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If his life had gone just a bit differently, Curt Boettcher might have been another Brian Wilson. Joseph Gordon-

Levitt might be playing him in a modern-day biopic. College students would steal and hoard their parents’

copies of his records. As it stands, Boettcher — a pop-music producer whose heyday was the late ’60s — now

survives in rock history mostly as a liner-note credit. He could have been, but never was. Yet he enjoys a godlike

status among a select group of music fans, for whom obscurity is more enticing than fame.

Boettcher started out as a golden boy. In the early ’60s, just barely out of his teens, he released two albums with

a folk act called the GoldeBriars. By 22, having landed in Los Angeles, he was producing hits for Tommy Roe and

the Association, making him an early architect of a vocal pop sound we’ve either come to love or unfairly detest.

As a vocal arranger, he would craft cat’s-cradle harmonies; as a producer, he set bubble gum in resin, laying

track after track until featherweight tunes felt as dense as paperweights (though always with something slightly

off: choirboy vocals with a demon-child aspect). If you have ever slow-danced to “Cherish” by the Association at

a wedding, you have Boettcher, in part, to thank, or to blame.

His biggest break came when Gary Usher, a staff producer for Columbia Records, heard him recording in

another studio down the hall. “I’m over at Studio Three West with Brian Wilson,” Usher said in a 1988 interview.

“All of a sudden, I heard a sound, and the instant I heard it, I froze, just like someone had thrown a bowling ball

at me. . . . And Brian looked at me, I looked at Brian, and we both said simultaneously, ‘What is that?’ ” The two

raced down the hallway to find “this little kid with an earring.” Usher, who would eventually persuade Columbia

to hire Boettcher, said he was “light years” ahead of Wilson.

The two collaborated on an album called “Present Tense” under the name Sagittarius, while, by 1968, Boettcher

had put together a group of his own: the Millennium, a project as ambitious as the name suggests. Thanks to

Usher’s patronage, Columbia gave Boettcher and company plenty of leeway; the band’s debut album, “Begin,” is

said to have cost more than $100,000, making it, reportedly, the most expensive rock record the label had ever

produced. Those who heard “Begin” loved it. But not many did; it flopped spectacularly.

The Millennium wouldn’t play live. Their singles missed the U.S. charts. Columbia lost interest. Internal tensions

broke up the band, and Boettcher never fully recovered. In 1972 he released a solo record, but it was a

commercial failure. He recorded an album with a group called California, but it was shelved. In 1979, he oversaw

a 10½-minute disco remix of the Beach Boys’ “Here Comes the Night,” which was about as good as you would

expect.

It’s tempting to give Boettcher a messianic cast — the world just wasn’t ready for his vision; he just wasn’t made

for these times — but I think the truth is sadder and more mundane. He may have been a genius, but he wasn’t a

hustler, and he also had terrible luck. In the ’80s, he tested positive for H.I.V. In 1986, his air-conditioner sprang a

leak and his carpets developed mildew. About a year later, having developed a lung infection, he checked himself

into a hospital, where he died of a heart attack on June 14, 1987, at 43. Not famous and not remembered — not by
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most, anyway.
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At the time of Boettcher’s death, at least one person was doggedly searching for him: Dawn Eden, an 18-year-old

student at New York University. Raised mostly by her mom in Texas and New Jersey, Eden had been obsessed

with pop music since age 10, when she began visiting the D.J.’s at the local Top 40 radio station after school.

While her college dorm mates revered Prince and Bruce Springsteen, she was hanging out in a ’60s revival

scene, romanticizing an era she never lived through. Eden only knew about Boettcher through a friend whose

father had been a D.J. in the ’60s. The first time she heard the opening chords of “It’s You,” the first single from

“Begin,” she got goose bumps. It wasn’t just the music. It was the person the music pointed to.

At the time, Eden was going through bouts of suicidal depression, later diagnosed as post-traumatic stress

disorder as a result of childhood sexual abuse. The music she loved, with all its apparent purity, with Boettcher’s

angelic voice, represented a promise of happiness that eluded her in real life. She decided to become a rock

historian, to write about the acts who, in her loneliness, she could relate to. She hoped that if she got close

enough to her idols, she might learn something about herself. She wrote for Mojo and Salon, interviewed Harry

Nilsson and Del Shannon. But no one enchanted her like Boettcher.

When she learned of his death, she decided to write his biography. His obscurity seemed like an intolerable

injustice, and correcting it gave her a sense of purpose. When she felt suicidal, she told herself she couldn’t die

because she had to write his story. And her efforts went a long way toward reviving his music. She wrote the

liner notes to several CD reissues of his work, which spread the cult of Boettcher. (She conducted the Gary

Usher interview in 1988, quoted above, that is included in the Sagittarius liner notes.) This April, the singer Beth

Sorrentino released an album of Boettcher covers, produced by Sean Slade (Radiohead, Hole). But Eden never

did write that biography.

What ultimately allayed her depression was not Boettcher, but God. In October 1999, she had a “born-again

experience,” and if her name sounds familiar, it’s because she has been very public about it: she has blogged

about conservative and religious matters on her site, The Dawn Patrol, since 2002, and was fired from a copy-

editing job at The New York Post for inserting pro-life terminology into an article on in vitro fertilization. (She

now says she regrets this.) Her first book, published in 2006, was called “The Thrill of the Chaste: Finding

Fulfillment While Keeping Your Clothes On.”

I have read this book; I have pored over The Dawn Patrol. I’ve spent years wondering what kind of person

Dawn Eden might be. I was interested in Boettcher myself, and thanks to Eden’s obsession with him, I became

interested — and even a little obsessed — with her.

I’m a Boettcher fan, too. I’ve loved his music ever since I persuaded an ex-boyfriend to sell me his copy of

“Begin.” Like Eden, I was drawn to something beyond the music. It wasn’t purity so much as pathos: I liked the

blithe music with the tragic back story; I liked that Boettcher seemed to epitomize the kind of unsung, unjustly

neglected pop genius I’ve always been intrigued by. Back in my university, I had some vague, petty hopes of

writing about Boettcher, though I didn’t get very far. I tracked down one or two of his colleagues and bought

records he was involved with, but while I studied the names in the liner notes — Hollywood eccentrics, industry

legends, footnotes of footnotes — I began to fixate on one: Dawn Eden, the person who tracked down the rest,

who heard the music long before you could easily buy it and learned enough about him to write, at least, the
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booklet.

That was my introduction to Dawn Eden. An Internet search yielded another Eden, a more recent iteration:

strident conservative; chastity advocate; favorite target of the Web site Gawker. Initially I hoped to connect

with her, this fellow Boettcher obsessive. Now I wondered what on earth we had in common.

I found a contact e-mail for her but sat on it for years. I worried that, because she had renounced her secular

past, she would shoot me down in a blaze of hellfire for even asking about her former preoccupations. Finally, I

decided to get in touch. She responded right away. She seemed delighted by my interest. Boettcher’s music was

still a part of her, she wrote me: “Understand, I am not at all like those ‘born-again’ rockers who adamantly

refuse to say anything at all about their pre-Christian days.”

Eden is now studying toward an advanced degree in sacred theology at the Dominican House of Studies, and

while she still writes, her tone is milder than in the past. Before our first, lengthy conversation, she suggested to

me that I look for the “point of continuity” between her old and new lives. It turned out to be easy to find.

A commenter on Eden’s blog once accused her of switching obsessions from rock stars to saints. She admits

there’s some truth to that: each interest springs from a desire to find someone greater than she is, an example to

strive toward. Many of the saints Eden writes about in her last book, “My Peace I Give You: Healing Sexual

Wounds With the Help of the Saints,” tend toward the obscure as well — it can be difficult, she says, to develop

an attachment with a saint who’s a friend to many, but an obscure saint can offer something like “your own kind

of secret friendship.” I asked Eden if she thought there was a relationship to Boettcher, and she said there was a

definite parallel: in the same way that an obscure musician can offer a closeness that “I wouldn’t be able to have

just with John Lennon,” she said.

This attraction to the obscure and neglected can be partly altruistic, driven by the noble goal of rescuing

someone’s legacy and sharing it with the world. From my secular point of view, there’s something comforting

about a different kind of afterlife in the hearts of strangers. But the attraction to the idea of rejuvenating the

obscure is selfish, too, because at its core — and I’m paraphrasing Eden here — is yourself.

We all find ourselves in the music we love, hearing echoes of whatever we’re going through and the messages

we need to hear. When we imagine the person behind it, we incarnate a figment of our solipsistic imaginations: a

kind of savior, perhaps. The more we learn about the person, though, the harder that figment is to maintain. The

advantage of obscurity is that the gaps in an artist’s biography leave ample space to fill in with whatever you

like. The more you learn, the more that space disappears.

Eden knows this, too. Boettcher had faults like anyone — he could be a tyrant in the studio — and he had

qualities that might not appeal to a practicing Catholic. For starters, he was gay. When I asked Eden if she now

felt conflicted about his sexuality, she said she probably did. But she added that she didn’t want her views to

affect the way she told his story. She could still relate to him, she said, as a person looking for love; she heard a

“longing for God” in his music. While she strained, sometimes, to reconcile her worldview with Boettcher’s, I

strained to reconcile mine with hers. At these times I learned more about her than him, and I learned something

about myself as well: how badly I wanted to find a bridge between us. She mythologized Boettcher; I

mythologized her. We both worked, in our way, to find what we needed in someone else. But you can’t really

know someone you don’t really know.

Correction: Aug. 25, 2013

An article on Aug. 11 about the music producer Curt Boettcher omitted part of the title of a book by Dawn Eden, an

expert on Boettcher. It is “My Peace I Give You: Healing Sexual Wounds With the Help of the Saints” (not merely
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“of Saints”).

A version of this article appears in print on Aug. 11, 2013, Page 46 of the Sunday Magazine with the headline: ‘She Told Herself She Couldn’t Die Because She Had to Write His Story’
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