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Jimmy Webb

Just Across the River
“People may wonder how all these great artists came to do this album with an obscure, eclectic talent like Jimmy Webb,” says the veteran songwriter with more than a little self-deprecation as he talks about Just Across the River. “The answer is that it’s a family -- an interlaced, interconnected family. There’s a love and deep emotional content in the subtext of this record.”

Despite his comments to the contrary, Webb is arguably the finest American pop songwriter of his generation, who went from struggling composer to seeming overnight success in 1967 with such chart-topping renditions of his tunes as the Fifth Dimension’s “Up, Up and Away” and Glen Campbell’s “By the Time I Get To Phoenix,” yielding the gifted 21 year-old artist eight Grammy awards in a single year. Few have exhibited such versatility or such bold artistic reach within a pop context. Like John Lennon and Paul McCartney or Brian Wilson, Webb’s approach was groundbreaking and visionary, yet his songs were adaptable to an impressive range of artists – Top 40, country, rock – and immediately embraced by mainstream audiences. 

On Just Across the River, Webb revisits 12 classic songs from his prodigious catalogue and premieres his newest composition, “Where Words End.” He’s joined by an all-star lineup of guest vocalists that he simply regards as a collection of old friends -- Jackson Browne, Glen Campbell, Vince Gill, Billy Joel, Mark Knopfler, Michael McDonald, Willie Nelson, Linda Ronstadt, J.D. Souther and Lucinda Williams. If you see Webb in concert – and you should – he liberally intersperses his songs with tales of how he came to write them and how others came to record them. The native Oklahoman had moved to Los Angeles in the early sixties at a key juncture in pop culture, when all ears were turning to the Southern Californian scene --a time of great transition, from the primacy of the pop single to the ascendancy of the album, from AM to FM, when behind the scenes tunesmiths became out-front singer-songwriters

Webb conveys some of that history in his liner notes to Just Across The River. His thoughtful pairings of collaborator and tune are perhaps even more eloquent testimony to where he’s been and what he’s accomplished. However, this guest-filled disc wasn’t the original plan when Webb reunited with producer Fred Mollin, with whom Webb had made the stripped down, piano-based Ten Easy Pieces in 1996, the first time Webb had reclaimed songs others had made famous as his own. As Webb recalls, ”Freddy said you need to come down to Nashville and work with this band I’m going to put together and we’re going to do the whole thing in two days and you’re going to love it. It’s going to be one of the best experiences in your whole life. And that’s the way it started. There was not a lot of talk about duets or even of who might be involved in singing background or anything of that nature. Once we actually got into the recording of the album, a lot of things began to fall into place.”

Mollin’s enthusiasm was justified. Continues Webb, “We worked on these tracks and they just turned out to be, in my view, heavenly. Almost without effort we found ourselves with 13 really inspired pieces, the foundational work that you have to do before you can make an album. Everything he promised me happened in Nashville, the epiphany he promised me with these musicians. And I found myself doing some of the best studio singing I had every done. I felt I had to hike myself up another level to reach the bar because the underpinnings were so beautiful. I gave 120% effort. I don’t know how many more albums I’m going to make, so I certainly left it all in the studio. Then people started falling out of the trees, as it were, with offers to come in and sing on the album. People asked. There wasn’t a lot of arm-twisting. Once we had decided to cut ‘Oklahoma Nights’ with Vince Gill” – with whom Webb had written an anthem for Oklahoma’s centennial – “it became apparent there was a logical way to incorporate a group of artists in the making of this record. There would be a place for each person who wanted to be a part of the project. Every one of those appearances has a logical and soulful justification.”

Among his cohorts, Campbell remains most strongly associated with Webb, having risen to prominence simultaneously with him; but Webb points out, “It’s the first time Glen and I had ever sung together on a record.” He was passing through Nashville, so Webb and Mollin seized the opportunity to bring Campbell into the studio with them. Willie Nelson, as one-quarter of the superstar country quartet that took its name from Webb’s “Highwayman,” had enjoyed one of his greatest successes with The Highwaymen disc, a landmark in modern country music. Here, he and Webb pay tribute to their late friend Waylon Jennings, another Highwayman, with “If You See Me Getting Smaller,” a Webb number that Jennings had made famous. 

J.D. Souther had fatefully introduced Webb to Linda Ronstadt when she was Souther’s girlfriend. In turn, behind-the-scenes legend David Geffen urged Ronstadt to record Webb’s material. Throughout the seventies and eighties, she built her own artfully selected repertoire of Webb tunes. Now the just-about-retired Ronstadt finally fulfills her wish of turning  “All I Know,” originally popularized by Art Garfunkel, into a duet. What Webb hears in Ronstadt’s performance “is an exquisite vulnerability and this translucent, papery, emotionally charged performance that I wouldn’t trade for anything in the world. That’s the emotional side of making this project: every single performance was emotionally charged because of the background stuff, the subtext, which was all real.  You couldn’t make it up. It would take six life times to put together the story of those relationships and how they evolved and how they came to be represented in this way, on this record.”

Webb recalls first coming to hear “the young wunderkind” Jackson Browne play for him in the early seventies at the behest of Geffen.. Fast forward to a benefit gig at Lucy’s El Adobe, the one-time canteen for L.A.’s up-and-coming musicians. As Webb recalls, Browne “sat down at the piano and started playing ‘P.F. Sloan,’” Webb’s tribute to one of L.A. most highly rated but least well-known sixties songwriters. “He knew all the words, he knew all the chords. It’s kind of a peculiar song to know that well, but that’s what he opened his set with and he had some kind things to say about me. When we were recording ‘P.F. Sloan,’ I said Jackson loves that song, he would be hurt if we didn’t ask him to do it.” Webb also ran into Lucinda Williams at Lucy’s: “I was playing the piano in the backroom there. She came in, we talked for a while, then she got out her guitar and started singing. Lucinda loves  ‘Galveston,’ and I was later told she definitely wanted to sing on it. I thought it would present the song in a different way, presenting the woman’s side of the story.”

Some of the performers had influenced and inspired Webb himself, and the album title comes from a lyric in Webb’s duet with Michael McDonald. The pianist has long admired Billy Joel, who contributes an unexpectedly touching vocal on “Wichita Lineman,” and he’d studied Mark Knopfler’s own low-key approach to record-making, He was attracted to “Mark’s more accessible, more conversational, natural sound, with not a lot of high-operatic tenor stuff going on. There was a kind of simplicity to the delivery, it was more relaxed.” 

As so often happens in life as well as art, Webb found himself in a very different place than where he’d expected to be after he quietly embarked upon Just Across the River: “Each track had a life that I had shared with at least one artist. All of a sudden I saw that I was a very, very rich man, I didn’t realize there was so much love around me and so many people who really cared about what I was doing. And that’s what this album equals.”

-- Michael Hill
For more information, please contact Mary Moyer, Brendan Gillen or Carla Sacks, 

at Sacks & Co., 212.741.1000, mary@sacksco.com, brendan.gillen@sacksco.com, carla@sacksco.com or Giovanna Melchiorre at E1 Music, 516-484-1000 ext. 279, GMelchiorre@e1ent.com.
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