968, how-
ever, Hillman had had enough

Afler a brief retirement, he hooked up
with Gram Parsons, who had also quit the
Byrds in 1968, 1o continue the expenmeni
with country music begun with the Byrds’
Sweethear! Of The Rodeo album, Returning
to guitar and mandalin, and with Parsons
on guitar, Hillman was joined by bassist
Chris Ethridge, stcel guitanst Sneaky Pete
Kleinow, and drummer Jon Corneal to
form the Fiving Burrito Brothers.

The Burritos signed 1o A&M, but Cor-
neal departed dunng the album sessions,
forcing them 1o employ three other drum-
mers 1o complete the sesuon. In February,
former Byrd Michael Clarke joined the
band.

The debut album, The Gilded Palace OF
Sin, was rcleased in Apnl 1969, with a
cover depicting Ethndge, Kleinow, Parsons
and Hillman in claborate Nudic's suits.
Unabashedly country in sound, it also con-
tnined drug and ant-war references that
made it unlikely it would sweeeed in the
country market. The LP entered the Bill-
board pop chant for the week ending May 3,
and peaked at #164 during & seven-weck
un.
“8an City” obviously was a good country
song because Emmylou (Harns) cut it and
Dwight Yoakam cut it,” Hillman says of
ane of the LP's more memaorable cuts,
“Mow, thal doesn"t necessanly mean any-
thing bul to me it was. | think that that
first Burrito album, there's some great
songs on there. Technically, it wasa't the

Please see HILLMAN page 36
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tanly, it showrased Giram Parsons betier

than anylheag clse on record, him singing
Mot Barric
Bly betier on those two culs than anything

W he f did And ihe songs, “Wheels

and "San City,” that's the kind of thing every

y®1 and ("%} ") He wang proha

sagreTiier wants 1o be a pari of, 2 prece of
mdterial that stands up 20 years later and s
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And then the oddity of all imes was, w
witihd take RARN material and do i1 coun
E'\-. Esd I The Sir 1 [
Right Woman," | mean, my God, how
ald you louch a peece of music like ‘[Do
Right Woman™ But we pulled it off, it
worked. But that was Gram. Gram had
that great visson. He really had an interesi

ing . . e Ie had an interesting outlook
on themgs hke that He was a very funny
very longue-in-cheek guy in those days,
VETY ShArp wil
But the album's lack of success contri-
buted 1o the insability of the band’s per-
‘sonmel Ethnidge left the Burritos in Sep-
tember. Hillman switched 1o bass, with
Berme Leadon pouming on guitar and dobro
This quiniel recorded Burrito Defuxe,
released in Apnl 1970 The material was
thinner this time, with more covers,
including the firs! appearance of Mick Jag-
gt and Keith Richardy’ “Wild Horses™
{reNecting Farsons' friendship with
Richards). The LP failed to reach the
chars
As il was beng released, the Burnios sufl-
fered the loss of Parsons, who went solo,
They replaced him with Rick Roberts. “1
don’t think Rick Roberts was the nght guy
10 put into the Burritos,” Hillman savs,
“although Rick i very talented and a very
good songwriter, as was proven laler in
Firefall. He's very commercial. But in
hindsight it wasn't the night thing 1o do,
Baut it doesn’t really matter, it's water
under the bridge.™
Roberts had a stong hand in the third
album, The Flying Burriio Srothers, contn-
buting such songs as “Colorado," which
would later turn up on Linda Ronstadt's
breakthrough Don't Cry Mow album, But
the albom was only a slight improvement

in chart 1erms. It entered the charts on
Juse 12, 1971, peaking at #176 in the
coune of the mine weeks,

It was wiill in the chars when Leadon
and Kleinow quit the band in July. They
were by Kenny Wentz (guitar) and
Al Perk h-%:hlmhmtrh-

ary 11, 1991 o

Hillman with the Byrds in 1985. Clockwise from top left; Jim McGuinn, Gene Clark, Hill-

man, Michael Clarke and Dawid Crosby

anybody was good a8 these guys. from Dal-
las Taylor 1o Joe Lala. All these guys were
such good players. [t was just what the doc-
tor ordered.

“And then Stephen, to this day 1 will
defend him 10 anybady. | think he's one
.of the most gifted writer/singer/players
argund, and he's unigue, and what ['ve
always hased good artitic endeavors on are
uniqueness and your own style. That's all
we can gver sinve 1o do, i 10 create our
awn style. He certainly has done that, and
hie's had his ups and dowma, but that man
has carried CSN for a loag. long time. No
slur against the other two guys, they're
wonderful players and ungens and writers
But Swephen’s got that (king, when he's on,
boy, be's real powerful. So that was a real

«  The Manawsas double album was

_ released in April 1972, and soared to #4 in

suppart  Atlantic Records,
which siill wanied a reformation of

The Red Hoi Burriios, before the group
finally broke wp in October 1971, The
bandmembers were, Hillman says, “vie-
ums of pur own cuwcess.

“The Burritos, | bad felv. | had taken as
far a3 | could. But the Burritos did have
one thing. they had become a really good
stage band, That was what we had accom-
plashed. | take credit for that | turned tha
thing into a real efficient, entertaining live
band, which can be heard on that live Fiy-
ing Burrito Brothers album. That's a good
album. It's exciting. It's got & lot of excite-
ment in iL” (The album wasn't relcased
until May 1972, and when it was, per-
formed at about the same sales level as i
three predecessors, peaking at #171 during
a seven-week chart run.)

ing 1o put a band together afier recording
two solo albums in the wake of the
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I love Richie very much. | think he's 2
songdericl man anc 4 veor! guy. and he
done o lot of good mosc And of ooure
Souther, 1 can’t say enough about his

songwriting. He's a fabu i WO

He's probably one of the bewt songwriten

v nght now, sheavs ke boen

Looking back, 11 wan almosi like killing

tme. [t was like wanting. It was ke some
thing 10 do before sameth ng elie cam
along Bua | think there's a couple et
we played live thar we were pretty good

Second alhbum was hornble. Firv albare

But the second album we
pood. Mol one of my grea

The Sowther-Hillman-Furay Band™s
debut albem, released in the vemmer of
1974, got 1o #1 1. while ny follow-up, the
aptly uthed Troubde Im Paradise reached
£39 the following year. “We g0 a gold
album for the firm one.”™ MTliman notes
“but they probaly §ol wo many returns that
ithe joke Was, they're all in Geffen's base-
menl™

But though SHF was no more (and
David Geflen was on huates from the nec-
ord industry), the mdivideal members of
the group were still contracted to Asylum
Records. “1 had an existing deal wilt Asy-
lum, a5 did Furay and Souther, and | think
each of us made a few albums for them, ™
Hillman says. *Joe Smith came in and took
over Asylam-—be's & swoet guy, probabiy
one of the nicer men in the record business
— and honored oar contracm™

Hillman released his first solo album,
Stippen” Away, in the spring of 1976 and &
second, Clear Sailin’, o year later. Both
grazed the bottom of the chams. “The fim
one wis imteresting.” he sys “1i wasa a
bad record. actually. There were some good
songs on there, &5 | look back | wasa't
really ready 1o be a solo arust thea. | doa't
think any of 6 were—I'm talking abows
Richie and J.D.. having come out of the
last mightmare Souther more s
than Richwe and 1, but Souther lacked.
we knew how 10 do. Souther wasnt 4 grest
performer on stage at the tme.

“But it never worked for any of s b
wan just part of the iearming process. pan of
the sicpping stones. | think Looking back
-I.Iaﬂ.imlll-"lﬂ
didn’t how 10 sing good enough. 1
liked the songs, but | really wasnl = com-
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almost killed me at that period. | don’t look
back fondly on the *T0s as a decade. It
wasn'l my greatest time 1o be alive. | got
through it and learned a hell of a bot,™
There were more lessons sull w come, In
May 1977, Hillman undenook a European
tour as a s0lo artist in a package that also
included Roger McGuinn and Gene Clark.
In the following vear, MoGuinn and Clark
often appeared together, with Hillman
somelimes participating, a relationship
that was formalized in carly 1979 with the
release of McGainn, Clark & Hillman. The
LP went (o #39 and spawned a hit sin-
e in “Don’t You Write Her Off." Much
less muml was o 1980 follow-up, Ciy,
and later in the year, a final LP dropped
Clark. MeGuinn-Hillman failed 1o chart.
Hillman musi be prompted to remember
this configuration. “1 went from those solo

records back 10 McGuinn, Clark ad Hill-

man. Oops! Almosi forgot about that one!™
e says with a laugh. “That was a situation

pAa

Roger and Cene had been working
shopping deals, and 1 had finished
doing this Clear Sailfn’ album, and some-
hew we had hooked up as a trio. | think
ﬂmwm-m

Irom the poor sade o
this REB influence
%0 that's an l'H'.".'l_ul.n.sluF album, that

f wran and we have all

gyl McGuinn-Hillman album. That one
ranks up there with the Byrds reunion
album. You've got 1 sort of use them for
skeet o sang ¢ e ey re really not

¢ every oollector, don'
waste your time. Mayvhe you'll hke some of
i, 1it’s just nol something I"'m prowd of.™

The faled Eroupng with McGuinn and
Clark plunged Hillman into another period
of self-examination. In "81 | 100k a year off
and was figaring out if | necded to change
careers. because | really wasn't a viable
commodity al tha ume in the business,”™
Hillman says, “and | got an offer from
Barry Poss, who runs Sugar Hill. He had
bought the Hillmen masters, and | had
talked 1o him on the phone in North Caro-
lima, and 1 said, "God, I'd love to make a
bluegrass album some day.’ He said, *Well,
when do.you wani to do one™ So I did i,
and | bave no regrets.”

In fact, he did two albums, Moraing Sky
im 1982 and Dwseri Rose in 1984, “Those
two albums are far better, outshine any-
thing I'd ever done to that paint, solo,” he
says. “And the budgets we had! | had a
$5.000 or 56,000 budget on the first one
and a $9,000 budget on the second one. But
it worked. And | went out, and | was play-
ing acoustic. | was using Al Perking on
dobro; | was playing as a duo. [ played folk
festivals in Canada and a lo of bluegrass
festivals.”

p-ul and [ do adva

said, “We ough! to try usang 8 drymmer and

a steel player,” and all of & sudden it just fell
logether, where, bang, we gol on a label and
W ol S0me SUCOSs

Despite the fortullous nature of the
propect Hillman also sces | m
mainsiream Counlry music as igical
development in his career

years [0 figure out what | do th
savs “This s where | came frol
(what) 1 cut my teeth on, 5 playis
dolim with Vemn Gosdin, Vern Giodin was
my window on ashenticity, He came right
out of Alabama. I was a middle-class white
kid from Southern California who wsed 1o
surf. When | got inio the Byrds, 1 went
‘What is this? What is Beatles? What is
rock n’ roll™ | had come from working in
country bars in California. This is why 1l
was comfortable, and 1 think everything
that you coald trace back 1o my invelve-
ment in the Byrds was that was the element
that | brought in, my weird bass playing
and my sense of vocal arrangements or
songwriling.”

At the same time, Hillman finally felt
ready (o lead a band, after years of suppor-
Ling athers or working as a solo act. When
asked if it's fair 1o say that he's always felt
mare comfortable in groups, Hillman rea-
dily agrees

“Very fair (o say,” he says, “and at the
time I'm sure [ was a very stable facior 1o
other |unatics that | worked with. *] was
evervbody's favorite second in command.
Stephen’s, Manassas, Gram, 10 some
degree, and Roger, and those were the three
bands where | was a good secand guy 10
have. | kept the guys stable, [ kept the
music going, | had some good ideas. [ wasa
good catalyst for everybody Lo work ofl of,
And then I sort of ook my time and
learned who 1 was and got famaliar with
what | did the best, and of course, here we
are in Desert Rose where its really my
band and it feels great Not 1o the point
where I'm some maniac dictator, but it is
my haby, and it really worked oul greal.
T've got these wonderful players.

“['ve always said that the Desert Rose
Band is a highly evolved Burrito Brothers.
1t's everything that | was trying 1o learn 20
years ago that | learned in the interim 20

g Mian

. years, to where I siepped out and said,

“Ofkay, now 1'm going to be the king. I'm
going Lo be the front guy now, | know bow
10 do this. 've been an apprentice for a few

in Mashwville in August 1990), and be sys
“You know, it's ncat, when we're in the
Byrds. we're really making Roger sound

good. We're secondary players.” [ said
“You're absolutely right. When we play in
the Byrds, nght now, the Byrds, that's our
role. We're character actors and Roger's
the leadimg man.’ That's fine. It makes the
music sound good. Everybody cannat be
the king of the mountain. It won't work
that way, that's how bands explode. We all
have a certain picee of the pre that we have
1o be accountable for.™

Even Hillman was surprised at the
immediate acceptance emjoyved by the Des-
crt Rose Band, which was signed to
MCA/Curb and isswed its firs1 single
“Asghes Of Love.” in March 1987, The sin-
gle reached #28 in the country chars, and
the next sia Desert Rose Band singles all hat
the Top 10, with “He's Black And I'm
Bluc™ and “1 Still Believe Tn You™ both
going all the way to £1.

“I's very amazing.” Hillman says of 1the
sucoess. “When the first Desent Rose stufl
started coming out, | had no idea that it
would be sccepied that readily, and one
thing in our career or our situation in Des-
ert Rose, Lhe radio has been wonderful with
us. We have been very lucky, We've had
such o wonder(ul track record. If it ended
tomorrow, I'd know we'd accomphished
something, we really did something. and
I'm proud of the body of work we did.™

Desert Rose has issued three albums to
date: its debut, which appeared in June
1987, Running {whose autobiographical
title track, dealing with the suicide of Hill-
man’s father, may be his best song ever) i
Seplember 1988, and Pages Of Life. in Feb-
ruary 1990, After wouring extensively dur-
ing the year Hillman is ready 1o take some

'I‘um



