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 Praise for Fire and Rain

Named one of the “Best Rock Books of the Year” by Rolling Stone, the Kansas City Star, and the Financial Times


 



“A refreshed view of the moment when the counterculture allegedly went soft. Browne’s finely detailed, engrossing narrative .  . . reveals the decade to be one as complex and artistically rich as was the one that gave us the British Invasion and the Summer of Love.”

—Ann Powers, NPR

 



“A scrutiny of a significant year of transition that holds its own against any other year in terms of its dramatic tensions and creative output. A worthy addition to anyone’s collection of such music histories . . . I couldn’t help but be riveted.”

—Associated Press

 



“What was going on with those artists and, more broadly, the culture of America at that time. . . . A fun read.”

—Demetri Martin, Time


 



“Browne is an incredibly intelligent writer. . . . His considerable narrative skills make Fire and Rain one of the most entertaining and informative books of the year. It’s bound to be enjoyed not only by rock fans, but by anyone interested in popular culture and social change.”

—NPR, “Books We Like”

 



“[A] juicy history.”

—New York magazine

 



“Nobody has done a better job chronicling that moment, with its cultural and chemical chaos, than Browne.”

—Rolling Stone


 



“Compelling . . . attention to detail lends this compelling book a depth and richness rarely found in rock biography.”

—Financial Times


 



“Browne employs a smart narrative style to make such well-worn stories as the Beatles’ breakup fresh again. . . . A fascinating look at an era when an artist’s reputation was built not on social media sites, but on the music itself.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“Fascinating doesn’t even come close as we get the intertwining, almost incestuous connections between all four of these artists, not to mention the tremendous cultural tremors going through the body politic as a whole and how this informed their music.”

—Huffington Post


 



“Intimately familiar with the music, fully comprehending the cross-pollination among the artists, thoroughly awake to the dynamics of the decade’s last gasp, the author expertly captures a volatile and hugely interesting moment in rock history. A vivid freeze-frame of Hall of Fame musicians.”

—Kirkus Reviews


 



“Absorbing . . . Browne avoids sentimentality and nostalgia, aiming instead at a fresh look at the bands and their milieu. Some of the period details are almost astonishingly apt.”

—Boston Globe


 



“A fascinating look at a pivotal year.”

—People


 



“Exhilarating and meticulously researched . . . Browne is a superb chronicler of popular music and a fine social historian.”

—BookForum


 



“Fire and Rain works as a history lesson but is foremost a fast-paced music fan’s appreciation of the brilliance of that era’s artists.”

—Miami Herald


 



“Browne’s engrossing account of this fertile but volatile period sets the standard by which comprehensive musical histories should be judged.”

—BookPage


 



“This juicy, fascinating read transports you back to a turbulent year. . . . Browne artfully describes the creation of these classic songs in a way that makes them seem brand-new.”

—Parade


 



“A watershed year in the development of rock & roll music, as the ‘We’ decade morphed into the ‘Me’ decade, drugs went from sacrament to scourge, and the notion of bands as inviolable units was blown to smithereens. . . . Browne has already covered the’80s with Sonic Youth and the ’90s with Jeff Buckley; he now puts his mark on yet another transition period in rock and roll.”

—Roy Trakin, Hits 


 



“Browne vividly recreates a time when popular music, as a communally shared pastime, really mattered . . . a clear and brisk journey through one of the most catastrophic years in rock history.”

—Pop Matters


 



“As a reporter [Browne] is dogged and earnest; as a profile writer, crisp and professional. As Fire and Rain jaunts from London to Laurel Canyon, he drops in memorable details.”

—New York Times


 



“Excellent . . . Browne renders this somnambulant period with such care that he makes it seem alive.”

—Michelangelo Matos, Chicago Reader


 



“Rich anecdotes and incisive analysis . . . The form of the book, told chronologically over four seasons, lends it the compacted, real-time drama of an episode of 24.”

—New York Daily News


 



“Browne’s absorbing tapestry of the times is hard to put down.”

—Portland (Oregon) Book Review


 



“Browne engagingly illuminates many overlooked stories that may not be familiar to even dedicated rock enthusiasts. Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal


 



“An irresistible page-turner, a gossipy, scholarly account of an explosive rock moment, as organized as the times were chaotic—as well-crafted as a Beatles tune. The book is a brilliant lens on a time you only thought you knew.”

—The Hollywood Reporter


 



“If you liked Keith Richards’ Life, then try Fire and Rain.”

—St. Petersburg Times


 



“A classic.”

—CityView


 



“Totally entertaining . . . There are drugs, love affairs, and infighting behind the music, a story Browne smartly sets against the backdrop of a culture emerging from the turbulent ’60s. . . . I was hooked from the minute I opened it.”

—Caryn James, Indiewire.com


 



“Masterfully researched and written . . . the sort of book that should have come along much sooner than it actually did. . . . [A] compelling, thought-provoking read.”

—Blogcritics.com 


 



“One of the truly great rock books.”

—San Antonio Express News


 



“Dishes the drama and details how it all went down.”

—Christian Science Monitor


 



“A thoroughly-engrossing narrative that artfully recounts the stories of four historic albums released in 1970. . . . Woven together as a single narrative against an explosive social and political backdrop, the end result is one of the most fascinating and enjoyable reads of 2011. . . . An unmitigated pleasure.”

—The Nervous Breakdown


 



“Browne is the perfect person to tell this story . . . his narrative skills weave stories in a way that doesn’t lose readers along the journey.”

—Paste


 



“An altogether absorbing narrative.”

—Relix


 



“How on earth can there be anything more to say about the Beatles, James Taylor or the individual components that formed CSNY? The answer is . . . quite a lot, as it happens. At least, quite a lot in David Browne’s skillful hands.”

—The Record Collector


 



“The welter of detail Browne has amassed is truly astonishing—you will be repeatedly gobsmacked at what you didn’t know about the chemistry and the chemicals. . . . A riveting portrayal of the various musical, social, and political strands that made 1970 such a tumultuous year in America.”

—Classic Rock
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For my sisters, Linda Virginia and Colette:


Without you and your record collections, this book wouldn’t exist.






 INTRODUCTION

This book has its roots in that most devastating of traditions, classroom humiliation. One Christmas long ago, my parents asked me for a list of possible gifts, so I gave them the names of a few records. Only months before, for my twelfth birthday, I’d received my first LP, making the momentous transition from singles to albums—a twerp-to-cool-kid rite of passage that’s since gone the way of the turntable. Since my older sister Linda had already introduced me to the music of Simon and Garfunkel, I asked for one of their albums for my own.

Our first day back after winter break, my classmates and I at our elementary school in Hazlet, New Jersey, filled each other in on our presents. When my turn arrived, I proudly announced I’d been gifted with an album. What one, they asked? Simon and Garfunkel’s Sounds of Silence , I replied. Their aghast looks—the way they pulled back from me as if I’d admitted I couldn’t wait to get home to start homework every day—was the first sign something had changed. Then one of them said, in a tone equally puzzled and contemptuous, “Why do you want that old music?” All my surrounding classmates then turned, en masse, away from me.

Yes, the album was six years old, an eternity for a teenager. But from my friends’ reactions, you’d have thought I’d been given a collection of Stephen Foster parlor songs from the middle of the previous century. Hadn’t the ’60s just ended?

I had to admit those years already felt farther away than they were. Repeatedly, those of us who came of age in the ’70s were reminded we’d  missed out on the most astounding era in history, a flowering of culture, society, and mankind like none before (and with girls in mini skirts to boot). Compared to that, our era was an even darker Dark Ages: Welcome to a world of Watergate, KC and the Sunshine Band, ’50s nostalgia, and gas rationing, we were told. Personally, I loved hearing early disco songs on the radio and happily watched Fonzie say “Aaayyy,” yet I still wondered: What happened, and how did it happen? When did the hopeful sensibility of one era give way to the dimmer one of another?

The question has tugged at me ever since. If friends my age are drawn to the ’70s, it’s generally the second half—the momentous years of punk, Studio 54 disco, the original cast of Saturday Night Live, the films of Lucas and Spielberg. But the messy conflicting signals of the first half of the decade have always haunted me: utopian music like prog rock alongside post-utopian movies like Deliverance, men-pushed-too-far action films like Billy Jack and Walking Tall next to an antiestablishment, pacifist-central TV series like M*A*S*H. And everywhere was the fragmentation of so many of the classic bands of the ’60s, replaced by flaxen-haired troubadours sweetly serenading the ladies (the “Frisbee Guys,” as my friend Tom and I call them). After Sounds of Silence, some of the first LPs I ever owned were all the other Simon and Garfunkel albums (Bridge Over Troubled Water spun regularly on the close-and-play stereo in my bedroom), the Beatles’ Let It Be, and everything recorded by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, together, separately, or in duo form. I didn’t have to buy James Taylor’s Sweet Baby James; I always seemed to hear its low-maintenance melodies drifting out of my sister Colette’s bedroom.

Many years later, during a brainstorming session for my next book, my wife suggested I write about the music I loved in my childhood, meaning not just Simon and Garfunkel but Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, the Beatles, James Taylor, and so on. As she rightly pointed out, I was still giving cursory listens to those musicians’ new releases, attending their reunion concerts, even interviewing them for one outlet or  another. When we wondered aloud whether they had anything in common, one thing came to my mind: 1970. Here was the year in which two of those groups fell apart, one achieved critical cultural mass and also collapsed, and another broke through to a new level of mass acceptance. Further researching those twelve months, I was reminded what a turbulent year 1970 truly was. I’d remembered Kent State and Charles Manson’s trial, but I’d nearly forgotten about the Southern Strategy or the brownstone that exploded in New York’s Greenwich Village, right down the street from an NYU dorm where I would later live. It was a year—a strangely overlooked one, in some regards—of upheaval and collapse, tension and release, endings and beginnings.

Combined with the music and musicians who provided the soundtrack to those events, a story—the one I’d been wondering about since those grade-school years—started to take shape. Many have rightly argued that the dawn of the ’70s began in 1972 or 1973, just as the ’60s didn’t genuinely launch until JFK’s inauguration in 1961. Yet the more I thought about it, the more 1970 felt like the lost year: the moment at which the remaining slivers of the idealism of the ’60s began surrendering to the buzz-kill comedown of the decade ahead; each subsequent year built on its foundations. I don’t pine for my childhood, especially moments of mortification, but I couldn’t resist revisiting a moment when sweetly sung music and ugly times coexisted, even fed off each other, in a world gone off course.






 PROLOGUE: JANUARY

The new year and new decade blew in colder than expected. In Times Square, the thousands waiting to greet 1970 warded off flurries and temperatures that tumbled unapologetically below twenty degrees. Detroit and Chicago were equally frigid, and even the normally balmy Los Angeles felt the chill, the city’s thermometer nose-diving to ten degrees above freezing. The cold snap then migrated across the ocean. Clouds and sleet blanketed London, and by Saturday, January 3, the cold rain and snow showers had arrived and the sun refused to materialize all day.

That morning, a cheery thirty-year-old emerged from the St. John’s Wood train station and began making his way down the tree-lined Grove End Road. Sporting his usual white shirt and tie, Richard Langham strolled briskly for five minutes, finally arriving at 3 Abbey Road, a two-story building with elegant, architrave window and door frames and a small parking lot out front. As always, Langham was greeted by a security guard who flipped open a sign-in book for Langham to initial. Langham then checked the schedule and saw that today’s clients, starting at 2 P.M., would be the Beatles.

Like many of his colleagues at EMI Studios, Langham wasn’t necessarily thrilled at the news. A staff engineer at the studio, Langham had worked his first Beatle session in 1962, when, as a novice learning his trade, he’d helped them unload their equipment into the studio. Langham had trouble telling them apart, with their suits, ties, and nearly identical, just-over-the-ears haircuts, but was struck by their camaraderie and solidarity; he was also charmed when the drummer, Ringo Starr, kept  bumming cigarettes off him. Within a few short years, though, Beatle sessions had become torturous ordeals for the studio’s staff. The Beatles seemed to take forever to put new songs on tape; even when they did, they might easily return the following day and start again. They would frequently bicker, and they didn’t seem to care whether they kept the studio staff long past regular hours. From the standpoint of EMI employees like Langham, working with the Beatles felt like a frustrating waste of time, and those assigned to them felt they were being punished for one infraction or another.

To Langham’s relief, today’s session promised a return to the band’s early, bash-them-out days. From the start, they seemed like the same old Beatles, if older and more hirsute. Paul McCartney, twenty-seven, sported a bushy black beard and gave Langham his standard hug—never simply a handshake—while Starr, twenty-nine, with shaggy locks that flopped around his head, was affable as always. Few twenty-six-year-olds looked as severe as George Harrison did with his long brown hair and beard, but he too appeared in generally good spirits. The three congregated at Studio Two, the expansive room where the Beatles had recorded so much of their most indelible, groundbreaking music—“In My Life,” “Yesterday,” “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” good chunks of the White Album. In another sign that they were back to business as normal, George Martin, their longtime, straight-British-arrow producer, took a seat behind the console.

As the EMI staff learned, John Lennon wouldn’t be participating today; he and Yoko Ono were supposedly somewhere in Denmark. He and McCartney hadn’t spoken in several months, so no one knew for sure. Lennon’s absence was duly noted: At one point, Martin pulled out a notepad and drew a rough map of Scandinavia to give everyone a general idea of where the missing Beatle was. That same morning, an interview with Lennon appeared in the latest edition of Record Mirror, the weekly music tabloid. “I suppose it is a lot more difficult for us to get together now because everyone is involved in different things,” he commented on the state of the band. He nixed the idea of Beatle live performances in the near future; after all, he said, “For the Beatles to come back now, people would expect Jesus and Buddha.” He seemed far more interested in plugging his new concert album Live Peace in Toronto or talking about pornography in Denmark or the avant-garde nature of his albums with Yoko Ono, Wedding Album and Unfinished Music No. 2: Life with the Lions.

Whether the other Beatles saw the interview or not was unclear, but Harrison, who had a subtly scathing sense of humor when he chose to flash it, turned Lennon’s absence into a joke. “You all would have read that, uh, Dave Dee’s no longer with us,” he drolly remarked, referring to Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick & Tich, a British pop band that made a handful of appearances on the charts earlier that decade. “But Mickey and Tich and I decided to carry on the good word that’s always gone down in Number Two.”1


Carry on they did, with a diligence and efficiency few had witnessed at Beatle sessions in years. The three settled in behind their instruments—Harrison on acoustic guitar, McCartney on electric bass, and Starr on drums—and went to work on “I Me Mine,” a song Harrison had written about the struggles he was having with his inflated, fame-fueled ego. With Martin, Langham, and another engineer staring down at them from the control room above the studio space, the Beatles quickly laid down several basic takes of the song. To flesh it out, McCartney and Harrison added another layer of acoustic guitars; Harrison overdubbed a tense electric lead in the intro and riffy chords in the chorus. McCartney dubbed in a fu-nereal organ and a jaunty electric piano. In another moment that harked back to their formative years, the trio playfully jammed on a Buddy Holly song, “Peggy Sue Got Married.” Thanks to their industriousness and the brevity of the song (which was all of one minute and thirty-four seconds long), “I Me Mine” was wrapped up shortly after midnight—an accelerated heartbeat by recent Beatle standards of working.

With its completion, another Beatle project was also nearing the finish line. Almost exactly a year before, the band had been filmed rehearsing and recording new material at Twickenham Film Studios in the London suburb of Twickenham (and later at the studio of their company, Apple Corps Ltd., on Savile Row). Between the damp, impersonal space and the forced camaraderie the band tried to exhibit as cameramen continually circled them, the experience at Twickenham was notably unpleasant, and the unedited canisters of the film had been relegated to storage ever since. But in the fall of 1969, Allen Klein, the pugnacious, proudly coarse New Jersey-born accountant who’d taken over the band’s business affairs the previous spring, had done the seemingly impossible. Striking a deal with United Artists, he’d actually revived the movie everyone would rather have forgotten, and Get Back, as it was initially being called, was set for a spring theatrical release.

A movie meant a soundtrack album, which in turn meant today’s visit to EMI Studios. During the filming at Twickenham, McCartney, Harrison, and Starr had banged out a rough take of “I Me Mine” as Lennon and his ever-present wife-to-be, Yoko Ono, waltzed hand-in-hand. The footage was considered so charming that everyone agreed it needed to be in the film. (Additional footage of Ono would also mollify Lennon, who was worried that director Michael Lindsay-Hogg was focusing too much on McCartney.) Since that rendition of “I Me Mine” was fairly raw, even by the standards of the back-to-basics Get Back project, the band needed a more polished version to include on the soundtrack album now being assembled.

Consisting of only two verses—and a chorus that was only played once—“I Me Mine” barely amounted to a full song. Yet even in its final, manicured version, it exposed small cracks and divisions like sunlight pouring into a white-painted room. The verses, sung by Harrison, were lugubrious and mournful, laden with a sense of weary burden that had increasingly crept into his songs. Those parts felt less like a “heavy waltz,” as Harrison had described the song to his bandmates at Twickenham, and more like a dirge. On the chorus, Harrison’s voice and the doleful tempo were overtaken by McCartney’s frenetic, half-shouted exhortations and a faster, pushier tempo. (McCartney’s piano overdubs were particularly frenzied, and his voice tapped into the manic Little Richard homages of the band’s early Cavern Club days.) “I Me Mine” didn’t merely feel like two songs welded together. It sounded like the mesh of two different people and personalities—one resigned to a finale, another desperate to avoid it.

The following day, January 4, the three Beatles, joined by McCartney’s wife, Linda, returned to Studio Two to polish up a near-completed song, a hymn-like McCartney ballad called “Let It Be,” taped a year earlier. McCartney added a new bass part; Harrison replaced his original, squishy guitar solo with a more forceful one. A brass section was tacked on, as were backing singers, including Linda. The work was businesslike and somewhat tedious; at one point, George Martin scribbled “Lettuce Be” on a pad and drew a picture of a bunny to amuse himself. When it was over, the EMI staff, including Langham, punched out and checked the schedule to see who’d be working in the studio in the days ahead. The Beatles returned to their separate homes, in some cases over an hour outside London.

For two days, the Beatles had once more been a working band, one with a hit album on the charts (Abbey Road, their latest LP, was still the best-selling album in America). But at one point, Geoff Emerick, an engineer who’d also spent innumerable hours in the studio with the band,  stopped by to say a quick hello. He found McCartney strangely quiet and low-key. (Starr’s mustache drooped around his mouth like a permanent upside-down smile.) What Emerick and others didn’t know was that on December 30, 1969, EMI had informed Apple of its plans to release the soundtrack album to Get Back. The Beatles had reassembled at EMI a mere four days later, as if they couldn’t wait to put the whole mess of a movie and record—and other, more pressing matters—behind them.
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On the night of January 6, McCartney settled into his seat at the Royal Albert Hall. Along with five thousand others in the elegantly domed theater with boxed seats, he was about to witness the London debut of the band everyone was calling the “American Beatles.” (One of them was actually English, but a catchy press moniker couldn’t be denied.) Thirteen months earlier, George Harrison had passed on signing them to Apple, but now they were stars on a headlining tour of Europe. In one sign of their stature, their massive sound system, complete with a lighting rig specially designed for them, had arrived in London from the States by boat. They were put up in the city’s five-star Dorchester Hotel—where the grand reception party for the Beatles’ A Hard Day’s Night had taken place in now far-off 1964—and the Rolling Stones lent their managers an office in town. Whatever David Crosby, Stephen Stills, Graham Nash, and Neil Young wanted, they received.

They were a little nervous, with ample reason. All the major newspaper critics and a host of celebrities—not merely McCartney but Donovan and Ahmet Ertegun, the worldly, Turkish-born head of their label, Atlantic—had assembled to scrutinize them in person. Nash, who’d grown up in Manchester, knew some of his fellow countrymen were skeptical because he’d left the beloved Hollies and his native country to join this new band in Los Angeles. Before they began the show, they  calmed their nerves by indulging in one of their pre-show rituals, a shared joint. By the time Crosby, Stills & Nash took the stage—with Young to follow later—Crosby was either so high, nervous, or energized (or some combination of the three) that he didn’t notice a stagehand slapping an “L” sign—the British learners permit for driving lessons—on the back of his brown fringe jacket as he walked out.

The audience guffawed as one; everyone knew Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young were hardly newcomers. The public had first become aware of them eight months earlier with the release of Crosby, Stills & Nash, made before Young joined up with them. The bands they’d once been members of—the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield, and the Hollies—had made some of the most dynamic, sparkling music of the ’60s. Yet the public embraced the new configuration in ways it had only occasionally taken the other bands to its bosom. The California-sun-drenched embrace of their labored-over, multitracked harmonies, the three distinctive-looking men reclining on an outdoor couch on the album cover, the variety of music from the dramatic, postapocalyptic soar of “Wooden Ships” to the turbulent churn of “Long Time Gone”: Whatever it was, Crosby, Stills & Nash quickly went gold, selling a half-million copies. As 1970 began, it remained firmly lodged in the top 10 in the States.

Starting with their name, which read more like a law firm than a rock band, they wanted everyone to know they were a paradigm for a new, more liberating era in rock and roll. The group format, they insisted, had become too restrictive, too limited, too Establishment. (To hammer that point home and tweak his former life, Crosby would sometimes play a few seconds of the chimey twelve-string lick of the Byrds’ “Mr. Tambourine Man” onstage, which always drew a laugh: The Byrds? A pop group? How quaint!) As the Royal Albert Hall crowd witnessed, they didn’t even resemble a traditionally cohesive band. Crosby, at twenty-eight the veteran, had the bushy hair, serpentine walrus mustache, and stoner-bliss smile of the hippie commune leader next door. Nash, who’d be  turning twenty-eight the following month, had a head engulfed in sculpted brown hair and a wardrobe of vests and floral-print shirts that embodied modish counterculture. Stills was younger than both—he’d turned twenty-five three days earlier—yet more conservative in attire (white-button shirts, dark suit jackets) and hairstyle (sideburns and prematurely thinning dark-blond hair framing chiseled cheekbones). Young, the relative baby at twenty-four, opted for patched denim and white-lace shirts. His furrowed brow and shoulder-length locks set him apart from the others as did the way he’d lurk behind them, near the guitar amps, during their shows.

After opening with “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes,” the seven-minute Stills homage to former girlfriend Judy Collins that had become one of their signature songs, their utter self-confidence kicked in. As McCartney looked on, they sang one of his own songs, “Blackbird,” from the White Album. They’d tackled it before, including at Woodstock the previous summer, but tonight it was a declaration of their eminence: It practically declared that they were picking up where the Beatles had left off. (To their credit, they sang it lovingly, with Stills holding a long, raspy note in the “dark black night” line that made the song their own.) The rest of the show broke with tradition in numerous ways. For the first, acoustic half, the four sang some songs as a quartet, others separately, others with a combination of the four. Like their garb, the songs mirrored their diverse personalities and lifestyles. Crosby’s “Triad” openly coaxed a girl into having a ménage à trois; Nash introduced “Our House,” about the cozy, music-and-lovemaking existence he had back home in Laurel Canyon with his girlfriend Joni Mitchell. (He also told the crowd it was from a new album they’d just completed, to be called Déjà vu.) Young’s “The Loner” seemed to be as much about himself—the way he worked on his own schedule, at his own pace, on his terms—as about the song’s borderline-stalker character.

Halfway through the set, a curtain behind them parted, revealing a  bowl-haired drummer, Dallas Taylor, and a very young-looking black bass player, Greg Reeves. Thus began the electric second half of the show, which shed additional light on their personalities. Stills was particularly competitive and driven, no more so than during Young’s tightly wound shuffle, “Down by the River,” during which the two men jabbed at each other with their lead guitars over the course of fifteen minutes. Like the group itself, the performance was both rehearsed and ragged, teetering on the brink of chaos. Just as the tangle of guitars and rhythm section was on the verge of collapse, Nash, ensconced behind an organ and waiting patiently for his moment, shouted, “All together now!” signaling a return to the song’s chorus—and, at last, an end to the show.

Throughout the night, they remained anxious, and it showed: They exchanged in-jokes with each other and indulged in lengthy tune-ups between songs. Yet few seemed to mind. The Royal Albert Hall crowd laughed adoringly at their jokes and applauded every lapse, from the not-always-precise harmonies to the sight of the four professionals trying to decide what song to do next. (Set lists! So rigid!) They could seemingly do no wrong. Atlantic had already taken in $2 million in preorders for Déjà vu. At a company sales conference in Palm Springs, California, in January, label executives touted the album as one of its biggest potential earners of the year. CSNY would embody both the decade past and the decade to come: no rules, no restrictions, just as “free and easy” as “Wooden Ships” declared.

Back at the Dorchester, Ron Stone, a bearded native New Yorker who worked for CSNY band managers Elliot Roberts and David Geffen, noticed something odd. Reeves had sprinkled something outside the door of his room. When asked, he said it was witchcraft powder to ward off evil spirits. Hmmmm, Stone thought. What was that about? Reeves’ behavior had begun to raise eyebrows, yet no one could tell if it had to do with this heretofore-unknown aspect of his personality or the quantity of drugs everyone was now consuming.

For the time being, no one gave Reeves’ eccentricities much more thought. Introducing the bass player to the Royal Albert Hall audience a few hours before, Crosby had blissfully declared, “God smiled and sent us Greg Reeves.” Amidst the intoxicating applause, plaudits from their industry, and backstage temptations, it was hard to believe God would stop beaming their way anytime soon.
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The signup sheets posted on each floor of New York University’s School of the Arts building—a big, blocky structure on East 7th Street in the East Village surrounded by Polish diners, used record stores, and head shops—were almost too crude to be believed. Typed and mimeographed, each resembled a homework assignment more than a department memo. The first line, from the office of David Oppenheim, the School of the Arts’ imposing, culturally connected dean, read like an April Fool’s gag: “Paul Simon of Simon and Garfunkel has offered to teach a course in how to write and record a popular song.” According to the flier, the course would carry no credit and meet on Tuesday evenings from February through May. “Only those who are already writing and have music or lyrics to show Mr. Simon should apply,” Oppenheim’s instructions added.

Both the memo and the class were so modest that the sheets took a while to fill up. Only thirteen students in the graduate film and television program jotted down their names; no one from the dance department bothered. By the deadline, January 16, sixty-nine had signed up, and the following week they began showing up at the building, around the corner from the Fillmore East, New York’s leading rock theater. Cradling guitars and sheet music, they began congregating in a drab hallway in the East 7th Street building, waiting to be summoned for their auditions.

Although he’d never taught a class before, Simon, at twenty-eight, had indisputable credentials. The duo he’d formed with his schoolyard friend Art Garfunkel had had a fitful start: a hit single thirteen years earlier in 1957, followed by a series of flops, a breakup, a reunion, another flop, and finally, at last, a hit with “The Sound of Silence,” a melding of English-lit-class surrealism and sullen folk chords that Simon had written in the bathroom of his parents’ house in Queens, New York. This time, success stuck. Since December 1965, they’d logged eight top 20 hits, from “The Sound of Silence” through “The Boxer” the previous summer.

Physically, they resembled a high rise jutting up next to a brownstone. Almost five inches taller than his partner, Garfunkel, who was also twenty-eight, towered over Simon. Garfunkel was blue-eyed and gamin-like, Simon brown-eyed and comparatively gnomish. Garfunkel’s blond Afro contrasted sharply with Simon’s prematurely receding hairline, which Simon attempted to disguise by growing his hair longer on the side. But their voices, if not their looks, blended together, and their dotingly crafted, meticulously harmonized songs connected with a generation trying to remain calm during a chaotic period in America’s history. A 1967 Columbia Records press release touted them as possessing “a unique understanding of the soul of the young city-dweller” who sings of “the alienation, excitement and loneliness that are peculiar to and so much a part of life in the Big Town.” While flowery, the label’s hype wasn’t far from the truth: Simon and Garfunkel even looked like a couple of grad-school enrollees.

As soon as he saw the flier for Simon’s class, Ron Maxwell, a twenty-one-year-old NYU graduate film student, called one of his high-school friends from nearby Clifton, New Jersey, a fledgling composer and pianist named Joe Turrin. The previous year, the two had written Barricade, a rock opera inspired by Maxwell’s time in Paris during the 1968 student uprising. At the appointed audition time, Maxwell arrived at the  building—the same one where he’d hung a handmade “US Out of Vietnam” banner out a window as one of his teachers looked on with headshaking disdain.

Maxwell and Turrin were called in, and there was Simon, alone in a classroom with only an upright piano. At all of five feet four, Simon was more diminutive in person than on his album covers. The three shook hands and made some introductory small talk. Simon seemed impressed that Maxwell and Turn had written an entire show. Propping up the 150-page libretto of Barricade, Turrin settled in behind the piano and began playing, Maxwell singing the lyrics and acting out the plot. In the middle of one song, Turrin noticed Simon standing behind him, staring at the score. Turrin, who’d studied at the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, was instantly rattled: Paul Simon, of all people, was scrutinizing his work.

At the end of the performance, Simon looked at Turrin apologetically. “I didn’t mean to bother you,” he said. “I can’t believe you notated all of that.” To the surprise of both would-be students, Simon told them he couldn’t read music. To Turrin, the admission was shocking: One of the leading songwriters of his generation, the man who managed to slip a phrase like “superficial sighs” into the chorus of a pop single, couldn’t decipher sheet music?

Had Turrin and Maxwell known more about Simon, they would have been equally surprised. At that moment, he and Garfunkel were on the verge of a new and potentially colossal era. The week before the scheduled start of the course, Columbia Records would be unveiling Bridge Over Troubled Water, the duo’s first new album in over a year. The label’s radio department was hustling hard to promote the title song, which Billboard had already declared a “national breakout single.” A tour of Europe and another headlining date at New York’s Forest Hills Tennis Stadium were being planned. Yet here was Simon, committing himself to nearly three months in a classroom at NYU. Everyone assumed it was a lark—that when it ended, Simon would resume the career that had finally paid off for him after years of dues-paying. It was inconceivable to picture Simon without Garfunkel, without further luminous melodies, and without the syllable-for-syllable harmonies that made him and his partner seem less like entertainers and more like brothers.
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In the ramshackle offices of the Vietnam Moratorium Committee in Washington, D.C., co-organizers Sam Brown and David Hawk knew they needed a second act for the new decade. But what, precisely? The Moratorium had begun in the spring of 1969 as a call for students to strike in opposition to the Vietnam War. Gradually, the plan mushroomed into a nationwide antiwar rally. Held October 15, it defied even Hawk and Brown’s most optimistic expectations. Around the country, a million people congregated to express their disapproval. In what Time dubbed “a calm, measured and heavily middle-class statement of weariness with the war,” one hundred thousand gathered in Boston Common, bells in small towns tolled somberly, and World War II veterans in Detroit suburbs congregated to show their solidarity. Students burned draft cards, but no one anticipated the housewives in Texas who blocked a bridge leading to a defense plant.

The new decade was already sending mixed signals. On one hand, aspects of the one before appeared to be intact. The Beatles were completing a new album and film. In the wake of Woodstock the previous August, which had lured a half-million generally peaceful music fans to New York farmland, a slew of similar multiday and multi-act festivals were being planned throughout 1970. In July and then November 1969, America had finally succeeded in dropping men onto the moon; a third mission was set for April.

Yet other events of the previous six months had been hard to comprehend. No one yet knew what to make of a series of ritualistic murders in Hollywood the previous August, supposedly led by an elfin, wild-eyed hippie named Charles Manson who looked like someone who could’ve been in those Woodstock throngs. In December, a free concert by the Rolling Stones at the Altamont Speedway in northern California had ended with the knifepoint murder of a young black man at the hands of a Hell’s Angel. (Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young had played at that very show, hours before the murder.) The fact that the decade had begun with John Kennedy and ended with Richard Nixon, who’d been inaugurated in January 1969, didn’t bode well. Even Mad sensed a change in the winds. In its January 1970 issue, cartoonist Sergio Aragones rolled out another of his gleeful skewerings, “Protest Demonstrations.” A group of whites holding “White Supremacy” signs head toward an intersection; a band of African-Americans, holding their own “Black Power” signs, are on a collision course with them from another direction. Between them, a street preacher carries his own sign: “Prepare to Meet Thy Doom.”

The future of the Moratorium was as undecided as the newly born’70s. Brown and Hawk’s original plan called for a series of similar mass protests: one in October, two in November, three in December, four in January 1970, and so on, building into a continuous, nonstop display of public disgust. Yet they knew they couldn’t possibly top the first October 15 event. A second gathering, this time organized by New Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, wasn’t at all their planned sequel. In a letter to the New York Times published November 11, a Mobilization co-organizer declared plans for “legal and peaceful, totally non-violent demonstrations in Washington, San Francisco, and points in between.” Unfortunately, they didn’t all turn out that way. When one speaker in Washington encouraged the crowd to storm the Justice Department, Hawk, who like Brown wasn’t involved in the Mobe’s planning, winced. As if on schedule, marchers from the more  radical fringe began running through the Washington streets and police were lobbing tear gas.

Instead of holding further Moratoriums and Mobilization events, Hawk, Brown, and their colleagues decided on the most sensible option: raising money for pro-peace candidates running in the upcoming midterm elections. Assuming they won, those officials could begin cutting off funding for the war. The plan was pragmatic and sensible—and, Hawk knew, would have zero appeal to the rising number of far-left groups. He wasn’t even sure what to call one of the leading groups, since their name kept changing: Was it the Weathermen or the Days of Rage people? Whatever their moniker, Hawk knew they favored open combat in the streets over subvert-from-within tactics. The Weathermen made the Moratorium organizers promise not to denounce them publicly. Privately, though, Hawk was worried how far they were going to take their tactics and what impact they could have. Was the public intelligent enough, he wondered, to distinguish antiwar demonstrations from violent hooliganism?

While those debates ensued, a far more immediate problem needed to be addressed: paying for the expenses involved in mounting the October and November Moratoriums and replenishing the Moratorium fund. With the help of Peter Yarrow of Peter, Paul and Mary, one of pop music’s most passionate antiwar advocates, a benefit—the Winter Concert for Peace—had been planned for Madison Square Garden in January.


The day of the show, January 28, Hawk, a studious-looking, bespectacled community organizer and former Cornell student, flew to New York, went to the Garden, and addressed the twenty thousand in the venue. In the minds of Hawk and Moratorium workers like Jane Barlow, the show achieved the perfect balance of political rally and quasi-Woodstock music experience. Thanks to his connections in the music business, Yarrow had assembled a wide-ranging assortment of acts: folksingers Richie Havens and Judy Collins, the Long Island blue-eyed  soul band the Rascals, the big-band pop group Blood, Sweat & Tears, the cast of Hair, and the Edwin Hawkins Singers (who’d taken gospel to the pop charts the previous year with “Oh Happy Day”). With memories of the first Moratorium still on everyone’s mind, the crowd was noticeably charged.

That is, until the arrival of the headliner, Jimi Hendrix. Two and a half years earlier, Hendrix had ignited the audience and his guitar at the Monterey Pop Festival. But the man who took the New York stage now was a far cry from the carnal rock and roll gypsy of Monterey. He looked and sounded prematurely careworn. Taking the stage very late with his new band, Band of Gypsys, he made it through only one song before he began muttering incoherently. “That’s what happened when Earth fucks with Space,” he told the crowd before sitting down. “Never forget that.” Both the audience and the musicians were baffled, if not uneasy, and Hendrix soon left the stage.

No one ever quite knew what drug Hendrix was on or who gave it to him. His intake had become so notorious that few at the Fillmore East had been surprised when he consumed a large amount of cocaine backstage at a New Year’s Eve show just a few weeks earlier. But as he left the stage and the Winter Concert for Peace crumbled to a close, Hawk grimaced in his seat. This wasn’t the Hendrix of Monterey, Woodstock, or “All Along the Watchtower.” This Hendrix, he thought, was too far gone. The concert organizers were disturbed but tried hard not to dwell on the evening’s unfortunate anticlimax. They had another, similar concert to plan for the summer.
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Sitting at his desk at the Warner Brothers Records office on Burbank Boulevard in Burbank, California, Stan Cornyn glanced over the list of the label’s upcoming releases. As vice president of creative services,  Cornyn was responsible for the company’s clever, postmodern ad copy. (A print advertisement for a new album by the Fugs, the ragged East Village folk-rock anarchists, said, “You will find the usual Fugs quota of atonal masochism . . . In spite of this, there are redeeming qualities in this album.”) Physically, Cornyn embodied the new breed of music business executive. With his horn-rim glasses, Cornyn looked bookish, but he’d stopped wearing the blue suit jackets favored by Warner executives in the early’60s and had begun growing out his hair. The makeover helped him forge a bond with the younger acts on Warner and its sister label Reprise: One day, Joni Mitchell dropped by his office with a notebook of lyrics she asked Cornyn to type out for liner notes.

Of a typical batch of new albums released by Warner in any given week, two or three would be the label’s big guns—Peter, Paul and Mary, Bill Cosby. As for the rest, they were nobodies—“the weirdos,” Cornyn would call them. As he prepared to bang out copy for ads that would run in the music trades the first week of February, Cornyn noticed one of those oddballs on the list: James Taylor.

Cornyn knew the basics: Taylor was a twenty-one-year-old singer-songwriter, guitarist, and apparent nomad (his homes had included Martha’s Vineyard, Manhattan, North Carolina, London, and currently the couch in his producer’s house in town). He’d recorded an album for the Beatles’ Apple label, and Joe Smith, the president of Warner, had snatched him away and was releasing Taylor’s second album, Sweet Baby James. Cornyn also knew the Apple album had received good reviews but hadn’t sold, and that Smith’s enthusiasm alone didn’t guarantee anything. His knowledge of Taylor pretty much ended there. Cornyn was accustomed to seeing musicians pop in and out, like Neil Young storming out of Reprise head Mo Ostin’s office. But Cornyn had yet to meet Taylor or even glimpse him around the building.

Taylor had actually visited Smith’s office a few weeks earlier, but Cornyn, along with most of the Warners staff, simply wasn’t told. The  scrappy, avuncular Smith had first caught sight of Taylor at the Newport Folk Festival the summer before. Taking in the sights during an after-show party at one of the plush estates near the festival grounds, Smith saw a tall, lanky kid taking long strides across the lawn. At times he seemed to be staggering, as if he were on one substance or another.

When they met, Smith instantly recognized Taylor’s name from the Apple release. Taylor, who was performing at the festival, began complaining about the Beatles’ shaky organization and indicated he was looking for a new record deal. Smith introduced Taylor to the Everly Brothers, who’d integrated Appalachian harmonies into rock and roll in the late ’50s and were now struggling to look and sound contemporary. Right there on the lawn, the three began harmonizing together on one of Taylor’s songs, “Carolina in My Mind.” Smith took note: If two of rock’s greatest singers could easily adapt to one of Taylor’s songs, maybe plenty of other people could appreciate Taylor too. Smith wound up signing Taylor.

On a midwinter January day, Taylor and his manager, Peter Asher, visited Smith’s office to play him what they had of Sweet Baby James. The two were quite the pair. Taylor was all arms and legs; his shoulder-length hair, parted in the middle, slouched down either side of his face. He had a penetrating gaze and a high forehead. Asher, though older than Taylor by four years, looked younger: With his dark-rimmed spectacles and red mop top, he could have easily passed for a polite British schoolboy.

Normally, Smith invited other label executives to sit in during listening sessions to meet the artist and get an early feel for the music they’d be marketing. But he sensed Taylor was different—that he’d be easily spooked by the presence of strangers—so Smith decided the meeting would be restricted to himself, artist, and manager.

Asher and Taylor arrived and handed Smith a tape. Smith popped it in as the two men sat on the other side of his desk. From the opening line about a young cowboy on a range, Smith was hooked. He reveled in the  easygoing lull of the songs and Taylor’s upright but soothing delivery. The music was gentle, melodic, and direct. It wasn’t rock and roll, nor was it imbued with even a millisecond of political consciousness. But Smith related to it in ways he didn’t always with other acts he’d signed, like the Grateful Dead. Smith kept hoping and praying the Dead would record something approaching a single (when they finally did a few months later, with “Uncle John’s Band,” he literally whooped with joy).

Throughout the playback, Smith made appreciative comments about the songs. After a while, Smith realized Asher did all the talking; Taylor said little, if anything. He mostly nodded and, once in a while, flashed a bemused expression. Smith had amicable relationships with many artists on his label, but he sensed he wasn’t going to get to know Taylor very well. Later, when Smith heard about the heroin bouts, the wards with locked doors, and Taylor’s stay in a psychiatric hospital only months before, Taylor’s mood that day made sense. But at the moment, Taylor simply seemed shy and fragile.

Long after Taylor left the Warner compound, Stan Cornyn sat behind his typewriter and banged out copy for the ad touting the label’s forthcoming releases. “Last year, James Taylor’s first album, on friendly competitor Apple, was dearly loved and glowingly reviewed,” he wrote. “This year the same will happen to James Taylor’s second album, Sweet Baby James. Only much more so.” Like all commercials, it was noticeably optimistic. Since the album cover wasn’t finished, Cornyn opted for an in-joke: a photo of an Apple with a bite chomped out of it. Even if the record tanked, like those by so many other unknowns, he hoped everyone would at least remember the ad.






PART ONE

 WINTER INTO SPRING
 A Song That They Sing When They Take to the Highway





 CHAPTER 1

Smack in the middle of a workweek—Wednesday, February 11—Mort Lewis took the type of call any music business manager longed to receive. A friend at Columbia Records informed him that the company had officially shipped one million copies of Simon and Garfunkel’s Bridge Over Troubled Water. At a time when the bar for success was the gold album for sales of half a million, the figure was especially remarkable. Days later, Lewis, a tall, toothy World War II veteran who’d become Simon and Garfunkel’s manager in 1965, received an honorary souvenir from Columbia commemorating the conversation: a dime mounted on a wooden plaque with the inscription, “To Mort Lewis—For Posterity.”

Lewis chuckled, as he would for years afterward whenever he saw the plaque, but he was also relieved. Between the creation of the album, the constant interruptions, and that damn television special, the previous year had been a trying one for his clients.

Not that they hadn’t asked for it, to some degree. Like everyone who worked with them, from Columbia president Clive Davis to the session musicians who had to repeatedly replay their parts in the studio, Lewis was painfully aware of how exacting Simon and Garfunkel could be. The creation of their fifth album stretched back to January 1969, when the duo went to Nashville to record—or, it turned out, start recording—one of Simon’s new songs, “The Boxer.” The track began simply, with Simon and session guitarist Fred Carter Jr. fingerpicking the gentle sway of Simon’s melody on Martin guitars. Then Simon, Garfunkel, and their coproducer and recording engineer, Roy Halee—a Columbia  staffer and native New Yorker who had become an intrinsic member of their tightly knit team—began layering the track to enrich the sound. Only later did Simon add lyrics—the story-song of a worn-down prizefighter meant to be a metaphor for Simon and the criticism sometimes leveled at his work.

In the end, “The Boxer” incorporated a tuba, harmonica, drums, and a mournful, otherworldly solo that combined a pedal steel guitar cut in Nashville with a piccolo overdubbed in New York. For the “lie lie lie” finale that never completely satisfied Simon, Garfunkel suggested they record at a chapel at Columbia University; the echo would be just what the song needed. Columbia Records balked at spending so much money on one song, but they had little choice in the matter. The duo’s track record of hit singles gave them the latitude to take however long they wanted, and however much money it would take.

A few months later, in the summer of 1969, Simon and Garfunkel left their hometown and decamped to Los Angeles. Simon rented a house on Blue Jay Way in the Hollywood Hills, a home previously occupied by George Harrison, who’d immortalized it in a drony piece of psychedelia of the same name on the Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour. With the Beatles still on his mind, Simon brought with him a new song he’d begun in New York. His lawyer Michael Tannen had first heard it when Simon showed up late at Tannen’s birthday party on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. “I’ve just written my ‘Yesterday,’” said Simon, who, despite fending off a cold, sang it for the partygoers.

As with “The Boxer,” “Bridge Over Troubled Waters,” as it was first called, was no painless undertaking. Starting with the simple strum of an acoustic guitar, Simon’s demo of the song was understated and gentle. “When peace is all you seek, I will be there,” he sang, almost as if he were back in the British folk clubs he’d played earlier in the decade. Then, reflecting one of his newfound musical passions, his voice glided up into a falsetto inspired by Claude Jeter of the Southern gospel group  the Swan Silvertones. (It was the Silvertones’ “Oh, Mary Don’t You Weep,” with its line “I’ll be a bridge over deep water if you trust my name,” that inspired Simon to write his own variation.) At the Blue Jay Way house, Simon sang it for Lewis and Garfunkel. Lewis loved it right away, and Simon suggested it as a showcase for his partner. Surprisingly, Garfunkel initially demurred, not feeling the song was a perfect fit for his voice. Simon persisted, and Garfunkel eventually agreed.

To begin the process of capturing the song on tape, Simon called in Larry Knechtel. Born in southern California, the twenty-nine-year-old Knechtel had worked with them on their previous album, Bookends; his extensive résumé also included playing piano in the famed Wrecking Crew, a group of renowned Los Angeles session musicians featured on more hits (by the Mamas and the Papas, the Beach Boys, the Fifth Dimension, and many others) than an AM radio could handle. Knechtel, a taciturn professional with shaggy sandy-brown hair, had seen it all—or so he thought. Starting August 1, 1969, he clocked in at Columbia’s basketball-court-size studio on Sunset Boulevard, joining Simon, Garfunkel, and Halee. Simon played Knechtel the new song on guitar and told him he wanted to center it around a piano instead. Once the chords were transposed with the help of arranger Jimmie Haskell, Knechtel devised an introduction and an outro, and the rehearsals began. Knechtel took a seat at the piano, and Garfunkel stood next to him, both donning headphones, microphones dangling from the ceiling to capture as full a piano sound as possible.

As Simon watched with hawkish intensity from behind the control-booth glass, Knechtel and Garfunkel began performing “Bridge Over Troubled Waters.” That day alone, Knechtel worked from 10 P.M. to 4:30 A.M., with a half-hour break. Knechtel knew his bosses could be exacting, but over the days ahead, he didn’t expect to play the song—two verses, totaling just under three minutes—as many times as he did. His own estimate was seventy-two takes. “Paul wanted it to be gospel, but not gospel,” Knechtel recalled. “That was the hard part, since Art couldn’t sing that  stuff.” Knechtel admitted he probably screwed up a few times; he wasn’t used to so many replays. Meanwhile, Simon rewrote some of the verses and changed “waters” to the singular “water” in the title phrase.

Once Simon decided on a take he liked—the second, it turned out—it was then to stage two: a muted drum part by Hal Blaine, another member of the Wrecking Crew; two bass parts by Joe Osborn, also a veteran of Simon and Garfunkel sessions; vibes; drums recorded in an echo chamber; a string section. Realizing the song was too short, Simon told everyone to leave space for a third verse he’d write later. Inspired by the sight of his girlfriend Peggy Harper looking in the mirror at the Blue Jay Way house and seeing a gray hair—“silver girl” was the phrase that came to mind—Simon finished the new words, and Garfunkel sang an early draft of them on August 13.

And yet work on the song was only just beginning. When they returned to New York, Garfunkel began two painstaking weeks of vocal work at a Columbia studio. Garfunkel could be as exacting as Simon, but during the session, Simon would nonetheless get visibly angry if his partner sang a note Simon hadn’t planned out beforehand. Although he’d known his collaborator for nearly fifteen years, Garfunkel was still taken aback. He’d been gone most of the previous few months, on a movie set, and had to readjust to Simon’s demanding ways.

Tensions between them were nothing new; if anything, they were as much a part of their lives as their shared borough backgrounds. In Nashville during initial work on “The Boxer,” the two were driving around one day with Halee and arguing about who could run the fastest. Right then, Simon demanded a race. Halee pulled over into an empty parking lot, and all three jumped out and bolted across it. Simon finished first, Halee second, and Garfunkel last. Nothing about the incident—the impromptu contest, the sprint, the results—surprised anyone who knew them.
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They’d been friends and competitors as long as anyone could recall. One day in the fall of 1957, when they were both sixteen, they’d gone shopping together for sweaters. Even though they were mere Queens high-school students, they’d actually placed a song on the charts, “Hey, Schoolgirl,” and needed to spruce up their wardrobes. In the store, they began arguing: Simon wanted one type of sweater, Garfunkel another. In the end, they couldn’t agree on what to wear and wound up leaving with nothing. A few hours later, they laughed about it, and the cycle began again.

As children, they’d lived within three blocks of each other, in the middle-class section of Queens, New York, and went to the same elementary school, P.S. 164 in Flushing. Simon had migrated from nearby Newark, New Jersey, where his father, a bass player and bandleader named Louis Simon, had been born. The family—which also included Louis’ wife Belle, who taught school, and a younger son, Eddie—moved to Kew Gardens Hills, a largely Jewish section of the borough. Garfunkel was already living there with his parents, Jack and Rose, and his two brothers, Jules and Jerry. Simon had taken note of Garfunkel’s singing during a school talent show. “I saw you on that stage and I thought, ‘That’s how you get popular,’” Simon told him after they’d become friends. Garfunkel took note of Simon’s sense of humor, and they finally met during a sixth-grade production of Alice in Wonderland.

From the start, rock and roll drew them together. Inheriting his father’s love of music, Simon began learning guitar and playing his own type of music. At a ninth-grade dance, he and Garfunkel joined up to sing Big Joe Turner’s recent hit “Flip, Flop and Fly”—“I’m a Mississippi bullfrog, sittin’ on a hollow stump,” went part of its rollicking lyrics. By the time they were attending Forest Hills High School, they were singing songs by the Crew Cuts and their heroes, the Everly Brothers. Once, when they were trying to learn the Everlys’ “Hey Doll Baby” from memory, they inadvertently came up with a song of their own, “Hey, Schoolgirl,” in half an hour.

While they were putting it on tape in a Manhattan studio, Sid Prosen, owner of a local indie label with the presumptuous name of Big Records, overheard them. In the immediate way in which the early rock and roll business worked, he offered to make a record out of it on the spot. Prosen spoke with their parents, cut a deal, and, two days later, shipped fifty thousand copies of “Hey, Schoolgirl” to record stores and jukeboxes. One obstacle remained to assimilating themselves into the culture: their names. They rechristened themselves Tom and Jerry: Garfunkel was now Tom Graph, a nod to his love of math and charting pop hits on graphs, while Simon rechristened himself Jerry Landis.

With its “who-bop-alook-chi-bop” hook and its tale of a smitten teen who eventually lands the girl, “Hey, Schoolgirl” recalled the Everlys enough to peak at a respectable number 49 on the charts. Before they knew it, Tom and Jerry were wearing white bucks and singing the song on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand around Thanksgiving 1956. They were rock stars—but, it turned out, only for a moment. Tom and Jerry’s second single, the less confident “Our Song,” recycled the “Hey, Schoolgirl” chords and died quickly. A third single, “That’s My Story,” amounted to banal white doo-wop and also withered. By the time they graduated from Forest Hills High School, their career was finished.

For the next few years, they barely spoke. Mere months after “Hey, Schoolgirl,” Simon had cut a single on his own—a hiccupy slice of Queens rockabilly called “True or False,” under the name True Taylor. The secretive recording signaled that Simon was intent on a career in pop music—and that he suspected his partner wasn’t equally driven. Garfunkel, who had such a sharp, numbers-driven mind that he was already tutoring math in high school, was miffed by Simon’s side project. They went off to different colleges—Garfunkel to Columbia to study architecture, Simon to Queens College, right near his parents’ home—and fell out of touch.

As “Hey, Schoolgirl” proved, Simon was a quick, savvy study when  it came to pop music trends. Those skills were only sharpened in the early ’60s, when he took jobs at song publishing companies during his noncollege hours, where he’d sing on demos of songs being pitched to stars. In the process, he learned about record-making—and, just as important, which pop styles were in vogue at what moment. Cutting records on his own with various pseudonyms, he tried his hand at sweet ballads with pitter-patter beats (“Just a Boy,” “Shy”) and Elvis imitations (“Teenage Fool”). A savvy bid at airplay, “Play Me a Sad Song,” implored a disc jockey to spin something woeful to ease his angst. In “It Means a Lot to Them,” he was the archetypal nice Jewish boy, concerned about receiving the consent of his girlfriend’s parents. The tracks were polished and au courant, but the arrangements—syrupy backing vocals and clip-clop rhythms—sank them. His sense of humor and developing sense of rhythm only poked through on “The Lone Teen Ranger,” a novelty record with a honking sax solo that tapped into the Lone Ranger TV show frenzy.

Like many of his peers, Simon glommed onto the folk music boom that arrived after the Kingston Trio and then Peter, Paul and Mary brought strums and hearty harmonies to the masses. Before long, he’d ditched the doo-wop affectations and was transforming himself into a socially conscious singer-songwriter, just like Bob Dylan and all the new-generation balladeers playing in nearby Greenwich Village. One night in his parents’ bathroom—either 1962 or early 1964, depending on the source—he began writing a new song about the alienation his generation was starting to feel. (The opening reference to “darkness” referred to the way he’d sing in the bathroom with the lights off.) During his part-time song-plugger job, Simon would often drag along his guitar and play his own songs for publishers. One day, he played “The Sound of Silence” for Tom Wilson, a Columbia Records executive. Wilson liked the song and decided to cut it, so Simon brought along Garfunkel, with whom he’d reconciled after a chance meeting on the streets of Manhattan. Wilson, a young black producer, was impressed with Garfunkel’s white Afro—it was the first he’d ever seen—and before long, the former Tom and Jerry had been signed to the same label as Dylan.

With the contract, they finally reverted to their actual names. Goddard Lieberson, Columbia’s distinguished and erudite president, first thought “Simon and Garfunkel” sounded too much like a department store, and a few Columbia executives considered their moniker too Jewish-sounding. Club-goers at their earliest Village folk-club shows would approach them at intermission and ask when the jokes were coming; they assumed “Simon and Garfunkel” was a comedy duo. But the time called for authenticity over artifice, so they were, finally, Simon and Garfunkel.

Released in October 1964, their debut album, Wednesday Morning, 3 AM, showcased what they could bring to the folk music table. Their harmonies—Simon on the low end, Garfunkel on the high—were altogether different from the rousing three- or four-part vocal blends heard on the majority of folk records; Simon’s lyrics were pensive and scholarly. “The Sound of Silence” was a snapshot of a generation colliding with conformity, mass media, and “neon gods.” With its images of the homeless, poets reading by themselves, and early morning fog, “Bleecker Street” evoked Greenwich Village’s main thoroughfare after the music had faded for the night. The careful intertwining of the two men’s voices only added to the song’s mood of predawn, empty-streets fragility. But the bare-boned production throughout the album was overly wan, and the two men weren’t altogether convincing in the sturdy–sing-along department (“You Can Tell the World” and “Go Tell It on the Mountain” weren’t as rousing as they wanted to be). Columbia spent all of $3,000 recording it and only sold a depressing 1,500 copies. By the end of the year, Simon had relocated to London and was singing in folk clubs and train stations, and Garfunkel was back in school. Simon and Garfunkel had capsized as quickly as they’d launched.
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