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			This book is dedicated to the late, great Mike Shipley (October 1956–July 2013). Thank you for blessing the world of rock ’n’ roll with the great gift of your ear. RIP. 
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			Chapter 1

          The Long Run—Bill Szymczyk

			 “I am not a musician, I approach record production from the board, 
the console is my weapon.”

			—Bill Szymczyk

			When Billboard magazine spotlights a record producer as “one of the greatest . . . of his time,” you need a greatest hits collection to back that stature, and in both skill and sales, few measure up to Bill Szymczyk’s track record. Whenever you tune in to your local classic rock radio station, you hear Szymczyk’s sound, whether jamming out to Joe Walsh’s greatest hits, from “Rocky Mountain Way,” “Funk #49,” “All Night Long,” or the seminal “Life’s Been Good to Me So Far,” to the bulk of the Eagles’ biggest #1s, including the legendary “Hotel California,” “Life in the Fast Lane,” “New Kid in Town,” “One of These Nights,” “Take It to the Limit,” “Already Gone,” “The Long Run,” “I Can’t Tell You Why,” “In the City,” and “Heartache Tonight.” Szymczyk shot to the top of the charts with other rock ’n’ roll pop culture staples including Rick Derringer’s “Rock and Roll, Hoochie Koo,” B. B. King’s “The Thrill Is Gone,” Elvin Bishop’s “Fooled Around and Fell in Love,” the Who’s “You Better You Bet,” and Bob Seger’s “Against the Wind” among others that the producer proudly attributed to a by-product of his ambition from the very start of his career 

			to pattern myself after two engineer-producers, Tom Dowd on the American R&B side and Glyn Johns on the bombastic rock ’n’ roll side, and I tried to do a combination of the two. I grew up in Muskegon, Michigan, which is way up in the northern part of the state, and one night I discovered WLAC in Nashville, and they were rocking R&B and the blues, and up in Muskogee, it was all white-bread, so I’d never heard anything like this. So I started sending away for their Midnight Blues special, “six singles by Jimmy Reed, John Lee Hooker, B. B. King,” stuff like that, and that’s when my musical education started.

			Not the typical child tinkering with electronic devices around the home, Szymczyk didn’t discover his talent for auditory arts until his later teens. Unlike those who popped their heads into a studio out of curiosity one afternoon after school or wound up in one for the first time courtesy of a band they were playing in that wanted to cut their first demo, Szymczyk and his fate first found one another after

			I joined the Navy when I was seventeen. This was 1960, so at that time, the biggest threat—according to the Pentagon—was Russian submarines, so they placed a high priority on sonar operators to track down subs. So everybody that went into the Navy, every enlistee, was given a (audio) test, and no matter what you wanted to do in your Naval career, if you scored in the top 5 percent of your test, which was basically pitch-perception, then you were going to automatically be sent to Sonar School in Key West, and I scored high and away I went.

			I got out of the Navy in 1964, and three weeks before I got out, I was in a car driving down from Newport Island to New York City, where I knew I’d be relocating when I got discharged, and I heard “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” for the first time, and went “Holy shit! What’s that about?” And then three weeks later I was a floor sweeper in a recording studio. It couldn’t have worked out better.

			Indeed, Sound on Sound magazine would report on his foot in the door that

			a friend got him an interview at Dick Charles Recording, a studio heavily used by the new generation of songwriters that came up as the old Tin Pan Alley faded in the city. Don Kirshner was running Screen Gems Music, with staff writers like Carole King, Gerry Goffin, Neil Sedaka and Neil Diamond, who were using the studio to cut demos to acetate . . . For seventy dollars a week, Szymczyk made the acetate copies of the demos that were being churned out on Dick Charles Recording’s mono machines at a furious pace, in the days before the singer-songwriter undercut the notion of the professional pop composer. Within a year, though, he had worked his way into the engineer’s seat, cutting some of the demos by ping-ponging back and forth on a pair of mono tape decks. The next serendipitous occurrence took place in 1967 when Szymczyk met Jerry Ragovoy, producer for R&B artists like Paul Butterfield, Dusty Springfield and Dionne Warwick, who was preparing to open the Hit Factory studio at its original location at 701 Seventh Avenue.

			 Working as the Hit Factory’s first lead engineer under the tutelage of Ragovoy, Szymczyk worked for several years as a freelance engineer, recording many of the studio’s early albums by groups including the Fifth Estate and others. While a promising gig, Szymczyk’s true make-or-break moment to step out as a producer in his own right came in the late ’60s when he took a massive pay cut from $1,000 a week to a $300-per-week salaried gig as a staff producer for ABC Records. Excited by the opportunity to work as a staff producer for a major label, the producer would soon see his gamble pay off when 

			after I was hired by what was ABC-Paramount at the time in New York to be a staff producer, my initial first gigs were artists who were already signed to the label, “We need an album by this band, so go do that, this, etc.,” and I discovered B. B. King was on the label. He was signed to Bluesway, which was a subsidiary, and I was a big fan and really wanted to produce him. I had an idea, and I kept bugging the powers that be at the label to let me produce him, and they said “No, you can’t do that, you’re too white and you’re too young,” and I kept bugging them until finally one said “Okay, look, B. B.’s coming to town next week, and we’ll set up a meeting between the two of you, and if he says it’s okay, then we’ll let you try it.” 

			Walking into the meeting with a vision for the new direction he wanted to take B. B.’s sound, rather than play it safe the first album out and stick with what had been King’s approach to recording in the studio up to that point, Szymczyk put it all on the line in a gamble to sell the blues legend on a new producer and approach to recording, recalling that as he confidently walked into 

			that first meeting with B., I explained what I wanted to do, and going in with this pitch, I was very aware—having been a freelance engineer before I got the gig at ABC and having tons and tons of records with all the best session musicians in New York—and I told B. B., “Look, this is what I want to do: I want to take these young, energetic session guys and surround you with them,” because at the time the Brits were bringing the blues back to us and pretending it was theirs. So I said, “It really started with you, and your ilk, and we got to get it as energetic as what’s coming from overseas.” 

			So he agreed, but he hedged his bets, and said “We’ll do half the album your way, and half the album with my band,” his road band, and I agreed. So we set up a recording gig out at the Village Gate, and recorded a couple of live shows, and from that, I called half the album Alive and Well. That was the live portion, and the Well portion was I booked guys that I liked, players who were young and energetic, and we made the Well portion of Alive and Well, and one of those tunes was a really energetic thing called “Why I Sing the Blues.” It was real up-tempo, and a lot more energetic than his previous records had been, and that not only broke blues, but it broke the R&B chart pretty big, and made the pop charts, which was the first time he’d ever been on the pop charts. 

			Repackaging the punch of King’s rhythm section for a new generation of listeners Szymczyk knew were waiting to embrace King, the producer found B. B. even more receptive to expanding on the approach with their next studio collaboration, Completely Well, where the producer remembered 

			with that next album, he said “Okay I like this,” and was all for it, and we did the whole album with my musicians, and one of those tunes was “The Thrill Is Gone,” which became one of his biggest hits.

			A Top 6 R&B singles chart hit for King, the true peak of the song’s influence is still being measured by rock historians, with Billboard arguing—in a nod to the producer’s decision to shake up B. B.’s rhythm section—that “the song’s overall groove that is the star here, giving the overall piece a definitive atmosphere. This is, in fact, the lesson that he had been teaching all of his students from Michael Bloomfield to Eric Clapton in the ’60s, and although many of their records preceded his on the charts, it was this exquisite piece at the dawn of the ’70s that defined the blues movement.” In breaking down the fundamentals of that groove musically, the legendary rock publication would add that the pair’s studio experiment worked because “using a blues-rock basis for the main melody, King (cast) . . . the entire song in a very heavy jazz feel and flavor, attacking each verse with a world-weary vocal and some radical and sinewy guitar arpeggios. The feeling of breaking free from a possessive lover is the main basis for the lyrics, and King’s use of blues imagery is perfect for the song, which indeed provided real release.”

			Amazed from lick one by King’s hypnotic serenade of Lucille as the guitarist set about laying down one of the most recognizably haunting lead solos in modern blues, the producer—taking fans inside the studio for a firsthand look at the song’s physical tracking—began with a spotlight on what he felt was King’s greatest strength as

			a lead player, B. B. can play chords, no question he can do that, but he’s known as a lead player, so one of the people I hired was Hugh McCracken, who was one of the best rhythm guitar players ever. So as they tracked, Hugh was filling in all the chordal passages, which left B. free to play lead. I think B. B. was playing Lucille through a Fender amp, and he recorded vocals while he was playing guitar, I think I only overdubbed him vocally on one cut, and that was years later on “Hummingbird,” but “Thrill Is Gone” was a live vocal. On B. B.’s vocal for “The Thrill Is Gone,” and others, I tended to use some echo, some reverb, nothing like we would do nowadays with delays and this and that and the other thing. Ahead of the session starting, we’d sat down in the studio with the players and worked out the arrangement. When we started recording “The Thrill Is Gone,” the basic track for that was cut as the last tune on maybe a 7-11 PM session. 

			Seeking to push the pop envelope as far as he could knowing they were onto something truly special in terms of its crossover potential, the producer pulled another surprise for King out of the air when 

			as I was just flipping out over that, at 2 o’clock in the morning, I called him and said “I want to put strings on this,” and he went “What?!” Then he said, “Well, okay, I’ll try it,” because by that time he believed in me. So I arranged for Bert Decoteaux, who was my arranger at the time, to write a nice string chart for it, and the only thing I told Burt was “I want it to be dark, I want it to be not joyful in any way, the thrill is gone, I want it to be a dark string chart,” and he brought it in and it was hypnotic. And B. B. said, “I want to come to the session,” and I said, “Of course, come,” and I’m engineering the string overdubs, and just kind of glanced over at him, and he had a big smile on his face the first time he heard the first rundown. I thought “Okay, I’m good now.” Working with B. B., I was thrilled at being able to record a legend, and have success doing it!

			Walking out of his collaboration with King packing a Top 10 hit whose reverberations would be felt for decades to come, the ambitious producer was eager to spend his newfound capital wisely in selecting his next project. Rather than take the safer route of working with an established star, the producer was eager to discover and develop his own. Riding off into what was at the turn of the decade truly rock ’n’ roll’s Wild West, where a producer with a bona fide hit could not only find and sign a diamond in the rough, but also help that star find and shape his or her sound in the studio from the ground up, Szymczyk’s boomtown would be Cleveland, Ohio, recalling that his real gold rush began 

			once I’d had success with B. B., the record company said, “Oh, well maybe you do know what you’re doing,” and I kept going, “Well, I want to sign my own band, because I’m not just a blues guy, I want to make a rock & roll record.” And they said, “Okay, well go out and find somebody and sign them.” So I had a friend of mine who used to be a roommate in New York named Dick Corn who had moved to Cleveland, and was working as the manager/head bartender at this rock club called Otto’s Grato, and it was in the basement of the Statler Hilton Hotel. So he said, “Man, there’s a bunch of great acts coming through here, you gotta come out and check some of them out!” So I started going to Cleveland, and in the course of three or four visits, a band called the Tree Stumps—which was an awful name—came through, and the lead singer was Michael Stanley, and I really liked his tunes and his voice. So I signed them and changed their name to Silk, and the next group I signed was at the time a three-piece power trio called the James Gang.

			The James Gang was fronted at the time by a 6-string axe played by Joe Walsh, who would go on to become classic rock’s original cowboy—ranked #54 on Rolling Stone magazine’s list of “100 Greatest Guitarists of All Time.” In discovering Walsh, the producer was keen to hitch his wagon to the then-unknown star. Recognizing Walsh’s immense gifts stylistically and substantively as a player, in celebrating the range he first witnessed that night onstage and subsequently in the studio, the producer felt from note one that 

			Joe was a completely unique player: he can play the blues, he can play serious rock & roll, he can windmill with Townsend, I think he covers pretty much all the rock bases. So I made records after that with both groups I’d signed, and while Silk barely cracked the charts, the James Gang got played immensely, and that was the beginning of their career. 

			While the band’s debut studio LP, Yer Album, released in March, 1969, was well received by critics, fans, and rock radio, it was via their second collaboration with Szymczyk, James Gang Rides Again, that Walsh’s star was truly born courtesy of his lead riff work on the now-legendary “Funk 49.” Rocking the kind of monster opening hook that left listeners stunned, this was the smash hit that made Popmatters.com observe that “Joe Walsh . . . proceeded to make a name for himself as one of the most important rock voices in the genre . . . With equal amounts of stridency and overblown self-indulgence this album introduces the world to Walsh’s song writing . . . (and) arguably the greatest guitar boogie tune of all time. Chugging through a riff to end all riffs, Joe Walsh belts out the most incoherent and, more importantly, stupid lyrics ever uttered on tape.” For as epic a classic as the song would become, Szymczyk revealed that its writing was far simpler, stripped down to 

			six lines and a great guitar riff (laughs), that’s all there is to it. On that one, I remember he just played me the riff, and I asked “Well, what’s the song about?,” and he says “I’m not sure yet,” but we had to track it. A lot of his early, early writing was almost nonsensical, or it didn’t make a whole lot of sense. There weren’t any “story songs” per se, it was more images. He would bring in the riffs, and I’m not a player, he is, but as far as how to record it, that would be left up to me. So I would offer suggestions, “Well, I think this would really sound good if we doubled this,” or “This would go good against this,” it was all a collaboration once he brought riffs into the studio. 

			Producing three wildly successful albums with the James Gang that would establish a blueprint of sorts that Popmatters.com argued would “serve as important signposts to an as yet unwritten history of how the Midwest often defined the central aspects of American popular music.” Adding the important summary note that the albums were “milestones in the winding history of Middle American music into the seventies,” Walsh and Szymczyk’s partnership would continue thereafter without the James Gang after the producer recalled 

			I was in Cleveland, and the James Gang came through, Joe confided in me one fairly drunken night that he was thinking about quitting the James Gang, and I said “Well, move here, and we’ll start your solo career,” and that’s basically what happened.

			The first gem in the priceless collection of classic rockers that followed came with the making of one of Walsh’s signature hits, “Rocky Mountain Way,” which would serve as a roundabout ode to the studio location they picked to record the bulk of Walsh’s first solo LP, The Smoker You Drink, the Player You Get, a title as colorful musically and lyrically as the personality it contained. When Szymczyk and Walsh set up shop at Caribou Ranch in scenic Nederland, Colorado, the producer knew they’d picked the perfect backdrop for recording, one Szymczyk had first become smitten with after 

			I’d moved to LA for slightly over a year . . . when an earthquake happened in ’71, and that did not register in my book, so I quit my job along with another guy who worked at ABC named Larry Ray, and we went to Denver to start our own record company. So at this point, I became an independent producer and started doing other acts, and there was no place to record in Denver, per se. So I would live in Denver and then obviously fly to LA or New York or San Francisco or wherever, and then we heard Joe Walsh moved out to Denver just shortly after I did, he actually moved up to Nederland, and we heard Jimmy Gercio—who I had met a couple times but not gotten to know very well—was living just outside Nederland on a huge ranch and building a studio. 

			So we went over there, Walsh and I did, and were astounded at how it looked, it was under construction and not quite complete, and Jimmy was about to go off and direct a movie called Electra Glide in Blue with Robert Blake, and was going to let the studio sit until he got back. So we begged him, “No, no, no, no, put a temporary board in, please, and we’ll use it.” So he did, and we had a little MCI 400 console and a 16-track reel machine, and he went away to make his movie, and we proceeded to make Joe’s The Smoker You Drink, the Player You Get, and did Rick Derringer’s All American Boy up there, and overdubs on Michael Stanley, and other things like that.

			Taking fans inside the studio and the creation of an album that Guitar World magazine would say “became ubiquitous on Seventies FM ‘Album Rock’ radio, buoyed by the signature track ‘Rocky Mountain Way,’” the producer revealed of the latter classic’s characteristically out-of-the-box recording journey that on the day Walsh showed up to start work on the song, 

			he had already done the drums, he’d done this shuffle track that eventually turned into “Rocky Mountain Way” by himself when he was producing himself at Criteria, and I forget why I wasn’t involved in the initial recording, but he brought it back and basically we stripped everything off except the drums and started over again, and did all the bass, kick, piano, the guitars, and everything. See, by then, he’d had the words, but when he first cut the track, he was thinking “Let’s just do this blues-shuffle thing,” but two, three months later when we were working at Caribou, he had the song done, so then we knew exactly how to go about finishing it. So we stripped that initial Criteria Studios take down to the drums and bass, and everything was done up at Caribou. 

			Joe liked to layer his guitar tracks, lots, there’s like six or seven guitars on there of various kinds, and the talk box. Joe was playing through a pretty small amp, either a Champ or a Princeton, and I had a 57 on it, and away we went! There wasn’t a lot of planning, thought, chain, anything like that, it was like plug in, put some mics on it, and start playing. Back in those days, it was usually strictly one mic on an amplifier, so the thickness of the guitar sound is how Joe played it. 

			Working a typical rock star recording schedule where the team—which also included drummer Joe Vitali (Crosby, Stills, and Nash, the Eagles) and bassist Kenny Passarelli (Elton John)—kept largely nocturnal hours, Szymczyk confirmed that 

			Joe and I usually worked 2-2, 2 in the afternoon to 2 in the morning. Caribou’s live room was fairly big, and not as live as what we like nowadays. It had a drum booth, but nobody ever used it, we’d put the drums out in the middle of the room and have everybody else gather around it. Joe would cut his rhythm guitar tracks live off the floor with the band, but his lead vocal was overdubbed, 99 percent of the time we did it that way because when we were cutting the track, he wasn’t done with the song yet. So it was a lot of working it out in the studio, but he would almost always have—even if the song wasn’t written lyrically and we were doing rhythm tracks that the lyrics would be written to later, which happened quite a bit—a pretty good sense of what he was going to do as far as additional overdubs. “Now if I do this here, I can do that there on an overdub,” and his parts would really complement one another.

			Spending the better part of two years camped out up at Caribou Ranch churning out many of what would become the 1970s’ most rotated and celebrated rock radio hits, including Rick Derringer’s All American Boy LP, which featured his biggest hit, “Rock & Roll Hoochie Koo,” the producer recalled that the project first came to him 

			in the mid-’70s, so it was long before there were many producers on one album—which is kind of prevalent nowadays—but at the time, he and his manager had a great idea, and they were gonna get five or six different producers, and each producer was going to do two songs, and that’s how it started. And I was the first producer to say, “Sure, I’ll do that,” which led to the recording of “Rock & Roll Hoochie Koo.”

			Throughout the recording of the album and aforementioned classic hit, Walsh would serve as Szymczyk’s unofficial coproducer of sorts on the album, demonstrating the tireless currents of creative chemistry running back and forth between the two. Capitalizing once again on the instinct for groove he had first demonstrated during his collaboration with B. B. King, Szymczyk knew with Rick Derringer that he already had this base covered, explaining that 

			because I was living in Colorado at the time and working out at Caribou, when Rick came out, I put him with Joe Vitali and Walsh and Kenny the bass player. Basically, I put Rick in Joe’s band, because we all lived in Colorado and we cut two tunes, so Rick goes after that to England to work with some other producers. Well, a few months go by and they call me up and say, “Look, we can’t get this together, we like what you did and want to finish it up with you.” So he came back to Colorado and we finished the rest of All American Boy.

			As they created what would become a Saturday night cruising anthem for the ages, in describing his process for constructing the wall of guitar tracks that would become one of Szymczyk’s most celebrated production signatures throughout the decade, the producer shared his memory that 

			 there were three or four different guitars going on that song, basically that song was done with Rick playing rhythm guitar, then he overdubbed the bass, and overdubbed the other guitar rhythms and leads, track by track, pretty much building it up by himself. We had a real good time doing the vocals on that song. Rick likes to keep it light in the studio. 

			As the mid-1970s rolled around, though Bill had settled comfortably into life in Colorado working out of Caribou, the producer remembered a rude awakening when he found himself in the unique position of being among rock’s most in-demand producers suddenly working without a studio after 

			about a year and a half or so when Jimmy, the studio owner, came back once his movie’s done, and he finished the studio, and he’d been waiting on this gigantic olive board that never really did work, but he put it in, and then he starts working with Chicago and the Beach Boys, and once again, I’m out of a studio (laughs). It was his studio, so I couldn’t kick him out, so there was about a two-year run where I was up there where it was just fabulous, it was like inmates running the asylum because there was nobody around. If something broke, we had to fix it—me and my assistant—and whoever the band was.

			Feeling the time had come for a change of scenery, Szymczyk’s next serendipitous twist of fate with shaping the 1970s rock ’n’ roll landscape would come in 1974 when an ambitious band of Southern California rockers on the rise calling themselves the Eagles came circling the producer’s services. Of a group whose musical influence cannot be understated, let alone really fully measured, the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame reported that when Don Henley, Glenn Frey, and company came under the producer’s wing, they graduated from “wide-eyed country-rockers on the fertile Los Angeles music scene and evolved into purveyors of grandiose, dark-themed albums about excess and seduction. The Eagles were defined and bounded by the Seventies.” Szymczyk’s first collaboration with the group would be a clean-up effort of sorts with their On the Border LP. He recalled that 

			they had gone to England for the first two records, and went and started the third one, On the Border, and had probably seven or eight tracks that were in some form of completion, and that’s when they decided, “No, no, no, this wasn’t working with the producer they were working with at the time,” and were looking for a new producer. Most of the band—meaning Glenn and Don—wanted to rock more, and Glyn Johns did not see them as a rock band, his comment was “The Rolling Stones are a rock band. You’re not a rock band, you’re a vocal band,” and that of course rubbed them the wrong way. 

			Recognizing immediately and instinctively that the group’s rock ’n’ roll sensibilities were the stuff of superstar potential, the producer found himself on the same production page with the band from the time of their first meeting. Sharing the details of their history-making dialogue as vividly as the very night it took place, Szymczyk fondly recalled that 

			Irving and Joe at that point set up a meeting between me and the band, and we had dinner one night, and they asked me questions about rock, and I was even hesitant about doing it because I didn’t want to do a cowboy band. I wanted to do a rock & roll band, and so when they said “We wanna rock,” I said “Well good, if you wanna rock, I’m your man!” So one thing led to another, and we started working together.

			 Rescuing the band from their country roots just in time, according to Rolling Stone, for the Eagles to realize their “potential for bigger things,” once he was officially hired, the producer was put through a trial-by-fire in his first studio session with the group. In deconstructing the recording that would become the album’s biggest single, “Already Gone,” Szymczyk began by highlighting some of what he felt were the group’s central musical assets that both he and the band were equally eager to bring off the bench and put into play with 

			that very first cut I did with them. That was a Jack Tempchin song they brought in, and said, “We’ve been playing around with this for a while,” and it was just a case of “Well, let’s just turn it up and go!” Glenn Frey had the opportunity to play lead guitar, which Glyn Johns previously would never let him do, because it was always Bernie—Bernie was the country player, and Glyn Johns gravitated toward that, as opposed to Glenn Frey. Frey was not as gifted a musician at the time as Bernie was, but he really had the desire to rock, so I took a lot of time with Glenn Frey on the guitar solos, and the sounds of the rhythm guitars and stuff, and we were off. 

			Szymczyk tapped the considerable talents of the band’s newest member, lead guitarist Don Felder, to help round out the group’s reinvented guitar sound; the producer felt Felder added the extra musical muscle needed to fully flex the Eagles’ potential as a rock ’n’ roll band with real radio credibility. Feeling the meat on the band’s musical bones was the strength of their guitar sound, the producer’s secret sonic formula involved 

			using one of three different mics on guitar amp: an SM57, an AKG 414 and a Sennheiser, and basically I wasn’t double-micing anything in those days.

			Employing an old-school concept that had worked wonders for B. B. King’s band a few years earlier to shake up the Eagles’ groove, Szymczyk recalled that throughout the recording of On the Border,

			it was everybody in the same room, but I would gobo the amps off from one another, and we were recording at Record Plant Studio A in LA, the 3rd Street Record Plant, the original one. We were recording on a Quad 8, which was a 16-channel console. 

			Knowing he was on to something once tape was rolling, as the group worked through a reinvention with electrifying their sound for the first time, in a less dramatic context than Dylan had gone through with the same process, their producer could hear an equally real awakening happening within the sound of the record. It was one the band welcomed with open ears and arms as they spread their rock ’n’ roll wings, with Szymczyk singling out a particularly fine example with a song he saw take flight 

			during the making of that record that I was real pleased with. It was they had done a version of the song “On the Border” with Glyn, and it was pretty just straight-ahead kind of country acoustic guitar/vocal, and I said, “Well, man, let’s make this into a real R&B record,” and we funked up the rhythm section—the drums and the bass—and when we were doing the vocals, it was almost like doing a Temptations kind of record where everybody gets one line thing, at the end there, “Just show us your name . . .” So everybody got a line or two in that last verse, and it was, to me, patterned totally on Temptations records.

			Another famous skill the Eagles shared with the Temptations that Szymczyk capitalized on heavily throughout the rerecording of their first collaboration was the group’s gift for blending vocal harmonies. Showcasing them loud and clear in radio waves around the country on “Already Gone,” the producer felt the band excelled in this department on one musical malefactor, that of 

			one word, BLEND, that’s all it is: they have an incredible blend, and that’s something they came in with. The blend initially of Don, Glenn and Randy, and to some degree Bernie—but he was more of a player as opposed to a singer. So the three-part harmony was basically Glenn and Don and Randy Meisner, and then later on, obviously Tim would fill the high role, because with both Randy and Tim, it’s play low, sing high, play bass, sing high.

			After the producer proved both his and the band’s potential to themselves as a rock act following the crossover success of “Already Gone” on rock radio, in 1975, with the Eagles eager to head back into the studio to build on the momentum they’d started rolling on turntables around the country in homes and radio stations alike, “One of These Nights” took shape as an effort to expand on everyone’s strengths within the band, including for Szymczyk the shot at pushing drummer Don Henley vocally more front and center to share the stage with Glenn Frey.  Szymczyk reasoned that the move made sense based on Henley being 

			one of the best vocalists I’ve ever recorded, just natural, and our nickname for him was “Goldenthroat,” because the guy would just start singing and it was fucking brilliant. Initially, when we first started “On the Border,” which he sang lead on, and “One of These Nights,” it was pretty quick. It wasn’t till we started Hotel California and we all discovered vocal comping together that they started to become extreme nitpickers, but nonetheless, it would still be a matter of three, four completed takes, and that’s where 90 percent of your performance comes from. Then you labor over the little 10 percent.

			As a drummer, the producer found the multitalented Henley once again to be a dream to work with, crediting him as among the most naturally gifted skinsmiths—let alone vocalists—he’d ever recorded. Henley’s talent translated so naturally to tape that all the producer needed to do to match the drummer’s spot-on delivery with the appropriate number of attentive microphones, and Szymczyk recalled to that end that 

			 one of the first things Don asked me when they interviewed me was how many mics I’m going to use on the drums? I said “Probably seven, or eight or nine, something like that,” and that’s exactly what he wanted to hear because Glyn Johns was more of an organic three-mic deal, and I had only ever done it that way early, back in the early ’60s in New York as an engineer. But when we went from 4-track to 8-track, and you listened to a couple Beatles records, it was like, “Well God, I gotta mic everything now!” So for Don’s drums, I was using a D-12 on the kick drum and probably RE-20 on the foot, and usually the 57 on the snare—of course everyone tries everything different and then goes back to the 57—and I didn’t mic on the bottom of the snare, I would just work with the top. I did that because I didn’t like the sound of snares rattling, and that’s what you get with a bottom mic. 

			For overheads, I would have various things. I remember 87s, and then I went to some Swedish mics called PMLs that are no longer around, back and forth. I was all over the map. We didn’t really have room mics in those days, most the rooms I was cutting in were relatively dead rooms, so it wasn’t until we got into “Long Road Out of Eden” in 2001 where we had live rooms, Henson Studio A and a couple others out there where you really get a killer live drum sound.

			On “Heartache Tonight,” on that snare sound, we were using the very first Senair, an electronic snare that one of the local bands in Miami had in their kit, and when I’d first heard it I said, “Ooh, I’ve got to borrow that.” So I borrowed it, gave it to Don, and said, “Come on, we can use it,” and he said, “Oh yeah, I like that.” 

			Signaling Henley’s early willingness to be cutting edge with the use of programmed/electronic drum elements back in the mid-’70s when few others in rock were, the Eagles were breaking new ground with each hit that drove their knack for perfectly executing each concept commercially in the form of another hit single a notch higher on the charts. Taking fans back into the studio for the making of one of those hits, the beloved “Take It to the Limit” was a Top 5 anthem whose musical momentum is centered around a gorgeous piano sound that was captured on tape using 

			a pair of 414s, and it would be blanketed off, but still in the room, oboed off and somewhat blanketed, but it would be live 99 percent of the time.

			In sum, “One of these Nights” would succeed in broadening the band’s fan base based on “the Eagles’ ensemble playing” on songs like the aforementioned hit, which Rolling Stone felt was “unprecedentedly excellent,” positioning the band at “the apex of post-Byrds Southern California rock” heading into what would be their next studio LP, Hotel California, the biggest-selling rock album of the 1970s.

			The album’s musical mythos would revolve around everything one could expect from the making of an epic, beginning with the expectations that naturally hovered over the band heading into its recording, a unique form of pressure only a producer of Szymczyk’s skill was suited to help the band relieve. Beginning with the decision to take their time recording the album so the group’s principal writers, Don Henley and Glenn Frey, had time to flesh out a concept record based around a title track spearheaded by Henley, Frey in a conversation with In the Studio radio show host remembered that it marked “the first time that Don took it upon himself to write an epic story.” Afforded this luxury of time courtesy in part of a lavish studio budget that allowed the band to lock out studios including Criteria and the Record Plant, Szymczyk detailed a recording routine where 

			we’d do the track, and then work for three weeks, then take a month off, and during that month off is when Don and Glenn would write lyrics. They had innate talent as songwriters, and fed off each other brilliantly, much like Lennon/McCartney. They’d go to each other’s houses, and then come back to the studio for the next session with “Well, here it is,” and Glenn and Don by that point both knew who was going to sing lead on what song pretty much, they would always have decided that prior to cutting the lead vocal.

			Another strategic development came with the band’s decision to infuse their musical personality with one of rock’s most colorful, longtime Szymczyk collaborator Joe Walsh. Of this key addition that the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame reported “added even more of a hard-rock edge to the Eagles’ sound,” Szymczyk remembered that 

			the whole band was happy to have Joe’s musical input, most assuredly, because Joe brought energy to the band, and it’s easy for me to describe the dichotomy between Don Felder and Joe Walsh as players, because Felder was and is a great technician, he’s technically one of the greatest guitar players I’ve ever recorded. Whereas Joe is free-form, and more impromptu-spontaneous, and that’s what made the two of them work. 

			Felder would shine in his own right as the group member responsible for the musical genesis of the album’s title track, a gem the producer remembered first discovering after it 

			came in on a cassette of a bunch of Felder riffs, Felder ideas, and Henley picked up on that, and didn’t have any idea what the song was going to be about, but said “Let’s work on this riff for a while.” I think the only song on the whole album that was finished before we started was “Try and Love Again,” but everything else was constructed in the studio, as with “Hotel California.”

			The album’s road to its eventual Grammy in 1977 for “Record of the Year” would wind on for a year and a half and with the creation of the #1 hit title track, several evolutions that Bill Szymczyk remembered involved “a long history,” translating to 

			our recording that track THREE times! The first time we did it, it was too fast, but you’re doing a track, and you have no idea what the words are going to be or where they’re going to be, and then when Don would start to get an idea about what to write about here, he’d say, “Well, this is going to be too fast, we gotta cut it again.” So we’d cut it again, and then he’d progress further with the song’s writing, and next decided it was in the wrong key, so the third time’s the charm, and that’s the version that everybody knows. By then, by the third time we cut it, he pretty much had 90 percent of the lyrics done by that time.

			Inviting the band’s fans inside the studio for a look at the recording of the legendary song, beginning with Don Felder’s mysterious acoustic guitar opening, Szymczyk describes this signature prologue that

			starts with Don Felder playing a 12-string, which I recorded with three mics: my go-to acoustic guitar mics for recording acoustic guitar was a Neumann KM-84, and I’ve used the same one since before in “Hotel California,” and I still use it to this day. But then, Don had a pickup in his guitar, and he widened off to a pair of small orange amps, and I miced them in stereo, so the initial opening guitar intro, that’s what that is—it’s acoustic guitar in the middle, and an amp on both sides with a chorus that is flowing back and forth between the two amps. 

			Szymczyk was excited to introduce the interplay between Felder and Walsh to tape with the song’s lead solos, a creative by-product of what American Songwriter magazine would call “the smartest move the Eagles ever made.” This resulted in “Felder and Walsh guitar-sparring off each other and helped confirm the Eagles as one of the world’s biggest bands, with the duel repeatedly voted one of rock’s greatest guitar solos—despite it being played by two people.” Capturing that lightning was not work left to assistant engineers, but a process where Szymczyk proudly shared that 

			for the guitar recording, I was on-site constantly watching the two of them work. Then when we did the leads, every one of them was constructed—whether it be Don or Joe—with their amp, and their favorite guitar for that part. We could play five different guitars during the course of making that song, and we had maybe sixty guitars at our disposal in the studio. We were all over the map at that point with amplifiers as well, so we had thirty amps.

			An intimate process that culminated with the song’s blaze of outro solo glory, this monumental musical triumph the producer still considers “one of the highlights of my career” came together during an inspired marathon recording session that unfolded over 

			a two-day period working at Criteria Studios in Studio City, and I got Joe on one side of me, behind the board. We ran lines out to the amplifiers in the studio, but they were both performing in the control room, so I was in the middle and Joe Walsh was on one side and Don Felder on the other side, and we just attacked this ending blend of solos. So during that two-day run of leads, there was a lot of stop/start, and “Let’s try this,” and “That didn’t work,” “Well, if we did this with that, maybe that would work,” piece by piece by piece until it was done. They were equal gunfighters, Joe and Don.

			Truly a team effort all around, when the time came to construct the song’s haunting chorus vocal harmonies—a gift within the group that USA Today would describe as “spine-tingling”—Szymczyk was excited to collect the members’ combined vocal talents around one magic microphone he recalled was 

			an 87 I opened up all the way around, omnidirectional, and then had them gather around one mic, and then I’d be moving them in, moving them out, depending on each vocal part. That stayed stationary throughout our collaboration together. I was always a one-mic guy for harmonies, and those guys would have to balance themselves in the room around the microphone. Anywhere—depending on who was singing what part—you would have one guy maybe six inches away from the microphone, and another guy who was booming maybe two feet away, that’s what I mean by balancing them out. 

			Sharing other highlights from the tracking of other smash hits from the album including “New Kid in Town” (#1 on the Billboard Top 100 singles chart), the producer said that as a special touch, 

			on “New Kid in Town,” I thought it would be real neat if we had an upright bass, but Randy couldn’t play an upright bass, but he could play a guitarrón, so I had him in an isolation booth in Record Plant Studio C, and he would play that in there on the basic track, and it just added that Spanish kind of ambience to the track itself.

			Pulling his compositional weight with the writing of one of classic rock radio’s most famous lead riffs, when Joe Walsh first presented the riff “Life in the Fast Lane” to the band’s producer, Szymczyk remembered recognizing the song’s potential instantly, as he recalled Henley did as well the day 

			Joe brought that lick in, and Henley wrote the words. By that point in my working relationship with Joe, when I heard a riff of his, I could tell when it was a hit riff, and we all jumped on that one. Most of the lead solo overdubs were done in the control room, but the original basic track would have been done with everybody in the studio, and then once we started overdubbing guitars, they would come in one at a time. But for “Life in the Fast Lane,” that’s all Joe, even though Felder played some rhythm parts and doubled the lead lick an octave higher, it was all support to what Joe was doing on guitar. I don’t think Joe was dying to sing lead on that one, because when you have someone like Henley, it’s about who’s the best person for the job. That’s pretty much how that band delegated who sang on what. On Don’s lead vocal, I had a Cooper Time Cube Delay on him, which I still have and still use. 

			As recording finally wound down after more than a year of tracking, Sound on Sound reported that the record was “mixed in Criteria’s Studio C . . . (and) was released in December 1976 and spent a total of eight weeks atop the Billboard 200 en route to selling more than sixteen million copies in the United States alone. “New Kid in Town” topped the singles chart in February 1977, followed by the title track that May, which shifted a million units within three months of its release.” At the 1977 Grammy Awards, the Eagles would be acknowledged for multiple musical achievements, including “Record of the Year” for “Hotel California” and in a nod to their producer, “Best Arrangement for Voices” for “New Kid in Town.” Ultimately selling thirty-three million copies worldwide, the success of Hotel California would prove to be a double-edged sword when the Eagles regrouped two years later with Szymczyk to record their final studio album. 

			Shedding light on some of the divisions the band’s superstar status had begun to create within the group that he’d have to navigate for the first time in the studio, the producer began with the band’s general state of steadily splintering camaraderie, confirming that while

			they were friendly initially in the studio, very much so, when I started working with them on the Border it was all for one/one for all, all the way through One of These Nights, other than Bernie was getting a little less interested in the band because we were rocking more, and he didn’t really want that. Then when he left after One of These Nights, all the way through the making of Hotel California, everybody was getting along pretty good. But coming off the heels of the success of Hotel California, among the band, there was a lot of expectations, everybody was like, “Oh my God, how are we going to top that?” And according to the critics, we didn’t, but in my mind, The Long Run was a very, very good album, it just took forever to get done. 

			At that point, the pressure was seriously high, and everybody was getting a little antsy with each other, and that’s when the dissension in the ranks started, instead of the old all-for-one/one-for-all, instead it was “What about me?,” a lot of that attitude. They were still a team, but instead of everybody riding in the same car, eating together, and staying in the same house, it was two or three different houses, everybody had their own car, and it was more standoffish, if you will, than up until that point. But when they got into the studio, 90 percent of the time, we all got along good and did our work. We would always track together, and we may replace one thing if it didn’t fit later on, but we would do five-piece live off the floor all the time. My M.O. was to try and keep everything light, happy, and moving forward, and eliminate as much hassle as possible from outside the control room and inside the control room. 

			Seeking a change of scenery from Southern California, Szymczyk set up shop on the opposite coast in Miami, fulfilling every producer’s dream of owning their own recording studio. For Szymczyk, that oasis was Bayshore Recording, which he proudly recalled was 

			the first one we’d recorded at my studio. Right as we were finishing Hotel, I was building my studio, Bayshore Recording. My studio had a relatively dead room, it was about the same size at the Record Plant Studio A, and not a huge room, but worked really, really well for how I wanted the studio to sound, regardless of who I was recording. Studios are people’s personal taste, and at that time, in 1976, we weren’t doing a lot of live-room stuff, things were still pretty much dead. It wasn’t until about ten years later that the big live-room drum sound came into being, and everybody was changing to that. The studio had all the equipment I wanted as far as outboard gear, which included a bunch of LA3s, a bunch of 1176 mic pres, a couple Eventide digital delays, which were really, really new at the time, and my old trusty Hooper Time Cube, and harmonizers, and an MCI 500 Series Console, and I had a little help in designing that one, because MCI was right up the street in Ft. Lauderdale. 

			Employing many of the same technical applications he had mastered on Hotel California in recording the band, beginning with Don Henley’s drum sound and vocal track for “The Long Run,” arguably the album’s biggest radio hit, the producer confirmed that “I used the same drum micing setup I’d used on Hotel California, and I had Don singing through an 87 mic.” Dividing up lead vocal duties among the band’s various members, 

			Timothy Schmidt sang lead on “I Can’t Tell You Why,” and Glenn Frey sang lead on “Heartache Tonight.” Joe sang lead on “In the City,” and he and Don Felder were still sharing lead guitar duties throughout the album. I dug them for two entirely different reasons, one Felder being more of a technician and on the money, and Joe being more of a loose, free-spirit jam kind of a guy, and they worked really well together, and that’s what each one of their jobs was as the band’s lead guitar players: to complement one another. 

			The thing I remember most about The Long Run was, initially when we went in, it was going to be a double album. They figured, “How do you top Hotel California? Well, what if we give them a double album, and really stretch out?” So we could cut track after track after track, and the songwriting modus operandi was: the tracks would come first, the music would come first, and the lyrics would come later, to be written to the track, and we had about eighteen, nineteen, roughly under twenty tracks, but they were in certain stages of completion, and by the time we were into this album about a year, they realized, “Well, hell, we’re never going to get a double album,” so they just concentrated on the ones that were the most fully lyrically done, and that’s what turned out to be the final track listing. So there’s about eight or nine tracks that are floating around left over.

			Szymczyk would wind up the ’70s adding one more crown jewel to his catalog of decade-defining rock radio smashes when he teamed once again with studio soulmate Joe Walsh to produce what would become Walsh’s greatest hit, “Life’s Been Good to Me So Far.” After this literal party on tape that longtime fan Rolling Stone would conclude was “the most important statement on rock stardom anyone has made in the late Seventies,” the producer was eager to get back into the studio with Walsh and what he felt was 

			one of the best bands that we ever put together. That was Joe Vitale on drums, and Willie Weeks on bass and Jay Ferguson on keyboards, and Joey Murcia—who was an R&B player from Miami—playing the second guitar to Joe. Joe, at that point, having been in the Eagles, felt it was nice to have another player to bounce off of at the same time, instead of him having to do everything overdub-wise. 

			Seeking to surround Walsh and his band with the spirit the song celebrated in literal scenic terms as they got down to work, as the team kicked off recording, 

			to get the album underway, we’d rented like a seventy-two-foot yacht out of Miami, and had gone down to the Keys with a 4-track machine and all their instruments, and we spent a week down in the Keys hashing these tunes out, and pretty much everything on the But Seriously Folks . . . album was rehearsed down on this boat, and “Life’s Been’s Good” was one of them. 

			The project boasted an episodic arrangement that Mix magazine later observed was “approaching the symphonic, with individual movements and a recapitulation of the main theme that would bring the song back to its original light reggae vamp after an extended middle section.” As they started work on its tracking, “Szymczyk looked at it as a project in parts.” Beginning with the construction of the song’s famous foundational wall of rhythm guitar tracks, the producer remembered there being 

			six or seven layers of guitar on the song, and to get that sound, there would have been a couple of Tweeds, a couple Fenders, and a Princeton amplifier. He had four or five he’d bring to the studio, and then depending on what the song called for, he’d experiment and say, “Let me play through this, no, no, let me play through that . . . Okay, that’s it,” and we’d mic it up and go. I recorded the acoustic guitar breakdown on that song with a KM-84 through an1176.

			Vocally, an 87 was my basic go-to vocal mic at that point. To me, it was a very high-quality microphone, and mostly I did not have access to the old 47s and the classic Neumanns from the ’40s and ’50s and ’60s, I just never had any of those, but an 87 was basically a 67, just with transistors instead of tubes. That’s what I went to, liked on vocals, and it worked great with Joe. There’s a bunch of effects on his vocals for “Life’s Been Good to Me,” for instance, on the verses, there’s a digital delay that’s left and right that is maybe forty milliseconds on one side, eighty milliseconds on the other, and then I take that off on the choruses and put a time-cube on him. Then of course there’s some reverb.

			In what could have become among rock’s greatest travesties—a gem left on the cutting-room floor—the producer revealed that the song almost didn’t make it to the finish line after 

			we got back to my studio, which by this point was set up at Bayshore in Miami, and worked on this, and though he had the song, all the way through making the record, he was getting more and more hesitant about putting it out, because he thought the public would take it the wrong way lyrically. I was the one who was just on him constantly, “No, no, no, no, you’ve gotta finish this,” because at one point he wasn’t even going to finish it. And I told him “You MUST finish this, this is a killer record! You’ve gotta finish it,” so finally he agreed, and the rest is history. I did change a couple of melody lines in it, so it made it easier for him to sing, and gave it more of a light-hearted thing, because initially (singing in low, slow tone) “Life’s been good to me so far,” real kind of down and dour, and I went “No, no, no, no, no, you’ve gotta be exuberant there: LIFE’s BEEN GOOD TO ME SO FAR!” 

			Indeed, life had been good to Bill Szymczyk by that point in his storied career, and heading into the 1980s, his status as one of rock’s most in-demand producers would continue, his next call coming from Bob Seger to work on the singer’s 1980 hit “Against the Wind.” Jumping at the opportunity to work with Seger, the producer joked he’d taken the gig first and foremost because 

			he’s another Michigan boy (laughs). I’m from Michigan, he’s from Michigan, and in fact, Glenn Frey was from Michigan as well and had been in one of Bob’s first bands way back before any of them had left Michigan and gotten famous. So they were still friends, and Glenn had actually played on the Stranger in Town LP while we were making an Eagles LP, which is how I first got to meet Bob. So as time went on, when he was in the middle of working on what turned out to be the Against the Wind LP, I was a big fan of his when I got the call to do that record. He asked me, “Do you want to do three or four songs?,” and I of course said “Sure!” I had my studio open by then, so we recorded the title track, “Against the Wind,” and “Betty Lou’s Getting Out Tonight,” “Her Strut,” and a couple others.

			Once he got to work in the studio with Seger, noting the singer’s famously meticulous and hands-on nature in the studio, the producer remembered that 

			Bob was very particular, but it was pretty effortless. He’s one just like Henley who’s a natural talent, the two of them to me are two of the best vocalists I’ve ever recorded. I used to take a lot longer with other vocalists who weren’t as good, but he was a natural. For the acoustic guitars on “Against the Wind,” I used a KM-84 which I still have, and use on every acoustic guitar to date. I like that mic because it’s bright and it projects what I think acoustic guitars should sound like to my ear, and luckily everybody dug it.

			Another of Szymczyk’s high-profile collaborations came when he worked with legendary rock band the Who on their Face Dances LP, a more delicate affair considering the fact that 

			this was the first album after Keith Moon had passed away, so Kenney Jones was the drummer, and so he and I were the new kids. There were the usual band rifts going on, for instance, the band didn’t want to be around when Roger was doing vocals, and Roger never showed up when we were cutting tracks. So I’d have to do each one of them individually almost.

			That was the hardest record I ever had to produce, I worked my ass off on that, and I’ll be honest with you: to this day, I’m not real happy with the mix of the whole album. So it was tough, just because of a lot of the dissension, and there was some serious drinking going on, not by me, but by the band members, so it was a rough record to make.

			Pete brought songs in, but he did not have a cohesive Quadrophenia or Tommy vibe to it, it was strictly: “Here’s a bunch of songs.” So there was no story line to follow, per se, but unlike the Eagles, he had the songs finished, and for instance, that bubbily loop in “You Better, You Bet,” he brought that in and we basically overdubbed everything to that. Pete was impressive as a guitar player, songwriter, visionary, and just all-around really good guy. He had five or six different amps to go to, and we’d put up some mics and away we’d go. As a player, he was the epitome of a slash-and-burn guy, he would attack it, and it was fun to watch. I still am in communication with him to this day. He was the reason I was doing that album, he’s the one that wanted to hire me.

			Another of Szymczyk’s favorite hits to come courtesy of an invitation from the artist was his collaboration with Elvin Bishop on the 1975 smash hit “Fooled Around and Fell in Love” (#3), which the producer recalled was actually 

			sung by Mickey Thomas from Starship, who was already in the Elvin Bishop band, and their manager Phil Walden called me and asked if I wanted to produce Elvin, and I said “Sure!” Before that, I had engineered some things for the Paul Butterfield Blues Band back in the ’60s in New York when I was just engineering and not yet a producer, and Elvin was in that band. So we’d known each other from way back in the ’60s. When we were recording that song, we recorded at Criteria Studios in Miami in Studio C, and I probably had a little bit more reverb than usual on the drums on that one. 

			Elaborating on his knack for producing hit singles, while his track record would suggest that it’s a conscious talent on Szymczyk’s part as a producer, in fact, he revealed that throughout his career, 

			I’ve very seldom had a preconceived notion about something being a hit or not, because I learned on that you can say about a song when it’s coming together in the studio, “That’s a SMASH!,” and then it comes out and absolutely nothing happens, and then others where I thought a song was just okay, and it turns out to be a hit. So I have no clue, and still don’t.

			Either way, his whirlwind success at producing a double-album’s worth of classic rock’s greatest hits between the late ’60s and early ’80s afforded Szymczyk “the luxury of relaxing a bit from the industry,” according to Billboard, throughout the rest of that decade and much of the 1990s. As his catalog began to filter down via regular rotation on rock radio stations, television, film, and commercials to a new generation of fans, Billboard, the music industry’s most followed weekly periodical—which had documented the impact of Szymczyk’s hits throughout their consistent reign at the top of their albums and singles charts—added that “even in his absence, Szymczyk . . . (remained) a class act whose work is felt through the younger producers and engineers he has inspired.”

			Bringing the conversation chronicling his amazing career full-circle, while the legendary producer acknowledged that “I don’t have the desire to be in the studio 24/7 like I used to,” he added that from the purest place he ever first desired to produce, the same fiery passion has never gone out 

			for my love of the creative process itself, that’s what I still love about it. Doing what a producer does: here’s your script, the song; here’s your actors, the players; and you’ve got to guide the whole thing through to the end where it’s a great-sounding record. It’s a drug, number one, and it still jazzes me when something I have a vision for works and turns out good.

			Reflecting back in closing on whether any favorites stand out among his astonishing catalog of classics, Szymczyk offers an understandable—and extremely common—answer among hit-making producers of his stature that 

			most of what I consider my favorite records were not hit records. So James Ferguson’s first solo record, called All Alone in the End Zone, I thought that was one of the best records I ever made, and there’s a Mickey Thomas record—after he left the Elvin Bishop band, I signed him to a contract with Elektra, and cut a solo album with him I think is just brilliant. Then to go way back, there was a very weird jazz record by a guy named Howard Roberts that I did with Ed Michel called “Antelope Freeway” that is one of my favorite records. Joe was definitely one of my most kindred collaborations, I found him, I signed him to his first contract, and we still work together. So those are the babies, and the other kids grew up, went out, and made money! (laughs). I’m just very, very happy that I grew up in the business when I did. I’m blessed, and I thank God every night for the wonderful life he’s given me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

            Rocket Man—Ken Scott

			 “An album should take you on a journey, and to do that, you have to treat 
each song as an individual.”

			—Ken Scott

			It’s not that uncommon for a young recording engineer to be thrown to the lions in being asked to work a studio session when he’s never actually sat behind the console in that role before, it’s just not often it happens to be with the Beatles. That’s precisely how fate unfolded for eighteen-year-old Ken Scott when, one serendipitous day in 1964,

			the very first time I saw any of the Beatles, it was a couple of weeks after starting at EMI, and I was walking along the corridor and coming toward me were the two Georges—Harrison and Martin—and I wanted to scream just like all of the girls out front! It was “Oh my God!,” and so obviously, at that point, I was completely starstruck. Then I actually got to go into the studio with them when they were recording one of the tracks for Hard Day’s Night, and I got kicked out very quickly by George Martin because I wasn’t supposed to be there.

			Flipping back through his memories to the time when he first began to discover the innate love of recorded music that would soon enough lead him to start recording sounds, Scott began as a fan, sharing that 

			as a small child, I had an old wind-up Gramophone, and a bunch of 78s, now those 78s happened to be Elvis Presley, Bill Haley, Eddie Cochran, and as I started to play those, was completely enamored with that style of music and would lock myself away in the room with that wind-up gramophone for hours on end. Then when I was 12 ½, I got a tape machine for Christmas, and totally got into recording everything from records off of the radio and also doing radio plays. So friends would come over, we’d record those radio plays, and that kind of served two purposes: firstly, I enjoyed recording, and secondly, it was also great because we could take the tape recorder into our English lesson in a couple months when we’d finished it, and we played the Radio Play for the class, which got us out of learning things like adverbs and pronouns and that kind of thing, so everyone in the class was happy with that break.

			So that’s what got me into recording, basically, then a year and a half, two years later, I was watching an English TV program called Here Come the Girls, and it took place in a recording studio, and I saw at one point when the camera pulled up to this large window this grey-looking desk with someone sitting behind it, and my immediate reaction was: that’s what I have to do. I have to be what that guy is, and I eventually found out that it was #2 Studio at EMI Recording Studios, what later became Abbey Road, and that the guy sitting behind the desk was Malcolm Eddy, and he eventually became a mentor of mine and a good friend. So I was already enjoying the science of sound before I got to Abbey Road, experimenting with it to a point.

			An “Ed Sullivan” moment of sorts for Scott, who thereafter set his sights on the studio as a professional path he wasn’t willing to wait years to begin walking such that,

			a couple years after that, at sixteen, I was fed up with school, and one Friday evening, I wrote to about ten studios in London, and there weren’t many recording studios around at that point, so I wrote to the BBC, maybe a couple of film companies, any place I thought might need a recording engineer. That was maybe ten letters, and I mailed them out on Saturday, and heard from one on Tuesday, had the interview on Wednesday, was accepted by them, left school by Friday, and started work at what became the most famous recording studio in the world that following Monday. So within nine days, everything completely changed for me.

			The first session I was assistant engineer was starting on Side 2 of A Hard Day’s Night, the non-film stuff, and I was still starstruck at that point, but maybe one of the saving graces was that EMI at that time only had two 4-track machines for three studios. So the four tracks were in completely separate rooms and could be patched through to whichever studio needed them, so I would be in the control room when the Beatles were actually rehearsing a number. Then when it came time to start recording, I was down the hall a bit, so I was sort of broken in and managed to get through my starstruck stage fairly early on.

			As essential adjustment for any engineer to make who hopes to gain the respect of the artists he’ll be working with day in and out as colleagues, Scott would do just that even as the Beatles’ stardom outside the sanctuary of their beloved Abbey Road Studios continued to rise throughout the mid-later ’60s to heights only seen previously with the popularity of Elvis Presley. As the group transitioned into their most free-spirited creative period as the 1960s progressed into its second half and the group helped normalize experimentalism within rock production, Scott’s comfort and confidence grew in the same time, such that 

			by the time I was sitting next to them as the actual engineer, I was too busy learning my gig to be starstruck, and I’d gone through it and spent so much time with them, because I’d worked with them as a second engineer on side two of Hard Day’s Night all the way through Rubber Soul. So I’d spent an awful lot of time with them, and I think that was actually my saving grace because I had no idea what I was doing that first time I sat down at the board to engineer for them. I really had no idea what I was doing, but they continued with them, and my feeling is that was because of the relationship we’d built up over those other albums as second engineer. They gave me the chance to prove myself.

			Scott’s true step up to the major leagues of engineering would become among the Beatles’ most celebrated albums of the later ’60s, The Magical Mystery Tour. Following the success of an album that shifted the direction rock rolled in forever after, the effect—in the esteemed opinion of Rolling Stone—was a double-edged sword in that Sgt. Pepper’s (introduced) . . . an incred­i­ble (and soon overused) dimen­sion to rock and roll.” One that by the time of their follow-up LP, the Beatles were well aware of and already trying to get away from as quickly as possible, as Scott remembered witnessing firsthand in the studio: 

			On that album, the Beatles didn’t want anything to sound the same way twice. Beginning with the way the studio operated, the Beatles were the ones who started to change the hours. They started their recording sessions later on, and because EMI had very strict session times, 10–1, 2:30–5:30, and 7–10 in the evening, that’s the way most artists were recording, including the Beatles from the beginning. But then as the band became more popular and more powerful, making more money for the record company, they started to come in later and later. I’ve been asked numerous times why Geoff Emerick would be put on their sessions after only engineering for sixth months, and I was put on their sessions having never engineered at all, and the reason was that the old-time engineers—there were four incredible pop engineers working there at EMI at the time—and they were old-school and used to the hours, and most of them had families they wanted to get home to. And because the Beatles were starting later and later, and going till later and later, those older engineers hated to do that. They just wanted to go in, record the orchestra, and get home kind of thing, that’s why Geoff and I were put on those later night sessions, because we were the youngsters and didn’t have families, and didn’t mind getting in late because we had no other life really. So as they started to do it, then the studio started to become more used to the strange hours, and other bands started to do the same thing.

			Bringing a youthful energy and enthusiasm as rock fans to the sessions, the young engineers were free of some of the constraints of convention that likely would have proved problematic for his older counterparts at EMI had they been engineering the same sessions. With Ken Scott, the Beatles found an ally eager to experiment with throwing tradition out the window entirely, such that

			there were occasions when I would go into the mic room with Paul, and he’d say “Okay, I’d like to look at that mic, let’s try that on something,” but it was purely on how it looked, not how it sounded. Now, for me, as a trainee engineer, it was the most perfect setup that I could possibly have gone through, for a couple of reasons: #1, most engineers, especially back then and especially at EMI, when you first started, you would do recording tests. Then when you got into actual sessions, you had to record like three songs in three hours, and so there was no time to experiment, to find your own mics that you liked, all of that kind of thing. Whereas, I was working with a band that would take three days to record a basic track, so there was plenty of time for me to mess around and try different placements of mics and different mics, because they wanted different mics. 

			So I didn’t have to totally fear mistakes sound-wise, because always at the back of my mind was: let’s say I was recording a piano, and I could use completely the wrong mic in completely the wrong place, completely screw up the EQ and compression, and there was just as much likelihood of them coming up and listening and saying “That sounds awful, we’ll use it,” as there was of them saying “That sounds too nice, we don’t want to use it.” So the freedom to experiment and find my own road was amazing working with them, and there was no other band I could probably have learned as much as I did within engineering.

			The results of taking such chances allowed the Beatles to break down barriers the business hadn’t even been aware of previously as the band were making discoveries in real time, rewriting the way the rules of record production worked in the process. Pioneering examples of these sonic shifts that Scott had a direct hand in recording included such staples as “Hello, Goodbye” and the legendary “I Am the Walrus,” which Billboard hailed as “one of the strangest and most avant-garde Beatles songs,” adding that it was “the densest and most symphonic track from the Beatles’ psychedelic period, with so many layers of sounds and effects that it takes quite a few listenings to get to the bottom of them.” Beginning with the tracking of the aforementioned symphony sound, Scott recalled that 

			back then, with violins and violas, it would have always been Neumann U-47s, cellos tended to be AKG C-12s, for brass, it would generally have been a Ribbon mic, SPC 4038s back then, and then of course, the old standby as always was the U-67, which would have been used for saxes, woodwinds, flutes, that kind of thing. Typically, whoever wrote the song would always come in with an idea of how they wanted it to go, but then, more often than not, at least in the basic track, they would work through and get it sorted out altogether. Always the one who had the final say was the writer of the song, but they would collaborate trying to come up with parts and all of that kind of thing on the basic track. Then, a lot of the time, it would be whoever wrote the song was there more than anyone else, completing it. 

			With the writing of string arrangements, generally speaking, Paul quite often would sit down at the piano and tell George Martin, “I want this kind of thing,” and then George would go away and write. John, I don’t know that he got too specific, other than probably strange requests, knowing the way he was, he wouldn’t say, “I want this to be more like Brahms,” or something like that. It would be much more esoteric coming from John, and the way George Martin tended to do the arrangements, especially John’s, was he would overwrite. George was well aware that it’s easier if someone turns around and says, “I don’t like that, get rid of it,” easier to do that than to say, “Oh, I want something there, put it in,” when you’ve got a room full of musicians. So George would tend to write too much, knowing that they would go through “I like that; I don’t like that bit, get rid of it; Oh, I love that bit, can we move that bit to there?” That kind of thing.

			Rolling Stone would conclude that “Martin composed a masterful orchestral arrangement that felt like vertigo,” while reporting in their review of “I Am the Walrus” as #33 on the 100 Greatest Beatles Songs of All Time that “Lennon asked for as much distortion on his voice as possible—he wanted it to sound as if it were coming from the moon.” In revealing how the team in fact achieved that aspiration in the studio, Ken Scott remembered that 

			vocally, we ran John’s voice through a Fairchild limiter, heavily limited. Sometimes John would do a double, but he didn’t like having to do that, which is why he’d first mentioned to Ken Townsend one day, “I wish there was a way of doing this electronically,” and Ken came up with the whole ADT thing. As far as vocal effects in general, Abbey Road had three chambers, and they had I believe three plates, and the chambers were specific to the studios generally, and the plates were: you requested a plate and you were given it. So there was never really “We want this particular one,” because they were all set up in the same way, if I remember correctly, so they all sounded fairly similar.

			Turning to the recording of Ringo Starr’s drum sound, where The Telegraph recognized “genius in these grooves,” beginning with his reverence for Starr’s skill as a skin-hitter, before delving into the technical side of harnessing what became over the course of Sgt. Pepper and Magical Mystery Tour the signature sonics of the band’s drum sound for the remainder of the 1960s, the producer felt hand’s down from session one that

			Ringo was one of the best rock ’n’ roll drummers ever, and a certain amount of that came from his lack of being a technician. I’m sure that a lot of the fills he came up with were purely because he would start off a fill and then not quite know how he was going to get out of it. So he’d have to come up with something completely unique to get out of the fill. His timing was excellent, like I say, one of the best rock ’n’ roll drummers ever!

			When we were recording Ringo’s drum kit, very seldom did we use room mics because there were other things going on at the same time, so we didn’t want to get the pickup of the other instruments, so it was all relatively close-micing for Ringo.
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