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      The Doobie Brothers hold a unique place in American music history. Their original sound – which blended boogie rock and folk-blues with hints of country-rock and a powerful rhythm section – was harmonically rich and supremely commercial. Songs like ‘China Grove’ and ‘Long Train Runnin’’ and, especially, ‘Listen To The Music’ captured the essence of early-1970s American rock. The Doobies’ songs were melodic and accessible but also, when needed, hard and exciting.

      Their secret weapon was Patrick Simmons, the only constant member. Simmons, born in upstate Washington but raised in San Jose, was a vital, often underappreciated, creative force within The Doobie Brothers. His roots in country, folk and fingerstyle guitar traditions brought a gentle intricacy to the band’s sound. He served as a key stabilising figure during the band’s many transitions.

      In their early years, the blend of Simmons’ love of Americana, Appalachian folk and New Orleans-style rhythms with Tom Johnston’s loud, bluesy, driving rhythm guitar gave the Doobie Brothers a uniquely eclectic identity. The commercial sheen of their music placed them as one of a number of acts that helped define the ‘California sound’ of the early 1970s. But whereas The Eagles, Crosby Stills & Nash, Jackson Browne and the rest tended towards the homogenous, The Doobies’ very diverse musical palette positioned them towards the left field with fellow radicals such as Little Feat and Steely Dan.

      The recruitment of former Steely Dan vocalist/keyboardist Michael McDonald in 1975 fundamentally shifted the band’s focus and artistic direction. With his distinctive, soulful voice and jazz-influenced keyboard playing, McDonald steered the Doobie Brothers toward a more polished, R&B-inflected pop sound. Their albums, like Takin’ It To The Streets and Minute By Minute, incorporated elements of soul and funk and bore some of the group’s biggest commercial hits, notably ‘What A Fool Believes’, which won multiple Grammys. As the group leaned into McDonald’s soul-pop direction, Pat Simmons continued to contribute his distinctively earthy, folk-inflected material. The Doobie Brothers’ original spirit, rooted in backwoods storytelling, was never entirely lost.

      This transition alienated some long-time fans who missed the raw, guitar-driven rock of the Tom Johnston era. The shift created a lasting schism in the fan base and an ongoing debate about the band’s true identity: in reality, they never had a clear identity or a fixed sound. They employed seven lead singers in their career: notably, of course, Tom Johnston, Pat Simmons and Michael McDonald, but Cornelius Bumpus, Keith Knudsen, Tiran Porter and John McFee sang lead on at least one song in their back catalogue. This diversity was both a strength – they were always open to any type of musical expression within the band – but also a frustration to fans who wanted endless reruns of ‘China Grove’.

      The band split in 1982, but reformed a few years later, reuniting their first commercially successful lineup. Their albums and concert tours for the next 30 years focused on the 1971-1975 oeuvre, but with new songs such as feel-good ‘The Doctor’ with Tom Johnston’s energetic voice to the fore. Michael McDonald re-joined permanently in 2021.

      The Doobie Brothers’ impact on American music lies in their versatility and resilience: the pre-McDonald era provided a blueprint for blue-collar American rock, while the later years showcased an ability to adapt and thrive in the more refined landscape of late-1970s pop. This cross-genre appeal has made The Doobie Brothers one of the most enduring and influential American rock bands of the 20th century.

      

      Unless stated otherwise, quotes from Pat Simmons and Tom Johnston are taken from Long Train Runnin’: Our Story; quotes from Michael McDonald from What A Fool Believes: A Memoir; and quotes from other band members from The Doobie Brothers: Behind The Scenes With Today’s Hottest Group.
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            Opening Thoughts: The Doobie Brothers And The Sound Of 1970s America

          

        

      

    

    
      The 1970s occupy a peculiar position in the history of American music. Sandwiched between the countercultural tumult of the 1960s and the corporatised entertainment landscape of the 1980s, the decade was marked by a paradoxical mix of experimentation and consolidation. Genres blurred, industry structures hardened and the audience diversified – both demographically and geographically.

      In the political realm, the US was undergoing a painful reassessment of its own identity. The drawn-out end to the Vietnam War eroded public trust in government. Watergate amplified a cynicism that filtered into art and popular discourse. Economically, the oil crisis of 1973 and stagflation dampened post-war optimism. Yet within music, these same years offered fertile ground for hybrid forms and for bands willing to straddle – or defy – stylistic boundaries.

      California emerged as a particularly influential hub in this landscape. While the Laurel Canyon scene in Los Angeles projected a sun-kissed folk-rock idealism through artists like Jackson Browne, The Eagles and Linda Ronstadt, the San Francisco Bay Area bred an edgier eclecticism – Santana’s Latin-rock fusion, the Grateful Dead’s improvisational jams and Tower of Power’s horn-driven funk all flourished here. Into this environment came The Doobie Brothers: neither purely of the LA school nor entirely of the Bay’s psychedelic lineage, but a synthesis of multiple traditions, tied together by a professionalism and melodic directness that made them palatable to AM radio without sacrificing musicianship.

      When The Doobie Brothers formed in 1970, they were part of a second wave of Californian rock bands who had absorbed the innovations of the late 1960s but were not bound to psychedelic excess. Their early sets in San Jose clubs drew on blues, folk and R&B covers, alongside original material rooted in working-class experience.

      The group’s emergence coincided with a crucial technological and commercial shift: the expansion of FM radio. Unlike AM’s three-minute single orientation, FM album-oriented rock stations could play longer tracks, sequence deep cuts and give exposure to more complex arrangements. This allowed bands like The Doobies to present multiple sides of their identity – from tight, radio-friendly singles to extended jams.

      While Los Angeles songwriters were often characterised by an acoustic introspection, Northern California bands embraced rhythmic variety. This made The Doobies kin to Little Feat (formed in Los Angeles but having a sideways approach to composition and performance) with a bold willingness to draw from New Orleans funk, country and blues shuffles, rather than commit solely to the Crosby, Stills & Nash/Seals & Croft/James Taylor/Eagles/ Bread/Captain & Tenille template.

      The American rock ecosystem of the 1970s was an unusually permeable environment. Studio musicians moved freely between projects, producers worked across genres and touring bills often paired seemingly dissimilar acts – leading to a cross-pollination of ideas that would be far rarer in later decades. The Doobie Brothers were prime beneficiaries of this climate.

      The most obvious personnel overlap came with guitarist Jeff ‘Skunk’ Baxter, who moved from Steely Dan to The Doobies in 1974. Baxter brought with him an ear for jazz-influenced chord voicings and rhythmic subtleties learned in the meticulous studio environment of Steely Dan’s early albums. This influence was felt almost immediately: while the Tom Johnston-Pat Simmons core had thrived on tight, interlocking rhythm guitars and straightforward harmonic structures, Baxter encouraged richer arrangements, more exploratory solos and expanded tonal palettes.

      In Steely Dan’s case, the link to The Doobie Brothers was as much philosophical as musical. Both bands, by the late 1970s, embraced meticulous studio craft and a willingness to employ top-tier session players. Steely Dan, however, retreated entirely from touring after 1974, whereas The Doobies thrived as a live act. This difference in strategy ensured that The Doobies maintained a strong grassroots following, even as their sound became more polished.

      The Steely Dan connection also extended to Michael McDonald, who had been part of that band’s touring lineup before joining The Doobies. His vocal phrasing and keyboard textures bore the unmistakable stamp of Donald Fagen and Walter Becker’s harmonic sensibilities. When he joined The Doobie Brothers in 1975, he brought that vocabulary wholesale – the ii-V-I turnarounds, the suspended chords and the tight, voice-led keyboard parts – all of which would reshape the band’s sound in the second half of the decade.

      The mid-1970s were a moment of flux for rock bands across the spectrum. Singer-songwriters were ceding radio space to disco, and funk was climbing the charts alongside a resurgent interest in jazz-fusion. For The Doobie Brothers, Tom Johnston’s health issues provided both a challenge and an opportunity. Johnston, the architect of their early guitar-driven hits, was forced to scale back his involvement during the 1975-76 period. In his absence, the band recruited Michael McDonald.

      Takin’ It To The Streets (1976) was the first full flowering of this new approach. Tracks like the title song replaced the earthy drive of ‘Rockin’ Down the Highway’ with a laid-back, syncopated groove anchored by McDonald’s Fender Rhodes. Lyrically, McDonald’s compositions tended toward introspection and urban imagery, contrasting with Johnston’s and Simmons’ more rural storytelling. The album also contained ‘Wheels Of Fortune’, a reminder that the folk-country strain had not been abandoned entirely.

      The commercial breakthrough came with Minute By Minute (1978). The record’s centrepiece, ‘What A Fool Believes’, co-written by McDonald and Kenny Loggins, fused jazz-inflected harmony with a pop melody so accessible that it topped the Billboard Hot 100 and won three Grammys, including Record of the Year. Other tracks like ‘Dependin’ On You’ retained Simmons’ voice in the mix, maintaining a balance between the band’s past and present.

      For some fans, however, this period represented a loss of the rough-and-ready charm that had characterised early albums like Toulouse Street (1972) and The Captain And Me (1973). This tension – between the visceral appeal of the Johnston/Simmons guitar era and the urbane sophistication of the McDonald-led lineup – has become one of the defining debates in Doobie fandom.

      Little Feat’s piano player, Bill Payne, would contribute to many of The Doobie Brothers’ early albums. Operating largely outside the pop mainstream, Little Feat embodied a ‘musician’s musician’ ethos. Albums like Dixie Chicken (1973) showcased their groove-driven eclecticism, which mirrored Pat Simmons’ interests within The Doobie Brothers. Little Feat’s Lowell George, a slide guitar master who had cut his teeth in Frank Zappa’s Mothers of Invention, was another fellow traveller in this world. Little Feat’s syncopated funk-rock grooves, indebted to New Orleans R&B pioneers like The Meters, paralleled Patrick Simmons’ taste for Southern rhythmic feels – a connection that would surface in Doobie tracks like ‘Neal’s Fandango’ and ‘South City Midnight Lady’, both of which use rhythmic push-pull in a way far more complex than standard California rock fare. Yet, Little Feat’s sales never matched The Doobies’. The contrast illustrates how even musically adventurous acts could capture mass audiences if they married experimentation to melodic immediacy – something The Doobies managed more consistently.

      In scholarly terms, The Doobie Brothers, Steely Dan and Little Feat participated in a 1970s trend toward genre hybridity and professionalised musicianship, but The Doobies uniquely combined those qualities with a populist, tour-driven work ethic.

      Their split in 1982 might have been the final chapter for many bands, but The Doobie Brothers’ 1987 reunion demonstrated both the enduring affection of their audience and the adaptability of their catalogue. The set lists leaned heavily on the Johnston/Simmons years, reaffirming their roots-rock credentials. The 1989 album Cycles produced ‘The Doctor’, a track that sounded, in arrangement and energy, like it could have been recorded in 1973. It was a top ten hit single.

      Over the next three decades, The Doobies balanced nostalgia with incremental evolution. They occasionally flirted with contemporary production values, as on 2000’s Sibling Rivalry, but generally preserved the warmth and drive of their 1970s sound. Tours frequently paired them with acts from their heyday, creating live bills that mirrored the eclecticism of 1970s festival lineups. Michael McDonald’s return in 2021 symbolically reunited the two dominant eras of the band’s history, allowing them to present their full range of music in a single concert. Their latest album, 2025’s Walk This Road, has a claim to be one of their best.

      Even after more than 50 years, The Doobie Brothers’ influence is evident in multiple musical currents. Americana and country rock acts like Zac Brown Band adopt the Doobies’ blend of acoustic roots with rhythmic sophistication. Groups such as Tedeschi Trucks Band mirror the interplay of multiple guitarists and rhythmic looseness seen in early Doobies. The McDonald era’s polished grooves have been rediscovered by a younger audience, spurred by irony-tinged but genuine appreciation for the ‘Yacht Rock’ craftsmanship of the late 1970s.

      The Doobie Brothers’ trajectory is inseparable from the broader story of 1970s American music. They emerged from a fertile regional scene, embraced cross-genre influences, navigated a dramatic stylistic transformation and maintained both commercial viability and artistic credibility. In the end, their legacy lies not only in hits like ‘Listen To The Music’, ‘Black Water’ or ‘What A Fool Believes’ but in the way they modelled resilience, openness to change and the value of keeping one foot in the grassroots even as the other explores new terrain.

      They’re still walking that road.

      

      We were a work in progress all the time. We had Pat’s finger picking, we had my rhythm, we had rock ‘n’ roll. So we would venture into all three of those arenas and try stuff. It was a lot of fun.

      Tom Johnston, interviewed by Guitar Player (2024)

      

      A lot of people have credited me with – or accused me of – single-handedly changing the band’s sound. But my take on that is it mostly had to do with the conspicuous void left by Tom’s departure. From the beginning, the band, as it was, with Tom and Pat being the main writers, created a fairly eclectic and diverse songbook, experimenting in everything from psychedelic folk rock and slack-key instrumentals to funk blues rock. Now, in Tom’s absence, all the band members … in their own way, out of necessity, contributed something to this new scattering of musical directions.

      Michael McDonald quoted in What A Fool Believes: A Memoir (2024)

      

      As for the music, that’s constantly in flux; you’re constantly working with it. As musicians, I feel anybody who plays with this band, or even comes to play only for a short period of time, has complete freedom to express their musical viewpoint. We don’t say, ‘Hey now, wait a minute, that doesn’t fit the Doobie Brothers sound’, or anything.

      Pat Simmons, quoted in The Doobie Brothers: Behind The Scenes With Today’s Hottest Group (1980)
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      Personnel:

      Tom Johnston: vocals, guitars, harmonica, piano

      Patrick Simmons: vocals, guitars

      Dave Shogren: bass, organ, backing vocals

      John Hartman: drums, tambourine

      Recorded at Pacific Recording, San Mateo, California, between November and December 1970

      Produced by Lenny Waronker and Ted Templeman

      Released: April 1971

      Charts: did not chart

      

      Before the hit singles, platinum records and stadium tours, there was The Doobie Brothers – an unassuming debut that came and went with barely a ripple in 1971. Here was the sound of a band still figuring itself out.

      The Doobie Brothers were formed in September 1970 in San Jose, California, as a quartet: Tom Johnston (vocals, guitar), Patrick Simmons (guitar, vocals), Dave Shogren (bass) and John Hartman (drums). After playing clarinet in his high school band, Tom Johnston started to learn the guitar at the age of 12, inspired by the blues, R&B and rock ‘n’ roll records of his older brother. He played in rock groups in high school and college (an art major at San Jose State), as well as in a local working band called The Charades. ‘This band was my first experience playing specifically soul music’, he writes in his memoirs. ‘Singing backgrounds and a couple of lead vocals on songs I wrote for all-Black audiences. It was an education and experience you couldn’t get in Visalia [ Johnston’s hometown, an agricultural city 40 miles from Fresno]. As a freshman in high school, my life changed when I saw James Brown in nearby Fresno. It was a classic soul revue show… I was knocked out! He was electrifying.’ Johnston’s sound was also heavily influenced by the loud guitar-based music of Cream, The Jimi Hendrix Experience and Mountain. Soon, he joined The Implicits, recording two of his original songs in Los Angeles in 1965: ‘Give Me Justice’ and ‘She’s Alright’. These were released on Atoll Records.

      Meanwhile, Pat Simmons was inspired to pick up the guitar by a friend. ‘We moved to a new neighbourhood in Los Gatos’, he said in 2011. ‘He invited me over one afternoon. His mother had a Harmony archtop – she and his dad had a country band. It was a nicer model, with a glossy finish. And I flipped when I saw it – an instrument I’d seen Ricky Nelson, Elvis and Chuck Berry play on television. I put it on my knee, and he taught me a G chord. After that, I had an incredible desire to play guitar. I’d go to his house every day.’ He took guitar lessons ‘from a lady in San Jose who was a traditional folk player. At her house, I saw a stereo system made from a kit her husband assembled. And she had Josh White, Pete Seeger and Appalachian folk records.’ He was soon listening to the likes of Joan Baez, Pete Seeger, Odetta and Bob Dylan and reading the beat poets, Allen Ginsberg and Neal Cassady. ‘For me, it felt like a counterculture soundtrack’, he wrote. ‘A sonic uprising. I felt inspired and transported. I loved folk music and obscure Appalachian songs. I absorbed all of that incredible American music as a teenager and decided that’s what I wanted to play.’

      He formed a duo with a friend and played pick-up gigs in a coffeehouse in Saratoga. After a meeting with Jorma Kaukonen, later with Jefferson Airplane, Simmons was inspired to play in local bands, covering everything from folk blues to electric psychedelic… the British Invasion. Because of how conservative my family was, I was not allowed to play in rock ‘n’ roll bands, so I had to sneak out to do it.’

      Simmons left home, dropped LSD and enrolled at San Jose State University, studying psychology and playing gigs with a group called Scratch. Tom Johnston also settled in San Jose, playing in a couple of bands, picking up some solo acoustic gigs and working construction to pay the rent. He was introduced to Skip Spence, the troubled-but-brilliant founder of Moby Grape. Spence and Johnston jammed with other musicians, including a bass player called Dave Shogren and drummer John Hartman.

      In March 1970, Johnston and Hartman formed a trio called Pud with bassist Greg Murphy. Pud gigged regularly and took part in recording sessions produced by Skip Spence. ‘Pud was kind of a transformational band’, Johnston told Vintage Guitar in 2011. ‘One week, we’d play power-trio stuff like Cream or Mountain, and the next, we’d be playing soul with background singers and a horn section. It was all over the map, with different players every week except for John Hartman and me. It’s amazing how much happened in a short period – how many bands, how many gigs, how many musicians I met. It all happened while I was an art major at San Jose State and wound up living at 285 South 12th Street, which was kind of a musical center for San Jose. It didn’t matter if they played B-3 or drums, guitar, bass, or horns; they all ended up in our basement. John and I lived in a house for about four years, and once Dave Shogren joined us, we had the nucleus of the original Doobie Brothers.

      Skip Spence, meanwhile, had met Pat Simmons. ‘One night, I was at the laundromat,’ Simmons writes, ‘waiting while my clothes were drying. The doors swing open, and in walks Skip Spence. I was awestruck but still mustered the courage to say hello to him and tell him how great I thought he was.’ Spence and Simmons were neighbours, they learned, and Spence suggested that Simmons should call around with his guitar. Simmons didn’t see Spence for another year until Simmons’ acoustic duo (with banjo player Peter Grant) opened a show for Spence in Campbell, a southern suburb of San Jose. Spence’s backing band for the night: Pud.

      ‘We played the north coast of California,’ Simmons said later, ‘and one night, we were playing a gig at the Gaslighter Theater, in Campbell. They had hired Hot Tuna and asked if we wanted to open. But when Peter and I walked in, Hot Tuna wasn’t there. I asked, ‘What’s going on?’ The owner said, ‘Skip Spence, from the Moby Grape, is gonna play. He’s got a band with another guy.’ Well, Skip showed up as we were finishing our set, followed by John Hartman, Tom and bass player Greg Murphy. So they walk in with their amps and set them onstage. I was very curious to see what was gonna happen. Well, they started playing, and Skip started doing what he did – kind of spacing out onstage. But the other three were playing their hearts out; Tommy was playing and singing, and they did some original tunes. I was blown away. I thought, ‘Wow, this guy can really sing and play.’ It wasn’t necessarily my type of music. I was way, way more into traditional acoustic music at that time. These guys had a much bigger sound, but I could still appreciate how talented they were.’

      Johnston, in turn, was impressed with Simmons’ playing: ‘We were knocked out by how good they were’, he said, ‘Pat is an incredible fingerpicker… they were playing folk/blues type stuff and some bluegrass. We were playing rock ‘n’ roll. So it was an interesting evening.’

      ‘When they finished their set,’ Simmons said, ‘I walked up and asked Skip, ‘How’re you doin’?’ He said, ‘Hey, Pat. Let me introduce you to the guys.’ So he introduced me to Tom and John, and they said, ‘We saw you playing, you guys were great.’ Then Tom told me, ‘You gotta come by the house. Bring your guitar, and we’ll jam.’ But I didn’t go over. I don’t know why, but I didn’t. Then, one day, I was standing in my yard and up walks John. He goes, ‘You gotta come by the house, man. We’re trying to put a band together. It’s me and Tom, and we got another bass player, and Skip’s gonna play and maybe Peter Lewis [another member of Moby Grape]. We want to do some harmonies and some cool guitar interplay.’ So, a few days later, I went by. There was no jam going on, but Tom and John were there, and we played some acoustic guitar at a table in the backyard. We played for hours, jamming on some of my tunes and some of his stuff. That was how we started getting to know each other, musically.’

      In due course, the four-piece lineup of Tom Johnston, Pat Simmons, John Hartman and Dave Shogren came together. ‘We knew we had something cool, Simmons recalled. ‘Most bands might have one guy who can really sing, and one good guitar player, and everybody else was kind of excess baggage. But we had three singers – myself, Tom and the bass player at the time, Dave Shogren, whom I went to high school with. So we had three-part harmony – the John, Paul, George thing. Tom, likewise, understood that great harmony singing and great guitar playing brought something extra to a performance.’

      They named themselves The Doobie Brothers in September 1970, just ahead of their debut show at the Chateau Liberté in the Santa Cruz mountains, about a 30-minute drive from downtown San Jose. (Point of trivia: the band are shown outside the club on the cover of their debut album. )‘Evidently, some of the guys were sitting around the breakfast table one morning,’ Simmons writes, ‘sprinkling pot on their cornflakes, smokin’ joints and bein’ crazy. They always said, ‘Let’s smoke a doobie’, so someone in the room says, ‘Hey, why don’t you just call yourselves The Doobie Brothers?’ We thought it was a joke, but we were going to use it for the gig and then change it to something better. But it just kind of stuck.’

      ‘We were just too lazy to come up with another name after we played that gig at the Chateau’, Johnston recalled. ‘Sometimes it’s best not to overthink things.’

      As the band built a steady live reputation, they refined their sound into an unusual mix of rock, blues and folk. ‘We were the epitome of the hard-working, hard-livin’ rock ‘n’ roll band’, Simmons told author Mark Bego. ‘We used to get plastered all the time, zonked out of our brains and pull out all the stops. Every night, we were up all night, movin’, groovin’ and saying, ‘Let’s get a beer’, ‘Give me a toot!’ It was real fast living. We were just walking around like zombies. We were doing it for all it was worth because we figured it’s gonna last a couple of years and then we’re going back to where we started.’

      Johnston: ‘The Chateau Liberté was kind of a biker bar mixed with students, hippies and local mountain folk, and because we became popular, everybody thought of us as a ‘biker band’. But we were making music for everybody. We didn’t consider ourselves anything other than a band that was growing and developing.’

      At Skip Spence’s suggestion, they recorded several original songs at Pacific Recording in San Mateo for a demo tape. Eight of these were briefly (and illegally) released on Pickwick Records in 1980 under the title Introducing The Doobie Brothers and have since been bootlegged under that title and others. The recordings showcased the band’s dual lead electric guitars, three-part harmonies and frenetic drumming and earned the rock group a contract at Warner Bros. Records. ‘We hadn’t planned on making an album at all,’ Simmons told Sounds, ‘but the demos came out so good that we decided to send them into Warner Bros. – and they liked them.’

      ‘The moment I heard this tape by a group called The Doobie Brothers,’ in-house producer Ted Templeman said, ‘I knew there was something going on. I knew that I had to meet this band and see them play in person.’

      ‘Ted took the tape into an A&R meeting,’ Pat Simmons told Bob Harris of BBC Radio 2 in 2025, ‘and played [the tape]. They responded positively.’

      Templeman, who had been a member of Harpers Bizarre in the 1960s, joined A&R Lenny Waronker to fly to San Jose from Los Angeles to see the band perform at Chateau Liberté. ‘Here’s these two straight guys with penny loafers’, Simmons recalled. ‘Their eyes were as big as saucers. We did ‘Jesus Is Just Alright’, an early version of ‘Long Train Runnin’’ and ‘Rockin’ Down The Highway’ – songs we would be famous for. That night, the crowd went crazy. They sat in a corner, and we knew who they were.’

      ‘We blew the roof off the place that night’, Johnston confirmed. ‘I think [Templeman and Waronker] were kind of taken aback. They thought of us as more of a laid-back, semi-acoustic band, but that’s not what we were. I mean, we had elements of that, but we kept it rocking pretty hard at the Chateau.’

      ‘I loved them the moment I saw them’, Templeman noted. ‘They had a great look and a great sound. They were raw and definitely untested. But just a ton of potential. I wanted to work with these guys. What I didn’t know was that these guys would eventually help define me as a producer just as much as I would try to define them as a band.’

      The Doobie Brothers signed to Warner Bros. and started recording their debut album in November 1970. ‘When we did the first album, we’d never really been together as a group at all’, Pat Simmons later told Sounds. ‘We were all old friends, and we just got high in the studios.’

      Tom Johnston: ‘My memories of recording the first album in San Mateo are that we all thought we were going to get a chance to continue to do what we did onstage on the record. But Lenny wanted a more acoustic and clean electric guitar style. It is true that we had songs like this written along with all the other tunes we played live, and some of them got played at gigs, but we also did a lot of high-energy, jam-style tunes that resonated with the crowds we were in front of. Both Lenny and Ted were great about giving direction and ideas for arrangements. But Ted did the largest part of the ‘communicating’ with us. And when we finished the album, we were all pretty excited about where we ‘thought’ this was all headed. We had cut our first album on a real label, and we had the single ‘Nobody’ picked out.’

      The Doobie Brothers was released in April 1971. On the back of the album, the following appears: ‘The Doobie Brothers are not the neatest new band from England, not studio musicians in search of stardom, not relatives of Warner Bros. employees, not even brothers. They are four San Jose (as distinguished from San Francisco) musicians conveniently described as a street band. That is, they share a common history of playing obscure clubs, bars and parties. They’ve paid their Doobie doos. This is their first album.’

      Today, that album presents the Doobie Brothers in a raw, formative phase – acoustic-driven, country-rock infused and full of potential rather than polish. It’s a promising but undercooked blend of biker rock and acoustic jams, but its foundational strengths – tight playing, harmony vocals and acoustic sensibility – laid crucial groundwork for the oncoming success. There are flashes of the tightness and harmonies that would later define The Doobie Brothers (and at least two great tracks, in ‘Nobody’ and ‘Closer Each Day’), but this record is a much scrappier affair than what would follow. If you listen closely, you can already hear the hallmarks of harmony, musicianship and song craft that would define the Doobies’ evolution.

      Despite national advertising and an extensive tour with Mother Earth (the Mother/Brothers Tour), The Doobie Brothers failed to register on the album charts. Likewise, three singles taken from the album were not hits. It would take another album to refine the formula, but this is where the story begins.

      

      ‘Nobody’ ( Johnston)

      Released as a single (with B-side ‘Slippery St. Paul’) on 26 May 1971. Charts: did not chart

      Reissued as a single (with B-side ‘Flying Cloud’) in 1974. Charts: US: 58

      ‘Nobody’ is the blueprint for the early sound of The Doobie Brothers, even if the song itself is a knot of paranoia and self-doubt. The chugging rhythm is provided by acoustic guitars, and 20-year-old Tom Johnston’s distinctive voice is joined by spiralling harmonies in a sneakily catchy chorus. The instrumental section (2:10 to 3:04) mixes driving acoustic guitar with a loud electric guitar solo and some tricky dynamics. It suggests a band with real ensemble chemistry, honed by many gigs in and around San Jose and the Bay area.

      ‘Nobody’ was remixed for the single release, with about eight seconds snipped from the middle of the song. Although not a hit in 1971, three years later it was reissued and crept into the bottom end of the charts. The Doobie Brothers thought enough of the song to re-record it in 2010 for World Gone Crazy (better arranged, although the original remains the more atmospheric version) and again with Charlie Worsham for Southbound in 2014.
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