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Dedication:




This book is dedicated to my father, Bennie Shapiro,
who was born in Lithuania and came to this country at a young age.
He joined the army during World War II, was stationed in Germany
and was MIA for ten days before being found. He married and had
three kids, of which I was the oldest. He worked in the Los Angeles
Garment District. He was a great husband and a great father. He was
a straightforward, no bullshit blue-collar guy who loved his weekly
poker games. The highlight of his week was when he took us to a
deli in Boyle Heights for lox and bagels. He was always reading the
newspaper. He took me to my very first horror film. He convinced me
not to smoke at age six when he stuck a lighted cigarette in my
mouth and said, “inhale.” He told me he would support me in
anything that I wanted to do with my life, but if I did the same
thing he did he would kick my ass. When I got kicked out of junior
high school for fighting, I figured I would catch holy hell from
him so I called him at work to tell him the bad news. All he wanted
to know was whether I fought back. When I said yes, he said that
was all he needed to know. My father died suddenly at age 40. He
was gone way too soon. I miss him every day.
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Author’s Notes

 How His Mind Works

 


I read the papers. Consequently, I knew a lot about
the Broadway smash Hamilton and how it was the brainchild of
Lin-Manuel Miranda, the new kid on the Broadway block. But I was
observing from afar. I had yet to see Hamilton and thus, was
forming my opinions much in the way most casual observers do, by
the regularly laudatory and often fawning entertainment press. My
gut told me that there was something there. Something beyond the
glitz, glamour and hype.

Ultimately, it would take my five year-old
granddaughter Lily to set me on the right track.

Like most five year olds, Lily has been quick to
obsess with all things Moana. I’ve lost track of how many
times she’s watched the movie and it seems like every time she’s at
our house or in our car, the soundtrack is playing, loud and clear,
on a seemingly constant loop. And through a combination of sheer
repetition and the inherent, bouncy catchiness of the music, much
of which was written by Miranda, I started to get the hint.

There is a whole lot to like in Miranda, a whole lot
of bubbly and positive, a whole lot of spot on. Miranda’s approach
to creation is a very potent mix.

There will be time for all the deep thinking and
examination later. But for now, let’s just say it like it is.

Miranda is a pop culture mix-master of ideas, thought
and passion. Somebody who can take our hopes and dreams and send
them back to us wrapped in a bright musical bow.

Growing up, everything in Miranda’s world resonated
with possibility. The years listening to his parent’s massive
record collection, the countless hours spent in dark movie houses
feeding off the latest Disney fantasies like The Little
Mermaid, his mania for theatrical music, the live fire of
theater and his immediate attraction to the lyrical power of hip
hop music. Miranda took it all in and creatively spit it back out.
He is like most of us who take our youthful fascinations and hope
to somehow, some way make a life of it. The only difference being
that Lin-Manuel Miranda did it. He’s taken everything from Jesus
Christ Superstar and West Side Story to the latest beats
from the street and turned them from passion to life as the two
creative drives crossed paths on the road to greatness.

Miranda as the world-wide, much-celebrated creative
force, is quite simply a creature of his influences, observations
and the simplicity of the world around him. There is savvy and a
gut level sense of knowledge in every bit of music and every lyric
he creates, and let’s not forget a very traditional sense of right
and wrong, which he has in spades. His plays and music like
Hamilton, In the Heights and Bring It On: The
Musical, as well as his contributions to the soundtrack of the
movie Moana and even his bit of fun in Star Wars: The
Force Awakens, are like fruit from a creative tree. In
Miranda’s mind, even the most simple of moments are fodder for
creative thought and interpretation how Miranda goes about his
business is not that difficult to figure out. Quite simply, he sees
his world as ripe with possibilities and he takes advantage of them
on a daily basis.

Miranda is so tuned in to ideas around him that it is
not surprising that even his memories and casual observations of
everyday life burst with flights of fancy and a sense of lilt and
storytelling depth. He has a keen eye for where he comes from,
where he’s been and, perhaps most importantly, where he’s
going.

Miranda was also entrenched in seemingly endless
layers of influence, growing up in a world of show tunes, hip hop,
rap, pop and a myriad of other musical styles. It is the security
blanket he returns to quite often, refining and infusing
traditional notions with the possibilities of a future wrapped up
in the new and different.

That Lin-Manuel Miranda has emerged as the pop
composer/literal renaissance man of his time was the logical reason
to profile his life. Hamilton is on everybody’s lips and so,
in the immortal words of the publishing bard, strike while the iron
is hot became the order of the day. But it soon became something a
bit more than cashing in on the latest big thing.

There was a classic story to be told here on a
seemingly grand scale. Miranda was a young man of obvious talent,
navigating an often surreal landscape full of creative
possibilities and choices. The odds seemed forever in his favor no
matter the obstacles. His story was never less than interesting,
often bordering on the unbelievable and the just plain lucky. He
was also a principled character with nary a hint of scandal or TMZ
gossip to mar the odyssey. Quite simply, Lin-Manuel Miranda was
just too busy being himself to indulge in any questionable
behavior.

And trust me, the question of such good behavior
struck me as occasionally “how could that be?” After all, Miranda
was a literal babe in the woods, in the best possible way often
childlike, whose passions and goals put him in direct conflict with
the often unfair and unscrupulous world of entertainment. I was
convinced that there had to be a bump in the road somewhere. I
looked but found nothing. He was just a good guy going about his
business being a creative spirit.

Truth be told, the life story of Lin-Manuel Miranda
would make one hell of a Broadway musical. Are you listening
Lin-Manuel?

So it was with the goal of creating a definitive
biography, sometimes highbrow and always creatively challenging the
norm, that my publisher and I set about formulating the proper
framework for this book. From the word go, we tweaked and
fine-tuned the important elements to explore Miranda’s life but
ultimately agreed on the direction.

Hitting the high points was easy. Hamilton,
Moana, In the Heights and Bring It On: The
Musical, would all be major components. But what would
ultimately prove the guiding light in Miranda’s tale would be the
seemingly small moments within those larger than life triumphs and
the many minor characters and associates that would filter in and
out of Miranda’s life, offering guidance, influence and, often,
just plain laughs to a story that never seemed to stray far from
joyous.

So channeling Miranda and his world, I would be off
and running.

And there would be a lot of moments to choose from.
Research brought heretofore unknown names and moments at every
turn. The life of a true creative personality is never far from
another enticing anecdote and even the minutia was never less than
enticing. In his travels, Miranda mixed with a lot of interesting
people in their own right and tracking them down would be a
challenge all its own.

Email requests and interview queries flew; often
meeting with polite rejections or just plain ignored requests. I
had long ago gotten used to idea of people not wanting to talk
about a famous person they knew back in the day. And so I was most
delighted when somebody, a former schoolteacher, agreed to an
interview. On the other side of the coin, another former teacher
agreed to an interview but when she contacted Miranda and he said
he knew nothing about this book, she politely backed out.

One thing I discovered early in the process was that
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s life was fairly straightforward in its
telling. He was born, then he did this, then he did that and,
slowly but surely, his drive and talent morphed into what he has
become today; success and a happy ending. However, what made this
telling so damned exciting and constantly interesting was the
proverbial meat on the bones, the moments in between the moments,
the flash and the fantasy between the chiseled in stone
‘facts.’

All the biographies I have written ’til this point
have had some level of attraction for me, otherwise they would not
have been worth doing, so I am proud to add Renaissance Man: The
Lin-Manuel Miranda Story to that list. There is energy
and excitement at every turn. There is the ever-present chance of
creative life and possibility at the turn of the page.

Renaissance Man: The Lin-Manuel Miranda Story
is a book I would read if I had not already had a front row seat to
its creation, because it would have been just too damned
interesting to pass up.

 


Marc Shapiro

April 2018


Introduction

 Now It’s Time to Say
Goodbye

 


“God! What have I done?”

For Lin-Manuel Miranda, the not-too-subtle turn of
phrase uttered to The Guardian was more than mere
exclamation or the obvious footnote to a job well down. For the
creator and star of Hamilton, it was trademark Miranda,
equal parts youthful triumph and the verbal equivalent of winning a
gold medal and crossing the finish line. Hamilton had made
both Miranda’s career and his legacy as a driving force in
theater.

And, as of July 2016, that aspect of his career was
about to close. Because it was on a night at the Richard Rodgers
Theater in New York, that Miranda took a final curtain call and
bow, effectively bringing his tenure as the hip hop Hamilton to a
close after what had been a record setting year-long run on
Broadway.

And, perhaps most importantly, Hamilton had
reportedly given the Broadway theater community a long anticipated
shot in the arm. Not that the Great White Way was in a creative
valley, far from it. Theaters were regularly packed and the quality
was high. But the fare was safe, old warhorses being trotted out
with a fresh rider and plays cobbled together from hit films. At
the end of the day, what was missing was the daring, the adventure,
the willingness to take a chance. Enter Hamilton.

During the run of the historical musical,
Hamilton had sold one billion dollars in tickets, had captured
a Pulitzer Prize and was honored with 11 Tony Awards.
Hamilton was a groundbreaking effort in the realm of modern
musical theater and, the literal hipness and cool of this ultra-
modern telling of one of America’s most underappreciated founding
fathers, made Hamilton a magnet that regularly drew
celebrities as divergent as Busta Rhymes, Mandy Patinkin, Prince,
Lenny Kravitz and Lee Daniels. But for two hours and 45 minutes
each night, for eight shows a week, the focus was on Miranda, an
only marginally successful composer/actor in the Broadway theater
world up to that point, who held court at center stage as the
mercurial, electrifying modern-day reincarnation of Hamilton, whose
life and times were brought to the stage amid a wealth of
passionate dance moves and world rhythms.

But it was safe to say that Miranda, after finishing
up what many would conclude was a theatrical marathon of massive
proportions, did not appear to be much the worse for wear. He
appeared a very boyish looking 36, and with his slight frame, sly
smile and a telling sense of humor and irony that often made him
appear simultaneously a seasoned adult and a precocious, confident
teen.

These sides of Miranda were alternately on display at
the conclusion of his stint in Hamilton when he willingly
engaged in a series of wrap-up interviews, in various places in and
around New York’s Broadway as well as the odd nostalgic turn
conducted in Washington Heights, the Manhattan neighborhood where
he grew up. The overriding message during those interviews was
that, yes, Miranda was, for the foreseeable future, through with
Hamilton as an on-stage presence and that, equally
forthright, it was the right time to go.

“I was ready,” he acknowledged in a conversation with
Gentleman’s Quarterly. “My kid (a boy named Sebastian) was
born two weeks before rehearsals for Hamilton started. By
the time I finished up with Hamilton he was starting to
speak in complete sentences. I leave Hamilton very tired and
very fulfilled. But I also have enough stuff going on in real life
that I didn’t need Hamilton to be the rest of my life.”

And while Miranda was anxious to start on the next
phase of his by now burgeoning professional career, which meant
putting the final touches on his songs for the soundtrack of
Moana and flying off to London to act in the buzz-worthy and
long anticipated Mary Poppins Returns. There is also a
busman’s holiday of sorts in which Miranda will be putting together
an homage to his roots with a star-studded mixtape with a growing
list of hip hop and rap contributors. But through it all, Miranda
makes it plain that his short-term goal was to get back into what
he considers “the real world” of being a family man with his wife
Vanessa and his son Sebastian and to put friends before career
whenever it was humanly possible.

“I found out that Prince was going to be in the
audience for a performance of Hamilton,” Miranda remembered
in an interview with Gentleman’s Quarterly. “It turned out
that one of my best friends was getting married that same day. I
had promised him that I would be there for the wedding and at the
end of the day that was more important than looking out into the
audience and seeing Prince.”

He further chuckled in the same GQ interview
that, these days, he is spending a lot of time picking up dog poop
and changing his son’s diapers. “I learned early on that having
success does not get you out of life.”

But as he contemplates life post-Hamilton,
Miranda is nothing if not humbled by his rags to riches rise and
ultimately philosophical about the past and the future. “I went
from being a broke substitute teacher to a Broadway composer,” he
said in an interview with National Public Radio as the
enormity of his life’s journey to that point and what the future
would most certainly bring was beginning to sink in.” I will never
make a leap that big in my life again.”

Miranda smiled that smile that teases and warns that
even when literally and figuratively sitting on top of the world,
nothing is really ever over. “When it comes to Hamilton, I
don’t think I’m remotely done with it.”


Chapter One

 Once Upon a Time in America

 


There was a lot in the life and times of Alexander
Hamilton that would seem to foreshadow what would, most certainly,
light a fire under Miranda more than a century later.

For openers, Hamilton, an acknowledged founding
father of the fledgling United States of America, was not born in
America but rather, the British West Indies. To add further
intrigue to Hamilton’s story, Hamilton was born out of wedlock to a
Scottish man and a married woman named Rachel Faucette. And
finally, there was the long-standing speculation, often cited over
the years and, most recently, in author Ron Chernow’s excellent
best-selling biography Alexander Hamilton, that Hamilton’s
mother was of half British and half French Huguenot descent and
that Hamilton was, in fact, of mixed race.

Stories like these have tantalized historians for
countless decades. But it would take genealogist Megan Smolenyak a
period of sheer admiration for Miranda and his work to set her on
the path to discovering his true roots. Smolenyak, who is noted for
having traced the respective family trees of Barack and Michelle
Obama, Joe Biden and Prince, and who serves as a consultant for the
American television series Who Do You Think You Are?
acknowledged in a blog entry that was ultimately excerpted by
The Guardian, “I had become a fan of the Hamilton
soundtrack. Every once in a while, out of plain respect and
admiration, I decide to research someone.”

Early aspects of the research on Miranda’s family
tree focused on the early 1800’s where two bits of history
immediately presented themselves. On July 11, 1804, Alexander
Hamilton died in a pistol duel against long time foe Aaron Burr.
The second bit of history, a bit more obscure, would touch a lot
closer to home.

After nearly a month of research, Smolenyak
eventually discovered what she believed was ground zero for
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s family tree in the guise of an interracial
couple named David and Sophie Towns. They were as her research
indicated, the great, great, great, great, great grandparents of
Miranda.

David was a white southerner from North Carolina who
met and married Sophie, a formerly black slave from Virginia after
a tumultuous period in his life which included the death of both
parents and a first wife, a decade removed from the infamous
Hamilton/Burr duel. While interracial relationships were not
unusual at the time, when the final outcome of the Civil War had
only put a mild dent in the notion of laws regarding the freedom of
slaves and, most importantly for David and Sophie, the rights and
legalities of interracial relationships and marriage.

The couple, whose marriage has been loosely pegged at
1811, immediately ran afoul of the state of Virginia, which did not
tolerate anything approaching equal status for freed slaves and
interracial marriage. Seeing themselves held back politically and
socially in Virginia, David and Sophie moved to a much more
tolerant Louisiana in 1815 and welcomed the first of what would
ultimately be at least nine children (records on such matters were
far from airtight at that time). The couple would thrive in
Louisiana until 1826 when David, Sophie and their by then six
children relocated to what was shaping up as the new post-Civil War
level of tolerance in the city of Nacogdoches, in the recently
named country of Mexico where immigrants of any race, color and
nationality were welcomed with open arms and the freedom of post
Civil War slaves and their children was honored.

For his part, David was active on the US political
front, lobbying for legislation that would eventually result in
landmark laws supporting recognized freedom for slaves and former
slaves and a growing tolerance for mixed race marriages. Sophie
died in 1838 but by that time, the Towns family had spread their
family tree throughout Mexico and into parts of Texas where the
ensuing generations propagated through mixed-race marriages,
primarily through marriages to Mexicans and those of Mexican
heritage, but also of note being the couple’s first born son John
marrying former slave Mary Anne Smith.

Although Smolenyak’s research resulted in more than
its share of conjecture, including the question of to what degree
the Towns family spread into Puerto Rico, the genealogist was
convinced that there was evidence that indicated certainty on the
subject. “If you think about it,” she said in The Guardian
excerpt of her blog chronicling the research, “this portion of
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s family was multiracial, multicultural and
multinational. In short, they have a lot in common with his Puerto
Rican forebears.”

Smolenyak was so excited about what she was
discovering that she fired off a detailed tweet to Miranda. “I
tweeted the thing and darned if he didn’t respond to me,” she
related in The Guardian. It was beyond generous of him.”

Miranda’s response was understated, to say the least.
“My mom’s side of the family has a history as complicated as our
country itself.”

Miranda’s comment was not merely tossed off. If
nothing else, Luz Towns Miranda’s mother’s mere birth indicates
that the Towns family did, indeed, make its way to Puerto Rico. As
noted in My Heritage.com, Miranda’s mother, Luz Towns, was
born in Puerto Rico to Pedro, a Mexican American father and Pascal
Towns, a Puerto Rican mother. The Towns family quickly saw the
opportunity for a better life and would move to the United States
when Luz was a young child.

From the outset, Luz Towns was considered a bright
and curious child, one who saw the big picture. As she grew from
childhood to adult with the constant encouragement of her parents,
was always on a higher educational path and the knowledge it would
bring. especially as it would pertain to the mental health of the
family and, in particular, children and the reality of birth
control.

“In my junior year at an all-girls Catholic high
school, one of my classmates went on spring vacation and never came
back,” Miranda recalled in a conversation with Vogue. “Such
disappearances, which were provoked by unexpected pregnancies, were
not uncommon.”

Luz, wise beyond her years, was well aware that a
lack of contraceptive programs in Puerto Rico often resulted in
forced marriages, illegal abortions and the inevitable cutting
short the potential of young women’s lives. All of which turned
Miranda in the direction of a career that would medically and
psychologically help young women and families deal with these
challenges, both societal and personal. Shortly after finishing her
formal education, Towns traveled to New York where she would cut
her teeth on various psychological jobs while continuing to further
her Masters’ degree program in psychology at New York
University.

It was there that she met Luis A. Miranda Jr., also
from Puerto Rico, who was on an odyssey of his own.

Miranda Jr., born in Vega Alta Puerto Rico on August
23, 1954, was, like Towns, a very self directed and committed
child. Extremely bookish and education driven, Miranda Jr. was a
seeker at a very young age. Miranda Jr. was very much a product of
his familial environment. Everybody in his family seemed to have
been cut from varying degrees of entrepreneurial cloth. Miranda Jr.
recalled as much in an interview with NBC News. “My mother
owned the travel agency in town and my sister owned the school
supply store.”

And as stories were often passed down within a family
from father and son, years later Lin-Manuel Miranda, in a speech
before The Broadway League, would disclose, seemingly for the first
time in a public arena that his interest in the creative arts may
well have had his genetic roots in his father’s early
upbringing.

“My father’s uncle, Ernesto Concepcion, was the
founder of the Actor’s Guild of Puerto Rico. His first memories
were of his uncle playing the role of John Merrick in The
Elephant Man. One minute he is kissing his uncle hello
backstage and the next he is seeing his uncle as John Merrick in a
room full of crying people. He sees the man in front of him as both
his uncle and not his uncle and nothing is ever really the same
again.”

But as he would disclose in the same The Broadway
League speech, his father’s emotional and spiritual coming of age
would be in 1961 when, at age seven he attended a screening of
West Side Story in the only movie house in Vega Alta. “There
is that moment where Maria is standing over Tony, and Schrank and
Krupke are going to pick up the body. Maria screams ‘Don’t you
touch him!’ and the audience laughs. But my father is in tears. He
is seven years old and he is balling.”

At that formative age, Luis immediately discovered
the yin and yang of live theater and the movies and the differing
emotions it can bring. Miranda recalled that it would be an
important turning point in his life. “This was my father’s moment
of action. He looked around at everyone laughing at the grieving
Puerto Rican widow and he said ‘I’ve got to get the fuck out of
this town.’”

Miranda Jr. was driven by the world around him and
soon found himself gravitating toward the real world machinations
and ramifications of Puerto Rican politics. The consequences of
political and social actions within his country fascinated him, as
did the process by which political action could influence change.
Considered by many to be a child prodigy, Miranda Jr. was always
well ahead of his grade level and would enter and complete
graduation in a top Puerto Rican university well before his 18th
birthday.

Miranda Jr. was driven and soon restless in his quest
for knowledge. What he had learned in Puerto Rico was most
certainly just a taste of what was out there. At a young age, he
was seemingly headed for a life and career in any of a number of
upper class, white collar occupations in his home country. But he
was young enough and curious enough that he was soon attracted to
the possibility of travelling to the United States and increasing
his sense of the world. Luis was on the cusp of a very difficult
decision as he would relate years later in a conversation with
GQ.
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