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INTRODUCTION: TOM WAITS IN THE STUDIO…AN OVERVIEW





As great American songwriters go, it is impossible and irresponsible not to recognise Tom Waits’ singular genius in speaking for the underdog. Music historians and critics have studied him for decades like religious scholars do the Scriptures. He has always communicated in his own, singularly unique musical language and lyrical dialect to millions of fans for decades, astounding and confounding outsiders. Without any outside interpretation required to justify his record sales or loyal following, Waits’ listeners were fluent from the moment they first heard him mirror their story in a way they could relate to.


Waits’ words wind through the fringes and frays of life’s most authentic moments, in terms both of errant adventure and consequence after the ‘thrill’ is gone. Told through a sympathetic lens and narrative much in the way a rapper speaks defensively of a pimp or drug dealer, Tom Waits was an advocate for the urban dwellers who were arguably the white counterpart to the black working-class artists like Sly Stone and Stevie Wonder represented in the early Seventies.


Waits was one of the all-night diner patrons; the broken-down waitress who served them; the 3am newsstand regular who knew all the prostitutes by name; the hooker who couldn’t shake her lifestyle; the small-time bookie who placed bets for gamblers he knew could never pay – but did so anyway out of habit; the bum in the alley or the hobo riding by railcar aimlessly from town to town; the junkie stripper dancing to support a child or an alcoholic boyfriend who beats her with routine; the down and out loser living in a hotel that rented by the week; or perhaps the deadbeat laying low in a seedy strip club to avoid the realities and responsibilities of family life.


At the same time, Waits was the lonely truck driver on the open road, free of the commitment or consequence of settling down; the small-town gas station attendant living in his own head; the recently paroled convict trying to go straight, leading a ‘regular’ life devoid of all excitement; the average family Joe who hates his job but sucks it up because he loves and takes pride in providing for his kids; or the young forbidden lovers who go for it anyway in spite of the consequences. Waits’ melodic commonwealth covered every facet of the human experience – the sunny days and romantic nights; the glory of dreams and the sadness of their failure to blossom into truth; and the lies we tell ourselves and others to get by; the ways we live with those lies inside ourselves. Waits’ songs were like modernised  passages from SE Hinton novels like Rumblefish and The Outsiders, which gave an identity and sympathetic light to the underdog.


Tom Waits sung in almost constant metaphor in the context of cause and effect, playing a chord harmonious with everyone’s inner demons and desires, and the helpless and often simultaneous indulgence of both of those opposing entities. He also spoke of the consequences – whether impending or already cast – as the characters in his songs made their way through the wreckage of human mistakes in a societal framework. He spoke broadly for and to the drifters, the castaways, the conned, the broken-hearted and the corrupted – anyone who once had promise they either betrayed by some misfortune of their own doing or who were victims of the lies those promises turned out to be. Waits’ lyrics were graphic passages from the diary of society’s underbelly – naked, gripping confessions that came at our most random and vulnerable moments, secrets sloppily spilled which soaked into our conscience like bloodstains that could not be cleaned up from innocence’s murder.


Delving into the creative cocoon he’d created for himself amid that world, Tom began by recalling years later to Mojo that “when I was writing, I kind of made up my own little Tin Pan Alley so I could sit at the piano, like a songwriter, with a bottle and an ashtray and come out of the room with a handful of songs, as they did,” adding to the BBC that “in the old days, I would go into a room with a piano and an ashtray and a bottle and come back with all the songs.” Setting up shop at the appropriately seedy Tropicana Hotel in Hollywood, Tom explained of his decision to stay in the heart of Hollywood rather than drift into its more luxurious hills like many of his peers had been an effort to “have a genuine, authentic artistic experience,” adding in the same comments to GQ that, to that end, “I had a piano in the kitchen, and in those days I’d stay up all night, sleep half the day.”


Soaking up the scene that so inspired him, Tom recalled years later to the Star Tribune that in doing so “I was living out my dream… I stayed in hotels where I thought stories grew. I’d get a chance to inhale all those things that happened in rooms before I was born. My idea of going on the road was not the Holiday Inn or Hyatt House. It was some kind of older dream, like a vaudeville dream.” The singer-songwriter shared his memory with Rock’s Backpages that “when I moved into the Tropicana in LA, that place it was nine dollars a night. But it became a stage, because I became associated with it, and people came looking for me and calling me in the middle of the night. I think I really wanted to kind of get lost in it all, so I did. When they painted the pool black, that’s when I said this has gone too far. It was a pretty heavy place at times. I had a good seat at the bar, and I could see everyone in the room.”


Waits confirmed the authenticity of the media’s depiction of him during that period as very much a character out of one of his songs to the LA Times. “There’s not much difference between what I appear to be on stage and what I am. I think people like that, that I’m not trying to pull a caper. It’s easy for me, ’cause it’s not such a large jump. I don’t have to get into a costume. I’m in contact and I’m in context… But all of a sudden it becomes your image, and it’s hard to tell where the image stops and you begin or where you stop and the image begins. Any image I  have, it’s just what I do, but it comes off as being very pretentious. When you’re a bit in the public astigmatism, anything you do seems like you did it so somebody would see you do it, like showing up at the right parties.” Melody Maker would later conclude that “albums like ‘The Heart Of Saturday Night’, ‘Small Change’ and ‘Blue Valentine’…confirmed him as America’s leading street poet.”


Tom Waits’ lyrical landscape was a crime scene for every conceivable sin of man, but also a dancefloor for the celebration of our most immoral yet satisfying indulgences – those that can’t be helped. Risk was inbred in every line he spoke or sang, yet the characters Waits played in his lyrics often had nothing to lose. Often he seemed to write from the vantage point of what they had left. In the same time, he sang of the beauty of redemption like no other because there was nothing shallow about the back story of his characters’ triumphs in context of their adversities.


Waits’ musical novella was a reality television show for every human emotion, offering characters so vividly described and embodied that you felt you knew them, or were perhaps like them in some significant vice, mannerism or experience. More importantly, Tom Waits was a classic blues vocalist, delivering his confessionals with a voice authentically worn from the worlds of his characters, one that gravelled the way man naturally does within himself over the right and wrong of things he does in and with his life.


Songwriting society ASCAP commented in their bio on the performer that the period between 1974 and 1980 “was an incredibly prolific period for Waits and one that solidified his reputation as one of America’s new leading songwriters. As a singer, his trademark gravelly voice became one of the most unique voices ever heard in pop music.” Summarising the stylistic diversity of that catalogue of eight LPs, Time Out magazine noted that “his music took strands from folk, jazz, country and blues then pulled them together behind narratives which explored an America populated by transients, drunks and whores. It was the America of Kerouac, Bukowski and Chandler brought up to date. The style of many of the songs was lush and heart-rending. Waits shaped the stuff of everyday life into beautiful myth.”


Waits had established a safe, successful signature sound by the early Eighties, but found himself unfulfilled, confessing to Mojo magazine years later that “I had been so frustrated at that point.” The catalyst for one of the most radical stylistic and sonic shifts by an established artist in the history of the record business came in 1981 when Tom met the woman who would change the direction of both his career and life. While working from Francis Ford Coppola’s studios on the soundtrack for One From The Heart he met screenwriter Kathleen Brennan. Within two months, they married at the Always Forever Yours Wedding Chapel on Manchester Boulevard in Watts, Tom quipping to GQ that “it was planned at midnight for a 1am wedding. We made things happen around here!”


The pair then went about radically re-working Waits’ plans for the future, which he confessed at the time were in some disarray due to the reckless state of his personal life. He confessed years later to journalist Sean O’Hagan that meeting Brennan had inspired him to believe “I would not go down the drain, I would  not light my hair on fire, I would not put a gun in my mouth. I had something abiding in me that was moving me forward. I was probably drawn to her because I saw that there was a lot of hope there… It was tough. I went to AA. I’m in the programme. I’m clean and sober. Hooray. But, it was a struggle… I’m happy to be sober. Happy to be alive. I found myself in some places I can’t believe I made it out of alive.”


Waits added to GQ that the process felt like “I hatched out of the egg I was living in. I had nailed one foot to the floor and kept going in circles, making the same record. Kathleen was the first person who convinced me that you can take James White and the Blacks, Elmer Bernstein and Leadbelly – folks that could never be on the bill together – and that they could be on the bill together in you.” Once he began to pay attention to how his life had come to destructively imitate art, he added to the San Diego Union Tribune that “I really went through a lot of changes when I got married, and my music changed.”


The catalyst for that change first came when Waits and Brennan began discussing Tom’s desire to re-invent both his musical direction and his image, which by that point, according to the LA Weekly, had cast him as “kind of hero to the pop discontent”. In reasoning why he needed to move beyond that stage of his career – both professionally and personally – Tom offered to the Orange County Register that “I kind of grew up in public; I was 22 when I made my first record, I was falling down the stairs. I didn’t know what I was doing, but I knew I was gonna be in music. Some people come out fully formed, like an egg. Not me. I was gathering things as I moved forward. A stage persona is very different from who you are. In fact, a persona is basically someone you don’t believe you are that you’re trying desperately to convince other people that you are.”


Waits would credit new wife Kathleen as the first to recognise that inner desire on the singer’s part, recalling to Newsweek that “she was the one that encouraged me to start producing my own records. At that point I had done all my records with a producer. I kind of got stuck. I needed something to kick me. I needed some kind of car wreck or something. She was the one that started playing bizarre music.


“She said, ‘You can take this and this and put all this together. There’s a place where all these things overlap. Field recordings and Caruso and tribal music and Lithuanian language records and Leadbelly. You can put that in a pot. No one’s going to tell you you can’t. You like James Brown and you also like Mabel Mercer. There’s nothing wrong with that.’ We’re all that way. We all have disparate influences. And we all know people that don’t know each other! Right? I mean, some people are afraid to have parties and invite them all.”


Rather than becoming a Yoko Ono, Brennan would push Waits to move past the first sonic stage of his career and help him rethink himself. “Because my music up to that point was still in the box – I was still in the box; hadn’t unwrapped myself yet. She let me take my shoes off and loosen up – back then I was still wearing suits to the park. I think from that point on I really tried to grow.


“Growth is scary,” he continued in an interview with Mojo years later “because you’re a seed and you’re in the dark and you don’t know which way is up, and down might take you down further into a darker place, you know? I felt like that: I don’t know which way to grow. I don’t know what to incorporate into myself. What do you take from your parents? What did you come in with? What did you find out when you got here? I was sorting all that out.”


He began writing with Brennan for what would become his next studio LP and felt “liberated…I felt like I had found my voice.” Unfortunately, not everyone in Waits’ camp was a fan of that new voice, beginning with longtime label Asylum who said “You’ll get no new fans and you’ll lose all the ones you used to have.” His wife encouraged him to dig in his heels. “Kathleen said: ‘Look, we can find musicians. We’ll find the engineer. We can get money from the record company. We have 12 songs here. Let’s go, we’ll do it ourselves. You don’t have to give six points to a producer.’”


Indeed, to achieve the vision they had for Waits’ new sound they would have to self-produce the album – as much a first for the singer-songwriter as anything else he was trying. “It was really Kathleen that said, ‘Look, you can do this. You know, I’d broken off with Herbie (Cohen, former manager), we were managing my career at that point and there were a lot of decisions to make. I thought I was a millionaire, and it turned out that I had, like 20 bucks. And what followed was a lot of court battles, and it was a difficult ride for both of us, particularly being newlyweds.


“At the same time, it was exciting, because I had never been in a studio without a producer. I came from that whole school where an artist needs a producer. You know, they know more than I do, I don’t know anything about the board. I was really old-fashioned that way. Kathleen listened to my records and she knew I was interested in a lot of diverse musical styles that I’d never explored myself on my own record. So she started talking to me about that – you know, ‘You can do that.’ She’s a great DJ, and she started playing a lot of records for me. I’d never thought of myself being able to go in and have the full responsibility for the end result of each song. She really co-produced that record with me, though she didn’t get credit. She was the spark and the feed.”


Once they had made the decision to take the gamble of producing the album themselves, Waits admitted readily to NPR that, at the time, “the idea of going into the studio and doing your own record is a little scary: pick the engineer, pick all the musicians, write some kind of mission-statement for yourself where you want it to be and sound like and feel like and take responsibility for everything that goes on tape. That’s a lot to do, especially it’s a lot for a record company to let you do when you behave like I did. And I think they thought I was a drunk. I was really non-communicative. I scratched the back of my neck a lot and I looked down at my shoes a lot. You know, and I wore old suits.


“They were nervous about me. But it’s understandable. And in those days they didn’t really let artists produce themselves. ’Cause that was also the day of the producer. You know, the big shining producer who would be, I guess, like the director of a film. They give you the money and they say: ‘Go make a record with this guy over here.’”


As the pair began plotting the record’s sonic direction, Waits found Brennan’s input invaluable, quipping to journalist Sean O’Hagan that “I didn’t just marry a beautiful woman, I married a record collection. I had something in me, too.”


In a business where careers have lived and died on taking chances, Waits was putting it all on the line with his new LP. “I was trying to find some new channel or breakthrough for myself,” he told Mojo, adding that personally, the process felt “like growing up and hitting the roof because you have this image that other people have of you, based on what you’ve put out there so far and how they define you and what they want from you. It’s difficult when you try to make some kind of a turn or a change in the weather for yourself.”


Tom told journalist Mike Jollett that his breakthrough came during their demoing process. “Someone was fixing a mic and dragging a chair across the floor and it made the most beautiful sound like, ‘eeeeeehhh’. And I was thinking, jeez, that’s as musical as anything I heard all day, and I’m here to make music. So maybe I should be paying more attention to the things that are outside what we think we’re here to do.”


A series of demos laid out the sonic blueprint for where Waits was heading with his musical reinvention. He recalled to Mojo that we “did four songs, went and played them to Joe Smith at Elektra-Asylum, and he didn’t know what to make of it, and at that point I was kind of dropped from the label.” Speaking more candidly to Harp years later, Tom added more specifically in terms of how the label head felt that, in fact, “He hated it! I mean, this is a guy who looked like a sports announcer, so I didn’t really have much of a rapport with him. I felt like I was talking to an insurance agent… I think he even called me ‘kid’. He fancied himself as something of a mob boss but he also had a little bit of a fraternity feel to him. It was discouraging, but we were able to get off the label on a loophole.” That loophole allowed Waits and Brennan – now officially his manager – to take the demos to Island Records owner Chris Blackwell, who Waits recalled thankfully “loved the record. He came out to LA, we had coffee and he said, ‘Yeah, I’ll put it out.’ And that was it.”


The move to Island gave him the artistic freedom and financial backing to add on to the new sound he was constructing, sharing years later with Irish radio host Dave Fanning that “it was a big turning point for me in 1980 when I started hearing things differently and doing things differently.”


Waits explained to the Chicago Tribune that, in the course of producing the ‘Swordfishtrombones’ album, “I tried to open my eyes and ears to things that I had been listening to for a long time. I just had never before found a way to incorporate those things into my own music and my own ideas. I’ve always liked the idea of musical cross-fertilization, any kind of mutant cannibalisation of music that’s imposed over another culturally.”


The results would dazzle critics like the LA Times who noted in their glowing review that Waits’ new sound “explored his scrapyard symphonies and customised cabaret with a bracing sense of risk and freedom,” while GQ would quip accurately in later years that the sound Waits and Brennan had succeeded in producing was “an album like none before it. A boldly drawn line, running right through the centre of Tom Waits’ work, dividing his life into two neat categories: before Kathleen Brennan and after Kathleen Brennan.”


He had succeeded in shedding his first generation of musical skin, and NPR would note that, in the process, “the barroom piano of ‘Closing Time’ gave way a decade later to the bizarre, horn-based experimentation of 1983’s ‘Swordfishtrombones’. His style…(became) more distinctive…(weaving) new elements into his music, in the process sealing his reputation as one of the rock era’s most important artists.”


Examining the transition from a broader vantage point, the New York Times would note that, heading into the mid Eighties, “since…his own ground-breaking album ‘Swordfishtrombones’, he has been resolutely broadening his musical palette…has been creating a music that is beyond category – and beyond the scope of the character he portrayed in his early performances, the hard-drinking, gruff-voiced chronicler of bleak rooming house days and road-weary nights…Gravitating toward odd instruments (including a wheezing old proto-synthesiser called the Chamberlin and a percussive sound sculpture known as the conundrum) and sonic textures.”


His next studio LP, 1985’s ‘Rain Dogs’, built on the creative and commercial momentum achieved with ‘Swordfishtrombones’. By that point, he told Mojo, he’d developed “a lot more self-esteem. We’d done something on our own. It just felt more honest. I was trying to find music that felt more like the people that were in the songs, rather than everybody being kind of dressed up in the same outfit. The people in my earlier songs might have had unique things to say and have come from diverse backgrounds, but they all looked the same.”


Stylistically, Waits would add in the same conversation that “I got to a point where I became more eccentric – my songs and my world view. And I started using experimental instruments and ethnic instruments and trying to create some new forms for myself. Using found sounds and so forth.”


Tom experienced another sonic epiphany that would become and remain a central tenet of his production philosophy throughout the balance of his career, describing the moment for fans years later in a Epitaph label blog by recalling that “my most thrilling musical experience was in Times Square, over 30 years ago. There was a rehearsal hall around the Brill Building where all the rooms were divided into tiny spaces with just enough room to open the door. Inside was a spinet piano – cigarette burns, missing keys, old paint and no pedals.


“You go in and close the door and it’s so loud from other rehearsals you can’t really work – so you stop and listen and the goulash of music was thrilling. Scales on a clarinet, tango, light opera, sour string quartet, voice lessons, someone belting out ‘Everything’s Coming Up Roses’, garage bands, and piano lessons. The floor was pulsing, the walls were thin. As if ten radios were on at the same time, in the same room. It was a train station of music with all the sounds milling around…for me it was heavenly.”


He branched out further into the realm of experimentation, using the natural soundscape of New York City to help him craft ‘Rain Dogs’. Tom explained to the Austin Chronicle that “since ‘Swordfishtrombones’ I’ve tried to explore diverse musical styles and that type of thing. I touched on a few of them here, on this record. You know, some blues and a lot of…different kinds of things. I think there’s a lot of variety.”


The city’s endless energy affected his creative incorporation process. “I couldn’t sleep on 23rd Street in New York – it was a musical traffic jam session. You can hear a melody, a horn section, haaa heee haaa, broken glass jig-jag clack whack shuffle shuffle. And a radiator with all those little Doc Severinsens playing. There’s food for thought at our fingertips and it begs to be dealt with.”


As he and Brennan wove those sounds into the broader fabric of the record itself in the studio, he recalled to Mojo that he “was exposed to a kind of mélange of sounds out there,” the results of which he later explained to Film Threat magazine sounded like “a whole pageant. It’s very rich, there’s a lot of noises that you either become compatible with or they drive you away. It’s just very surreal living with so much impact and so much input.”


The decade would produce ‘Swordfishtrombones’ ‘One From The Heart’, ‘Rain Dogs’, ‘Frank’s Wild Years’ and ‘Big Time’, a quintet described by the San Francisco Chronicle as “a masterful series of experimental yet deeply traditional albums. He took swatches of immigrant music – secondhand tangos, pub ballads, Weimar-era cabaret songs – and made them uniquely American, uniquely his own.”


Waits kicked off the Nineties by pushing his musical boundaries even further, seeming to find both artistic comfort and commercial success in the freedom he gave himself to experiment with anything that itched at his muse. He told Interview magazine that “after a while you realise that music – the writing and enjoying of it – is not off the coast of anything. It’s not sovereign, it’s well woven, a fabric of everything else.” He confirmed to GQ years later that “I wanted to take it all in – and then kind of, y’know, set it all on fire and see what remained. I didn’t really want to be part of a clique or a niche. But I also was looking for my own voice as a writer, y’know? And a world I could call my own.”


The next landmark in that ever-evolving search would come with 1992’s ‘Bone Machine’, where Waits felt he’d completed his first new wave of experimentation. In the first two decades of his career as a songwriter, he told Harp magazine, “I was just studying the whole thing, trying to find out what I could bring to it that hadn’t been brought to it before. Which is really hard to do. Most American culture – we just bury things so we can dig them up again. There’s nothing new under the sun, certainly not in popular music. By its very nature, popular music is repetitive and it’s constantly masquerading and then exposing itself again. If you just keep stirring it, different things come to the surface. So it’s sort of interesting to watch what’s bubbling up. What you recognised from before that you thought had gotten hidden at the bottom is now up at the top again.”


Certain characteristics of his classic sound remained intact, the BBC noting that Waits in the Nineties would remain “famous for his gravelly voice and a penchant for unusual and exotic instruments, not to mention a bizarre and exaggerated public persona.” The Houston Chronicle would further argue that Waits had remained successful in retaining and even expanding that fan base by maintaining an “enduring allure…(of) mystique…throughout his career, a foreignness and an ability to surprise.” ‘Bone Machine’ would accomplish all of the above, garnering Waits in the process a new generation of fans and a Grammy Nomination for Best Alternative Album in 1994.


As the Nineties unfolded and alternative rock went mainstream, Tom had succeeded in cornering his own musical market, a self-invented sub-genre that thrived on what American Songwriter highlighted as a “brilliance…(that) has been found in his ability to create albums that are perfectly sequenced to showcase his eclecticism and range as an artist.” His next project ‘The Black Rider’, was no exception as an illustration of that brilliance in action. Having built up enough creative capital to approach one of his lifelong literary heroes about collaborating on new music together, Waits reached out to the legendary beat writer William S Burroughs, who, Tom explained to the Chicago Tribune, he viewed artistically as “the crooked sheriff in a bad town. Kind of like the real Mark Twain, the one standing in the shadows that nobody wants to look at, particularly the literary side.”


Meeting the reclusive Burroughs meant “going to Lawrence, Kansas” where, Waits shared with the Daily News, “there was a little summit meeting out there, and it was really exciting getting this whole thing off the ground. Nobody knew what it would be or the form it would take. I remember Burroughs started singing, ‘Ain’t no sin to take off your skin and dance around in your bones.’ For some reason, with him looking all skeletal himself, holding a drink in his hand and kind of doing a little jig in the middle of the floor, it was inspiring.”


Tom seemed to have found a sense of inner peace, taking a few years off in the mid Nineties to raise his children. An interview with journalist Michael Fuchs-Gambock revealed that “I had no choice but to grow up fast. You can’t bring kids up if you’re still one yourself. On top of that, being a father has a lot of advantages. You get healthier. Life is quieter and you can concentrate on work better. I am my work, and only when I work can I really express myself and what’s inside me. I learn more about myself through it. To get to that stage I have to have peace and quiet and the family is a vital part of that.”


Tom and Brennan returned in 1999 with their next studio opus, ‘Mule Variations’, opting to leave Island Records, his home for much of the past two decades, in favour of indie label Epitaph who, Waits recalled to Mojo, “convinced me that I belonged there and that what I was doing was perfectly valid, and that gave me confidence.”


Back in the studio, Waits and Brennan were as strong a production team as ever, engineer Steve Hodges recalling to author Barney Hoskyns that “they sang stuff together and she commented on his phrasing, helped with the enunciations. They definitely worked together at sculpting this thing, and they were really honest about how much they needed each other. It’s a fucking beautiful thing they have. Who wouldn’t think it’s pretty cool that these guys can relate on stuff and work together? Tom is a renaissance man of a sort. To be so powerful without being macho is…very cool.”


A Mojo magazine cover story framed him as “a master songwriter who likes to pretend he’s a bin raider, not so much composing his demented nerve-jangles and sentimental broken beauties as welding together a bunch of found sounds with some new ideas, cobbled-together instruments with traditional ones, speaking with singing and mouth-rhythms that sound like both field recordings and computer loops. His creations have become even more experimental with age.”


His Epitaph debut ‘Mule Variations’ went gold and reaffirmed the currency of Waits’ influence through a Grammy Award for Best Contemporary Folk Album and a nomination for Best Male Rock Performance. The singer-songwriter entered the Millennium and his 30-year mark in the business as viable as ever.


An Epitaph label press release cited a range of influences including “Kerouac, Dylan, Bukowski, Rod Serling, Don Van Vliet, Cantinflas, James Brown, Harry Belafonte, Ma Rainey, Big Mama Thornton, Howlin’ Wolf, Leadbelly, Lord Buckley, Mabel Mercer, Lee Marvin, Thelonious Monk, John Ford, Fellini, Weegee, Jagger, Richards, Willie Dixon, John McCormick, Johnny Cash, Hank Williams, Frank Sinatra, Louis Armstrong, Robert Johnson, Hoagy Carmichael, Enrico Caruso.”


Tom had succeeded through his own sub-genre in becoming what Mojo concluded by that point was “a totemic figure for a generation of alternative acts who want their music to sound dirty, visceral, and human. From the gothic swamp-rock of Nick Cave and PJ Harvey to the muddy grooves of the Beta Band and the stomping blues-punk of Jon Spencer, Waits is the hidden presence behind so much music that rages against mechanical blandness.”


Waits was as busy as ever as the decade unfolded, remaining popular not only with his multi-generational base of fans from the Seventies, Eighties and Nineties, but equally as relevant to a new generation of college-aged fans. Chart Attack’s report on the success of his 2008 live album stated that “there’s a new Number 1 album courtesy Tom Waits, a veteran of the college radio wars. His latest album, ‘Glitter And Doom Live’, rises two places to capture the Number 1 spot on this week’s charts.


“Holding this spot on the campus charts is nothing new for this wily old veteran. Since engaging in his musical comeback a decade ago, all but one of his six most recent releases have topped the campus charts, beginning with his Grammy Award-winning ‘Mule Variations’ which held the Number 1 position for seven straight weeks in 1999. Waits’ other Number 1 albums include 2002’s ‘Blood Money’, 2004’s ‘Real Gone’ and the triple-album release ‘Orphans: Brawlers, Bawlers & Bastards’ which remained at Number 1 for three weeks exactly three years ago. The only album in that period to not hit Number 1 was ‘Alice’, which Waits released concurrently with ‘Blood Money’. ‘Alice’ reached Number 4 when ‘Blood Money’ was also in the Top 10.”


Putting the depth and breadth of that ever-influential and growing catalogue under a complete and comprehensive examination for the first time in the pages of Tom Waits: In The Studio, we now begin an exploration of the behind-the-scenes process by which the alt-jazz/folk-pop sub-genre he still chairs today was first invented, beginning with an examination of the Seventies Asylum years.


Via beloved early LPs like the latter-mentioned ‘The Heart Of Saturday Night’, ‘Small Change’ and ‘Heartattack And Vine’, the singer-songwriter succeeded in singularly standing out among what Harp magazine concluded was “a musical era overpopulated with coke fiends and jaded hippies, Waits was the personification of a new kind of vintage cool – a technologically advanced hipster. Raymond Chandler for the counterculture. Hoagy Carmichael for folkies. Lord Buckley for the Cheech and Chong generation.”


For fans of Waits’ later decades of multiple musical evolutions, stylistically and sonically, that produced equally-and-in-some-cases more broadly celebrated LPs like ‘Swordfishtrombones’, ‘Rain Dogs’, ‘Bone Machine’, ‘Mule Variations’, ‘Real Gone’ and beyond, an equally as thrilling period of production is explored. In light of the Miami Herald’s recent conclusion that “you could say Waits is the king…of turning idiosyncrasies and eccentricities into artistic statements and masterpieces,” this journey promises to be as unique as Tom Waits’ artistic self.
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“I was born on 7 December 1949 in the back seat of a yellow cab in Murphy Hospital parking lot in Pomona, California.” – TOM WAITS


“I remember when I was a kid I heard a songwriter in a club and it gave me some purpose and an idea that I also wanted to be a performer. I didn’t know anything about it, but I knew what I didn’t want to do and just narrowed it down to that.” – TOM WAITS
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PART I: TOM WAITS: THE ROOTS AF A SONGWRITER





Tom Waits would become an overnight poet and musical advocate for the ‘real people’ of the world with his very first album. His lyrics, twisting along the boulevards and back roads of society’s underbelly, expressed what Rolling Stone concluded was “passionate love for the seamier side of Los Angeles and its environs. Booze, cigarettes and gasoline fuel his world of neon signs, gas stations, diners, bus depots, barmaids and sailors.”


In looking back on his own childhood, the singer/songwriter admits that, on the surface, “my own background was very middle class… I was a kid…(and) had a pretty normal childhood. I learned to handle silverware and all of that stuff.”


Still, the suburban subterfuge faded fast with Waits’ next revelation – one that could have been pulled right out of one of his songs – that “my parents divorced when I was 10 years old. My father’s been married about three times, so I moved around quite a lot.” Initially staying in his father’s custody, Waits’ vagabond roots were planted in the years that followed, the singer recalling in a conversation with ZigZag magazine that “my father was a Spanish teacher, so we lived in Whittier, Pomona, LaVerne, North Hollywood, Silver Lake, metropolitan areas surrounding Los Angeles.”


This domestic transience would go on to inform Waits’ real-world experience speaking on and for those who, like him, hadn’t lived a life of traditional white-picket life, reflective in Waits’ childhood memory with Smash Hits magazine that “when I was ten, we lived on a chicken ranch in Baja California for about five months. I spent a lot of time in Mexico.”


When he wasn’t moving around with his father’s family, Waits shared with Melody Maker that “sometimes I lived with my mother and two sisters… I kinda took care of my (sisters). I was at home with these three women, my mother and an older sister and a younger sister…and although they were there, I was on my own a lot.”


During these formative years, Tom’s escape from the realities of growing up bouncing back and forth between his parents came, not surprisingly, via music, beginning with his parents’ respective vinyl collections, which he recalled to Contemporary Keyboard magazine “wasn’t anything real eclectic…mostly the hit parade, that kind of stuff: Frank Sinatra, Bing Crosby, Gene Krupa, Benny Goodman, Harry Belafonte, Glenn Miller – nothing real ‘inside.’ But as an alternative to Blue Cheer, it was a welcome relief… There was always music in the house.”


As he began to dig deeper than his folks’ record collections’ in search of a sound that spoke more really to him, Waits shared that “the first album I bought was James Brown’s ‘Papa’s Got A Brand New Bag.’”


From there, a pallet of wildly colourful influences as eclectic as Waits’ own style would eventually emerge that, he explained to Crawdaddy Radio, included “Clarence ‘Frogman’ Henry, Huey ‘Piano’ Smith, Harry ‘The Hipster’ Edison. I listened to Lord Buckley for a long time. I was always fond of George and Ira Gershwin and Jerome Kern and Johnny Mercer and Cole Porter and Irving Berlin. As far as contemporary artists at the time, I wasn’t listening to them. I was never a real trendsetter… I was never particularly excited about the Beach Boys, a lot of their albums were good for keeping the dust off your turntable.”


He would add years later in a walk down memory lane with NPR that “the early songs I remember was ‘Abilene’. When I heard ‘Abilene’ on the radio it really moved me. And then I heard you know: ‘Abilene, Abilene, prettiest town I have ever seen. Women there don’t treat you mean. And Abilene…’ I just thought that was the greatest lyric you know ‘Women there don’t treat you mean.’ And then, you know, ‘Detroit City’. ‘Last night I went to sleep in Detroit City.’ ‘And I dream about the cotton fields back home.’


“I liked songs with the names of towns in them and I liked songs with weather in them and something to eat. So I feel like there’s a certain anatomical aspect to a song that I respond to. I think: ‘Oh yeah, I can go into that world. There’s something to eat, there’s the name of a street, there’s a saloon, okay.’ So probably that’s why I put things like that in my songs.”


Waits’ own musical development began, the singer recalled to Folkscene, when “I went to O’Farrell Junior High School, an all-black junior high. I was under certain social pressures, so I listened to what was around me. I listened to a lot of black artists, quite a few black artists – James Brown, the Supremes, Wilson Pickett – but by then I’d had a lot of incongruous musical influences: jazz, Gershwin, Porter, Kern, Arlen, Carmichael, Mercer, Louis Armstrong, Stravinsky, Reverend Gary Davis, Mississippi John Hurt. I had a real interest in that. James Brown was my idol at the time…and the Flames were real big… I saw James Brown live – he knocked me out, man, when I was in 7th grade.”


Tom’s experience with the Godfather of Soul sparked the same ambition and inspiration that had gripped John Lennon on seeing Elvis Presley perform for the first time on Ed Sullivan Live and less than a decade later, resulted in his own band’s appearance on the same stage, inspiring an entire new generation of music fans. Waits explained to SOMA magazine that he’d already begun to discover a talent of his own at a younger age, beginning with “the ukulele when I was a kid and I played a guitar my dad gave me…(and) played trumpet in elementary school.”


Waits recalled to Contemporary Keyboard that he joined his first band at age 12. “I played rhythm guitar and sang in a band called the Systems…(We played) rhythm and blues – a lot of black hit parade stuff, white kids trying to get that Motown sound… I don’t know if it was a soul band. It was surf and soul.” Eager to begin honing his own live musical instincts, Tom explained to journalist Mikel Jollett that, initially, being stunted in that ambition by the fact that “in those days, you didn’t play a lot of gigs. You’d play a dance every now and then. I knew I wanted to do something with music, but navigating that seems almost impossible. It’s like digging through a wall with a spoon and your only hope is that what’s on the other side is digging with the same intensity towards you.”


At age 14, Tom, living again with his father after he opened a translation business in San Diego, enrolled in Hill Top High School in the Chula Vista neighborhood of San Diego. From the outset, he confessed to Rambler magazine, “I was kind of an amateur juvenile delinquent… When I was a kid, I was pretty normal. Used to go to Dodger Stadium, was a real avid Dodger fan. I did all the usual things like hang around parking lots, had paper routes, vandalised cars, stole things from dime stores and all that stuff.”


Crediting his rebellion in part to the fact that “I felt really peculiar when I was going through puberty. That was a very peculiar period for me,” Waits soon found refuge – and arguably his foot in the door to a world that would eventually come to define him as a songwriter – working the graveyard shift at Napoleon’s Pizza Parlour in the National City neighborhood of San Diego, a job he comically recalled to Smash Hits magazine that he landed “when I was 14.


“My brother-in-law, who weighed about 300 pounds, was working in a small Italian restaurant and they decided that there was no room for him in the kitchen, so they sacked him and I got the job… I stayed in school, but worked every night until four in the morning.” The nocturnal nature of his new job allowed Waits “the freedom to take off at five in the afternoon and come back at five in the morning, no questions asked… I would stay out all night, I loved it.”


Tom also found himself instantly attracted to the gritty narrative of the ‘real world’ vibe National City offered him in contrast to his family’s middle-class suburban existence, describing his workplace to WAMU Radio as “a tiny community – this Naugahyde town in Southern California – a sailor town, lots of vinyl white-booted go-go dancers…The main drag was a transvestite (row) and the average age was deceased… Hookers would come in, brag and play with me. The point was to wash enough dishes as you could so you could go outside and smoke a cigarette… I encountered a whole different element – people a lot older than me, pool hustlers and Mafioso types.” Taking the young, eagerly impressionable Waits under their wing, the singer-songwriter volunteered that “I grew up real fast.”


He recalled in a conversation with the New Yorker a feeling in his gut that “I knew when I was working there I was going to do something with it. I didn’t know how, but I felt it every night… I worked until four in the morning in a pizza house as a cook, started off as a dishwasher, worked for Sal Crivello and Joe Sardo, worked there for five years as a matter of fact… I was dishwasher, waiter, cook, janitor, plumber – everything. They called me Speed O Flash. Sundays, I’d come in at 6 am and wash, buff and wax the floors. There was a good jukebox – played ‘Cryin’ Time’ and ‘I Can’t Stop Loving You.’” 


The musical influences that captured his ear in his later teens included “James Brown and Bobby Blue Bland, Jimmy Witherspoon, Bob Dylan and Ray Charles. I think most singers, when they start out, are doing really bad impersonations of other singers that they admire. You kind of evolve into your voice. Or maybe your voice is out there waiting for you to grow up and then it meets you.”


Waits’ nocturnal lifestyle left no real energy or passion for days as a student to the point where, by the age of 17, Tom recalled to journalist Peter O’Brien that high school had become “a big pain… When I was in school, I was in trouble a lot. Conflict with teachers. I got no sympathy from my folks, being teachers themselves. I was wasted all day, because I worked in a restaurant until four in the morning… I became a day sleeper… I’d worked all the way through high school – bus boy, cook, janitor, plumber, maintenance man. I was never voted ‘Most Likely to Succeed’ in school, but, what the hell. I’m glad I wasn’t!… I didn’t find much in school. I was just getting in a lot of trouble so I hung it up.”


He now had more time on his hands to continue soaking up as much real-life experience as he could. While continuing to hold down his night-job at Napoleon’s Pizza Parlor, Tom took on any part-time job he could get, recalling to WAMU Radio that these included “all the odd jobs… I drove taxis, sold vacuum cleaners and encyclopedias, worked in gas stations and liquor stores, at a jewellery store, as a janitor, a delivery boy, a labour organiser at a maternity ward, in a commissary on a Navy base, as a street sweeper, a bouncer at a coffee house and even had a paper route. I sold night crawlers to fishermen – you can buy live worms in the mail, you know… I worked a lot of different jobs.”


Waits admits in hindsight he was “desperately keen to get away (from)” in part because he felt socially alienated from the Sixties hippie/flower-power social movement. Tom’s decision to follow his own path would later be depicted by Newsweek as an age where “a middle-class southern California kid…dropped out of the hippie generation.”


He addressed his alienation from both a social and artistic perspective in a conversation with New Times magazine. “I was kinda lost in the Sixties… I didn’t have black lights or incense or Jimi Hendrix posters, so I was really going through an identity crisis…knowing I wanted to do something creative and not knowing how or where to do it… I felt a little misplaced.”


All of that changed, as the Los Angeles Free Press would report, “in his mid teens…(at) a time when some of us discovered Dylan; some of us discovered swing; and when some of us are discovering Springsteen. The mod teens are an important, impressionable age. Waits discovered Jack Kerouac.”


Tom candidly told Now magazine that discovering Kerouac and Ginsberg at such a crucial and pivotal time in his teens “saved me. Growing up without a dad, I was always looking for a father figure and those guys sorta became my father figures. Reading On The Road added some interesting mythology to the ordinary and sent me off on the road myself with an investigative curiosity about the minutiae of life.”


Waits added to Rolling Stone that “Kerouac liked to consider himself a jazz poet, using words the same way Miles (Davis) uses his horn. And it’s a beautiful instrument. He had melody, a good sense of rhythm, structure, colour, mood and intensity. I couldn’t put the book down. And I got a subscription to Downbeat afterwards.”


The writer would serve in time as a tour guide as Waits made his way through an era where, he admits, “I was kinda groping for something to hang on to, stylistically.” He added in the same conversation with NME that “even though I was growing up in Southern California, he made a tremendous impression on me… I guess everybody reads him at some point in their life…and I loved (him) since I first discovered him… (At the time), I was obsessed with Kerouac (and) he remained my hero. I think it’s good to have heroes.”


Waits own rejection of the mainstream “during the height of rock and roll, (when) I kept a low profile,” fitted perfectly with Kerouac’s On The Road philosophy of exploring life at a time when Waits’ ambitions ‘didn’t go much beyond just working in a restaurant, maybe buying into a place. Music was just such a vicarious thing, I was a patron. No more, no less.”


Crediting his favourite Beat writer with giving him the focus to think freely of those sorts of conventional boundaries, Tom admitted years later to Melody Maker that “I discovered him at the time I could have ended up at Lockheed Aircraft, a jewellery store or a gas station, married with three children, lying on the beach…a lot of Americans went off on the road, just get into a car and drive, for 3,000 miles, East or West.”


Waits would soon follow suit, fully embracing the concept of life imitating art when he “hitchhiked to Arizona with Sam Jones while I was still a high school student,” beginning his own journal of experiences that he recalled became a regular feature to his post-high school life in the late Sixties. In an Asylum Records promo interview Waits revealed that he and buddy Sam Jones would “hitchhike all the time from California to Arizona. We would just see how far we could go in three days, on a weekend and see if we could get back by Monday… I rode the rails and slept in a graveyard.”


Waits’ days as a regional vagabond exploring the highways and byways of the Southwest included adventures such as one he recalled to Magnet magazine where “one night in a fog…we got lost on the side road and didn’t know where we were exactly. And the fog came in and we were really lost then and it was very cold. We dug a big ditch in a dry river bed and we both laid in there and pulled all this dirt and leaves over us Iike a blanket. We’re shivering in this ditch all night and we woke up in the morning and the fog had cleared and right across from us was a diner; we couldn’t see it through the fog. We went in and had a great breakfast, still my high-water mark for a great breakfast. The phantom diner.”


Waits added in Island promo interview that “another time we wound up) on a New Year’s Eve in front of a Pentecostal church and an old woman named Mrs Anderson came out. We were stuck in a town, with like seven people in this town and trying to get out you know? And my buddy and I were out there for hours and hours and hours getting colder and colder and it was getting darker and darker. Finally she came over and she says: ‘Come on in the church here. It’s warm and there’s music and you can sit in the back row.’ And then we did and they were singing and had a tambourine, an electric guitar and a drummer.


“They were talking in tongues and then they kept gesturing to me and my friend Sam: ‘These are our wayfaring strangers here.’ So we felt kinda important. And they took up a collection, they gave us some money, bought us a hotel room and a meal. We got up the next morning, then we hit the first ride at seven in the morning and then we were gone. It was really nice, I still remember all that and it gave me a good feeling about travelling.”


Followng the same path toward artistic discovery that heroes like Kerouac had through their fascinations with American literature, Tom recalled to the New Yorker that “I became curious about style more than anything else…(so) I read a lot. I used to read Hubert Selby, Larry McMurtry, John Rechy, Nelson Algren. I liked comedians and storytellers: Wally Cox, Harry the Hipster, Rodney Dangerfield, Redd Foxx, Lord Buckley… I discovered Gregory Corso, Lawrence Ferlinghetti…


“Ginsberg still comes up with something every now and again… Charles Bukowski is probably one of the most colourful and most important writers of modern fiction, poetry and prose, in contemporary literature… I’d say he’s at the vanguard in my book, he just levels me.” To accompany his beatnik image, Waits happily dressed the part, recalling that, in 1968, “I started wearing dark glasses and got myself a subscription to (jazz magazine) Downbeat.”


By that age, he was finally able to begin putting the proverbial puzzle pieces of what to do with his life. He revealed to Rambler that “since I was a kid I had an image of me in a dark sport coat and clean tie getting up and entertaining people.” In his late teens, he told Sounds magazine, “I heard a songwriter in a club and it gave me some purpose and an idea that I also wanted to be a performer. I didn’t know anything about it, but I knew what I didn’t want to do and just narrowed it down to that.”


Tom had put the guitar aside to explore life over the preceding few years. He next found himself sitting in his parents’ garage before a piano that he admitted up to that point, he’d avoided because “it scared me to death… I wouldn’t go near it because…I didn’t know how to approach it.” Summoning the same fearless spirit that had first sent him exploring the open roads, Waits recalled to the New Yorker becoming “an investigator at the keyboard… I finally broke down (and) started sitting down, fooling around with it… No academic study at all. I just listened to records.”


His technique came from a collection of influences that, he recalled to Downbeat magazine, included legendary pianists like “Red Tyler, Huey Piano Smith, Art Tatum, Professor Longhair and Thelonious Monk… Another composer I like is Bob Dorough. He wrote ‘Baltimore Oriole’ back in the Fifties… The first time I got hip to him was on an album called ‘Poetry And Jazz’. John Carradine was on it reading some Dylan Thomas stuff.”


Tom recalled to Folkscene that a favourite was a spoken-word LP by Steve Allen and Jack Kerouac, explaining that “Steve Allen played some stuff and he just talked over the top of it and it was real, real effective… It was essentially Steve Allen playing jazz behind Kerouac and Kerouac was just telling stories… (From there), I listened to Rudy Ray Moore, Oscar Brown Jr, Ken Nordine, Lord Buckley… I had never heard anything like it – so I wrote a few little things… It frees you as a songwriter to be able to just throw down some colour and not worry about any sort of meter at all, so I enjoyed (that).”


As Waits laid it down on the piano day after day, the singer/songwriter soon found himself becoming more and more “curious about melody. If I wanted to learn a key, I’d write a melody in that key… I soon taught myself to play everything in F sharp and little by little I got to be all right… I taught myself primarily so that I could understand what I was trying to do technically on the piano. Usually you write within a framework, however limited you are, then that’s as far as you’ll go. Instead of learning theory and then learning how to play the piano, I learned theory through writing.”


This was an early and important underpinning to any composer who would later – with that knowledge of song structure – be free to explore many uncharted musical territories. His discovery of the piano would be the catalyst to launching Tom’s career as a songwriter.


Waits’ songwriting craft continued to evolve in a free-form style that reflected what he explained to the San Diego Weekly was an ongoing desire to avoid “any real academic stuff, which I think becomes sort of obvious when you notice my pedestrian style… I’m real ragged. To use the word ragtime would be about right. I’m just real pedestrian in how I approach it. It’s mainly from a writing standpoint… It provides a lot more freedom for me.”


San Diego’s live music scene was as much his classroom as the recorded and written influences described above, Waits used his love of life as inspiration as he continued to refine his songwriting instincts, recalling to Folkscene that “my musical education began at a folk club – the Heritage, a small club in San Diego which had a lot of traditional music, a lot of country artists, bluegrass, that sort of thing. I soaked it in like a sponge. I sat on the door and I listened to as much as I possibly could.”


Landing his first regular gig was no easy task, with Waits explaining to the San Diego Weekly that “I was the doorman and that was one of the important steps for me because I got to listen every weekend. It was one place you could run into someone you haven’t seen in three of four years and that was usually the place you went when you got back in town to see who was in town. All those people that used to hang out there. When the Heritage closed it was hard for a long time…


“Bob Webb gave me a weekend there. I’d been hootin’ for quite a while and I had a girlfriend who got a job waiting tables too. So she was kind of putting a good word in for me with Bob and finally he came around and said, ‘We’ll risk it.’”


As he became further immersed into the live folk scene, Tom explained that the club offered his first face-to-face exposure to “the first real songwriters I came into first-hand contact with were around San Diego. All local people at the Heritage and the Candy Company and the Back Door and, eventually, Jack Tempchin, Ray Bierl and Ted Staak. There weren’t that many, but the ones that were playing here were all worth listening to.”


The fledgling songwriter explained to Rambler that “I was working the door, taking tickets at the time and listening to all kinds of acts from the door… I heard bluegrass, comics, folk singers, string bands… I knew one day I would perform myself, but I was trying to soak up as much before I did so I wouldn’t make an ass of myself.”


In a short time, Waits’ plan paid off. “I first got on stage, slowly I worked up to where I was doing a weekend now and then and I was playing a little guitar, a little piano, doing Mississippi John Hurt songs and Reverend Gary Davis and it was basically a traditional club with emphasis on string, bands, banjo, fiddle, bluegrass folk music, traditional blues, very few songwriters.


“I was just one of many and it was kind of a beach community musical school where people come and hang out, just local talent… It was just something I wanted to try my hand at, so I tried my hand at it… I guess you get better as you go along, the more music you listen to and the more perceptive you become towards melody and lyric and all.”


As an ever-evolving songwriter, Waits soon found his core creative comfort zone intermingling a love for improvisation, both in his life and musical stylings, that was reminiscent of his hero Jack Kerouac. He reasoned that while “some people choose to write about cosmic garbage, what sign are you and how many limousines there are, I just write about things that I see around me.” Drawing on his years working and walking among the proverbial ‘real people’ of the world, Waits further explained that in the course of acquiring his street smarts he was also developing his creative intelligence as a songwriter.


“I was picking up people’s conversations in all-night coffee shops – ambulance drivers, cabdrivers, street sweepers. I did research there as an evening curator and I started writing gingerly. I thought at some point I’d like to forge it all into something meaningful and give it dignity.”


Waits began to invent what would become his signature art-imitating-life style of songwriting. Years later, he would explain that the aforementioned wouldn’t have been possible without his having personally walked enough in those characters’ shoes to give them a real voice, reasoning to WAMU Radio that “I’m concerned about imagery in a song and not going for the easiest possible description.


“It helps when I sit down to write something to be able to use my imagination and it certainly is a craft after a while, it’s a whole combination of craft and your own past experience and your own crazy ideas about things. I come from a good family and everything but I’ve over the years developed some ways about me that just aren’t right – you just have to look for the kinks in your personality and it helps sometimes.”



















PART II: ‘CLOSING TIME’ (1973)





Having decided on his career path by the age of 19, Waits recalled to Folkscene feeling at the time that “I couldn’t think of anything else I really wanted to be. Seems to be today nobody wants to be…a baseball player anymore or anything – everybody wants to be a rock’n’roll star. I was always real interested in music (which) beat the hell out of putting aluminum siding on recreational vehicles, or fixing radios… Even though I’ve had to do a lot of other things to make a buck, this is what I’ve always wanted to do.”


Seeking more promising professional horizons than San Diego’s folk clubs, Waits turned his ambition north toward Los Angeles, sharing his memory with New Times magazine of feeling “like a lion ready to pounce on the music scene… I was as ambitious as hell. I wasn’t any good, but I was ambitious and I thought I was better than anybody and I sucked raw eggs. But you have to think that way. To let an audience intimidate you is musical suicide.”


He commuted back and forth on a weekly basis between Los Angeles and San Diego, as Melody Maker magazine later recalled. “Waits took his bluesy, boozy act to amateur night at Los Angeles’ Troubadour Club…on Monday evenings, when the club opened its stage to all-comers… Tom would take the 150-mile bus ride up from San Diego; after standing in line for several hours, he would be called onstage in time to do only a few numbers before catching a bus that would deliver him back home as the sun was coming up… Within a year he had gathered an impressive following including Elton John, Bette Midler and Joni Mitchell.”


Waits’ live gigs at the Troubadour attracted attention in the same vein of Jimi Hendrix’s residence at the Bag O’Nails club in London, where like Waits, while still an unknown, Hendrix boasted a loyal audience including Eric Clapton, Pete Townshend, John Lennon, Mick Jagger, Brian Jones, Jeff Beck, Rod Stewart, Jimmy Page, Ronnie Wood and Paul McCartney. One member of that audience would soon step forward and help in launching Tom’s career as a recording artist.


The night that would change Waits’ life, as Melody Maker recounted, came one night in the summer of 1971 when “Frank Zappa/Tim Buckley manager Herb Cohen heard Tom perform at the Troubadour. Impressed, Cohen added the singer to his client roster.” Years later, Cohen would share his memory of that first encounter with journalist Stan Soocher. “I was on my way to the toilet when I heard Tom sing. When I came out of the toilet, I asked him what he was doing and he said, ‘Nothing’. So I signed him up.” Signing Waits to a development deal with Bizarre/Straight Records, the label Cohen co-owned with star client Frank Zappa, “Herb got me a songwriting contract and I wrote for a (year) before I got a recording contract with Asylum Records.”


Jerry Yester, who had produced ‘Goodbye And Hello’ and ‘Happy Sad’ for Tim Buckley, as well as hit albums for the Turtles and the Association, was chosen to oversee Waits’ debut album. Recounting his first face-to-face meeting with Waits, Yester recalled that “I’d got a call from Tom’s manager about the project, who was also my manager at the time and rather than send me any demos, he sent Tom my address and phone number and he showed up at my house in Burbank.


“My house was located across the street from a church and Hungarian deli, and so I got this call, ‘Is this Jerry?’ And I said ‘Yes’, and he said ‘This is Tom, I’m standing in front of this place called Olive Imports.’ So I directed him to my house and he walked right in, sat down at my living room baby grand piano and played me all the songs from the album.” The set, Waits explained to WAMU Radio, was culled from “a collection of a lot of old songs of mine…that I’d been keeping around until I got a record contract. A lot of the songs were already three years old!”


Yester was as impressed with Waits as the characters in his songs. “He came off as a character right away, very eccentric. (Drummer) Shelly Manne put it best years later during the ‘Small Change’ LP sessions, which was the first time he’d met Tom, when he came into the control room after the first take of a song called ‘Step Right Up’ and asked us ‘Who is this guy? He’s the oldest guy I’ve ever met.’ And we were all laughing because Tom really was in good possession of his character. He was self-invented and had a lot going for him at such a young age, because he was only 25 at that time and even younger – 21 at the time we first started working together.


“When he started playing in my living room my wife, who had been washing the tub in the bathroom, heard Tom and came in with this ‘What the hell’ look on her face, sat down alongside me and listened to him the rest of the time he was playing. I recorded Tom at my house that afternoon on a Sony two-inch machine to make my own demos. After listening through again and reaching the same conclusion that pre-production on the songs was done, my next thought was: okay, what’s next? Which was the band.”


Though he hadn’t played with a band backing him since Junior High, Yester remembered Waits knowing right off the bat what instrumentation he wanted behind his songs. It began, as the producer recalled, with “Tom saying ‘I like an upright bass’, so I said ‘Okay, I’ll find a good player’ and came up with Bill Plummer. Then I said, ‘I think an electric guitar would sound good on this stuff’. He said ‘Yeah?’ And I said ‘I know this young guy who I’ve known since he was six, who is one of the best guitar players I’ve ever heard, Peter Klimes’, and next I said ‘I think on drums, I don’t think you can do better than John Seiter (who had been the drummers for the Turtles). He had a lot of soul and was a great natural player.’


“So we tried the band out in a rehearsal, and it just clicked, Tom loved them all. They really gelled from the start, fell right into the tunes and the arrangements evolved naturally. There was no real talk about it, I don’t remember anything except that they evolved naturally and very quickly, maybe over one afternoon as I recall, and then we went right into the studio.” Tom, for his own part, recalled to the San Diego Weekly that “I had a good group and we got along fine. We had a week and a half, two weeks, of rehearsal and then went right into the studio.”


Though he’d clocked up recording time already between August and December, 1971 demoing songs for manager Herb Cohen, ‘Closing Time’ would mark Waits’ first time formally entering a studio to record, the prospect of which the singer-songwriter would admit years later to The Scene “was kind of frightening… You know when ya go into the studio for the first time you get a little nervous and you don’t know as much.” Jerry Yester felt far more confident because “I felt the songs were really there already, I was stunned, because it was amazing material. Tom seemed to be coming from a totally artistic point of view and there was no chaff at all; he was done with pre-production and that kind of gave me a sonic blueprint for the record as a producer in that I knew right away I wanted to keep it very simple and non-technical and let the songs speak for themselves. There were no snags and it was one of the easiest things I’ve ever recorded in my life.”


Though the album would ultimately be titled ‘Closing Time’ – in line with the dive-bar subject matter of its songs – Jerry Yester joked about finding a small amount of irony in the fact that sessions for the record began early in the morning, explaining that “the only time we could get in the studio was from 10 in the morning to six in the evening. Tom and I were both night owls, everybody was, but because we both wanted to get right to work in a studio, rather than waiting for a couple months, so we settled for a day-time booking at Sunset Sound. We went in within a couple of weeks to Sunset Sound to begin work. I remember we had both grumbled a lot about the daytime schedule at first, but after the first day we were really into the music we were making so it didn’t take long to adjust to the hours. It was a really productive time and there was something nice about working in the daytime.”


“I was fortunate enough to have pretty much my own rein in the studio,” Waits recalled to the San Diego Weekly, describing his greatest challenge as the realisation “that because any fine, competent studio musician in LA can play any number of different styles, you have to know exactly what you want… It was the matter of being explicit enough in the studio to tell a musician exactly what you want.” The sound Waits invented in the course of ‘Closing Time’ was one Melody Maker would later compare to something “like the Beat poets whose readings were accompanied by unobtrusive jazz. Tom utilises a simple, jazz-flavoured instrumentation. On his album…he plays a soft piano and is backed by a small, bass-dominated ensemble.”


Detailing the studio’s layout, famed producer Bruce Botnick (at the time an engineer at the studio) shared with Music Angle that “the main room was a compression room…the back wall was all brick, the floor was asphalt tile, the right wall looking out to the studio was shelving with sliding doors. That’s where we put the tapes, because we didn’t have a tape vault. Then there was the glass window and there were three Altec Lansing 604e loudspeakers hanging above that. The left was a block wall covered with acoustical tile, and then there was a big door, which held the famous Sunset Sound echo chamber, and then there was the entrance into the control room. The console was a custom tube console with 14 inputs that Alan Emig designed.”


Yester added of the studio’s design that “the whole control room was all brick and it had individual panels of acoustical tile to deaden it down. Basically, it was a very live room. The console sat on a platform, which was about six or eight inches off the floor. The tape machine sat behind us; we had an old Ampex 200 three-track, which had separate record and playback electronics so that you could select separate record or playback curves. They had a thing back then called AME, which was Ampex Master Equalisation, and then they had NAB, so if you recorded AME and played it back NAB it would come out brighter. It’s like recording with Dolby and not decoding. We also had an Ampex 300, I believe, three-track, which I converted over to a four-track with sel-sync (the ability to perform overdubs).”


Jerry Yester explained that “as far as the micing, I remember our engineer Ritchie loved U87s, U67s and U47s, but he would also use ribbon mics in different places in front of the drums and on Tom’s piano we used a pair of Neumann KM-87s. Tom played on a Steinway grand piano and everything just sounded great together. We spent three to four days on tracking and the band was done; it didn’t really take long to get the basic recording finished. Then Tom and I booked time over at this little studio on Cahuenga Boulevard, down toward Sunset, to record his overdubs.”


Waits would later express amazement at the freedom Sunset Sound gave him in the course of building the album’s instrumentation, explaining to the San Diego Weekly that “you just realise how much you have at your disposal…you have all this equipment, you’re open for 24 tracks, you can just shoot your rocks. The hardest thing is to be discrete. Definitely a learning experience. I was pleased with it.”


’Closing Time’ opened with ‘Ol’ 55’, a song the Eagles would go on to cover and Rolling Stone hailed as “one of the album’s finest cuts”. It is the rapturous evocation of driving the freeway in the early morning in a state of post-coital euphoria.” Waits, in a conversation with New Times magazine, pinpointed the song’s originality. “Ol’ 55’ is not just nostalgic, I drive a ’55 Cadillac. That’s the car I’ve always driven. It has nothing to do with nostalgia. That’s why I never do any oldies. You can’t improve on ‘Minnie The Moocher’. Cab Calloway did it best. I’m not going to do anything old until I think I can do it better. I’m not at all into the musical retread tire scene, like say the Manhattan Transfer or the Pointer Sisters. They’re just ripping off the past.”


Turning to the album’s title cut, Jerry Yester recalled its serendipitous creation as “probably the most magical moment of the album, which occurred three weeks into recording on a Sunday afternoon. Tom and I wanted to record something, and the only studio I could find that was open was Western, which is now Ocean Way Studios, and it was a big studio where Sinatra and the Association used to record.


“I remember at first it was like the total opposite of the way the album had moved so far because nothing was coming together, so we were sitting in the studio with nothing to do and this time booked, and I asked Tom ‘What do you want to do?’ And he said ‘Well, how about ‘Closing Time’?’ This was an instrumental, so I asked him ‘Okay, how do you want to do it?’ And he replied ‘I hear a horn doing the melody, and the bass’, and then one of us – I don’t remember who – said ‘How about a cello?’”


Sensing he needed to seize the moment, Yester “started calling people… It was a Sunday, so I thought it might be slim pickings, but luckily I found three or four players who weren’t doing anything, and they were all these at the studio within 45 minutes – Arni Egilsson, Tony Terran, who was an incredible trumpet player, and Jesse Ehrlich, who played cello. So Tom just started talking to him, running over parts, and the engineer Ritchie was so excited because it was such a nice grouping of instruments.” Agreeing, Waits added that the collection of players was “real effective…an instrumental done with standup bass, trumpet and piano.”


Continuing with the specifics of the song’s charmed recording session, Yester recalled that engineer Ritchie Moore “didn’t want any baffles, he wanted to use the big room and record it Quad (which meant two mics in front, and two in back). Ritchie wanted to just placing players in the right places with the right mics, and record it live two-track, backing the session up on the 16-track. So that afternoon, when these guys started playing, they just clicked so well together that it was just magical, one of those incredible storybook moments. It was like they’d known each other all their lives, even in this short time. Directionally, Tom didn’t need to say much of anything, other than little things like, ‘The trumpet should play melody here, and then I’ll play, then you’ll come back in…’”


Offering the recording as a perfect example of studio serendipity, the producer recalled that “the whole thing was improvised. I made a chord chart for whoever needed it, but we only did two takes, and the second take was the one. Tony played the sweetest trumpet, the cello and bass players were both incredible and Tom – who played piano live with them – was just blown away. Everyone was, it was just one of those moments where, when it was over, no-one really wanted to leave. No-one wanted to even move from the spot they were in, even like an hour and a half after the session was over. I’ve had maybe three recording moments like that in my life, where it was so wonderful no-one wanted it to end.”


‘I Hope That I Don’t Fall in Love with You’ was highlighted by Rolling Stone as “melodically the album’s most beautiful song. In this story about meeting eyes with a girl in a bar… Waits doesn’t just sing the song, he phrases it like the interior monologue of a method actor.” Jerry Yester found it impossible to pick favourites. It was like ‘Which is your favourite kid?’ It’s hard to say, because they all had different things going for them. I love ‘Ice Cream Man’, ‘Virginia Avenue’, ‘Little Trip’, ‘Love’ – they were all so different from anything that was going on.”


As production approached its close after about four weeks of tracking, producer Yester, who was wrapping up instrumental overdubs, shared some of his favourite collaborative moments between Tom and his band as including when “drummer John Seiter said ‘Hey, what about a harmony on this?’ So he sang the harmony vocal on ‘Rosie’ and Tom loved his singing, so he ended up singing on a couple of other things. I also sang the high falsetto harmony on…just light stuff. Tom was very clear that he didn’t want a big, fancy production, and I was right with him on that and didn’t want one either. I remember talking him into strings on ‘Martha’, and he said ‘I don’t know man, I don’t know about that.’ So I said ‘I’m just talking about a string quartet, let’s bring them in and if you don’t like it, we’ll take it right off.’ So he was agreeable to that, and when we did it he loved it, and from then on he loved strings.”


Upon release, although still an unknown, Waits’ sound embodied a sonic signature so instantly familiar that Billboard magazine argued it “announces the arrival of a talented songwriter whose…(debut LP is) a minor-key masterpiece.” Fellow critics were equally keen to acclaim the first great singer-songwriter of the decade. It was a depiction producer Jerry Yester would agree with in his recollection that “when that album was completed, listening back through the tracks, I knew instinctively and instantly that Tom was going to something very special and unique, it was very obvious. He stood out for his songwriting ability with both melody and lyrics, and for the fact that he didn’t try to change himself for any reason.


“He didn’t think about it, he just did what he did, and wouldn’t compromise. There was a lot of good stuff around, but nobody was doing anything like Tom. Still, having said that, his songs were still very accessible to other people, from the Eagles, who covered ‘Ol’ 55’, to any number of other artists who have covered his songs over the years. But back then, he was very much in a class of his own, and wasn’t influenced by anything going on at the time around him. I was proud to have produced ‘Closing Time’ in its entirety.”


Billboard would continue by observing that “within the apparently narrow range of the cocktail-bar pianistics and muttered vocals, Waits and producer Jerry Yester manage a surprisingly broad collection of styles, from the jazzy ‘Virginia Avenue’ to the uptempo funk of ‘Ice Cream Man’”, while the magazine would equally hail Waits’ “gift for gently rolling pop melodies…He can come up with striking, original scenarios, as on…‘Martha.’”


Rolling Stone paid him the compliment of noting that “Waits sings with such conviction that the…language of cliché is transmuted into the super-articulate vehicle for expression of gut feeling. It’s no wonder then that Waits’ personal narratives are ultimately not all that different in spirit from his parodies, for they too are stamped with the same emotional realism… In both his songs and in his lazy, strolling piano playing, he parodies the lounge music sub-genre so perfectly that we wonder if he’s putting us on or if he’s for real, and it is his especial triumph that in the end he has it both ways: he is able to deliver whole both the truth and the sham of the music… In particular, Waits is master of the pictorial vignette that crystallises the emotions of a specific common experience in a uniquely moving way.”
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