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More advance praise for


A FEW WORDS IN DEFENSE OF OUR COUNTRY


“At last, the biography that Randy Newman has long deserved. The emotional precision, the humor and sweep, the truths and secrets behind his remarkable body of work … it’s all here in Robert Hilburn’s heartfelt and indispensable account of America’s finest songwriter. Leave it to Hilburn to pull back the curtain on the incredible life of Newman, a shy genius who clearly trusted him enough to point him in all the right directions. It’s more than a great read, it’s an invitation to revisit Randy Newman’s work with renewed appreciation for the man who uniquely defined the American Experience just when we needed it most.”


—Cameron Crowe


“Every time I go to Disneyland and hear Randy Newman’s fanfare that announces the thrill-ride of the ‘Cars’ ride, I marvel at his genius for infiltration.


Robert Hilburn’s book makes a very good case for Newman being the composer of two or three songs that might serve as the national anthem of a more curious and a less vainglorious America. Some of those songs are heartbreaking and chilling, others are just flat-out funny.”


—Elvis Costello


“With A Few Words in Defense of Our Country, Robert Hilburn does an extraordinary feat: he reminds us that it is passion within a songwriter that is always the genesis for music. Hilburn’s thoroughly researched and skillfully narrated bio fully brings Newman’s passion to life. This book stands as the definitive biography of one of our greatest songwriters.”


—Charles R. Cross, author of Heavier Than Heaven:


A Biography of Kurt Cobain and Room Full of Mirrors:


A Biography of Jimi Hendrix
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Randy Newman


for the music and the message


and


Lenny Waronker


for the unending belief











“I heard a record on the radio one day back in the sixties by Julius LaRosa called ‘I Think It’s Going to Rain Today.’ Randy’s song was so mysterious—something about kicking a can down the street, like that’s how you treat a friend. I never heard a song like that before; it was so cynical. I actually never heard Randy himself sing it till much later. What grabbed me was the sadness in Randy’s voice. Sadness and cynicism, it’s a strange combination but Randy always manages to pull it off. I like his singing. It’s the epitome of laid-back, and I think he’s got that covered all by himself. King of the mountain, that’s who he is and always was.”


BOB DYLAN












PROLOGUE (1)




I’m interested in this country: geography, the weather, the people, the way people look, what they eat, what they call things … maybe American psychology is my big subject.


RANDY NEWMAN





When the national debate over fundamental human values led more than two thousand extremists to storm the United States Capitol in 2021 after President Donald Trump’s failed reelection bid, horrified Americans asked themselves how their country could have gotten to this point. Much can be learned from what Randy Newman’s most insightful songs had been warning us about for fifty years.


Millions around the world can hum “You’ve Got a Friend in Me,” Newman’s disarming composition for Toy Story, but most would be astonished to learn that the heart of his legacy is in the dozens of brilliant compositions detailing the injustices, from racism to economic disparity, that have contributed to the United States being as divided as at any time since the Civil War. Rolling Stone has declared that a single Newman song, “Sail Away,” tells us more about America than “The Star-Spangled Banner.”


“I’ve always gone against the two things that sell 90 percent of the records in America,” he says. “It’s kinda like I came across a fork in the highway and took another road—away from how the medium had been used for a thousand years. I don’t write love songs, and I don’t write in the first person. It’s not what interests me. The songs are about things that need to be noticed, places like ghettos and slums that should shame everyone. It hurts to see people living like that in this rich country, where the fact that one zip code entitles you to better medical care and the wrong one can be a death sentence.”


Newman’s boldness and range have established him as one of the most acclaimed songwriters ever in American pop—he combines the craft of the George Gershwin and Cole Porter era and the personal commentary of Bob Dylan and the rock era. That may sound like hyperbole, but only if you’re not familiar with his work.


Randy was twenty-eight in 1972 when he wrote a song whose language was so fiercely defiant that it still stands as one of the most explosive slices of social commentary ever released by a major record label in America. Dylan’s protest songs had an aggressive, revolutionary edge, but radio stations, for the most part, felt safe playing them because the language was well within the normal limits of sociopolitical debate.


In “Rednecks,” a savage attack on racism, North and South, Newman’s words shattered those limits:




We’re rednecks, rednecks


And we don’t know our ass from a hole in the ground


We’re rednecks, we’re rednecks


And we’re keeping the niggers down





Hearing those early lines, it was easy to assume Newman was attacking Southern bigotry, but things changed abruptly in the third verse as he took aim at Northern sanctimoniousness. The young man from Los Angeles was serving notice that he would call out offensive behavior wherever he found it. (We’ll discuss the appropriateness of this monstrous slur in detail in chapter 10.)




Now your northern nigger’s a Negro


You see he’s got his dignity


Down here we’re too ignorant to realize


That the North has set the nigger free


Yes, he’s free to be put in a cage


In Harlem in New York City


And he’s free to be put in a cage in the South Side of Chicago


And the West Side





The lines were all the more startling when written because it was just four years after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King and the accompanying rage in the Black community that led to street uprisings in more than one hundred US cities—leaving underlying tension that would rise and fall until another massive eruption after police murdered a defenseless Black man, George Floyd, in 2020 in Minneapolis.


To allow himself greater creative freedom in “Rednecks,” Newman employed—as he would continue to do—a device he had seen in literature: the unreliable narrator. In the song, he assumed the role of a racist and expressed the racist’s views, feeling that the absurdity of the words was more powerful than the common first-person pronouncements that had long been the blueprint for protest music. “There is a bit of the old don’t-tread-on-me in the American attitude—even some lawlessness at times,” he says. “You can especially see this in parts of the South where some people resent anything they feel has been handed down from on high—meaning the North. They make more of it than they should, and it messes up the country, but no area is guilt-free.”


From “Rednecks” to “A Few Words in Defense of Our Country,” Newman has written about what he sees as America’s shortcomings with such rich storytelling and sharply drawn vignettes that he seemed to be a novelist living in a musician’s body; music critics and cultural commentators frequently refer to novelists when describing Newman’s approach, and it’s significant that they reach as high as Mark Twain and William Faulkner to convey his originality and depth.


A favorite among discriminating, literary-minded music fans who delight in his blend of Jewish intellectualism, political liberalism, and healthy dose of contrarianism, Newman leans heavily on humor, satire, and irony to make his judgments feel less pedantic. In 2012, he mocked the legions of Americans who opposed Barack Obama’s presidential candidacy solely because he was Black. In a twist on Irving Berlin’s classic “White Christmas,” Newman wrote “I’m Dreaming” to reflect the racist’s stance. It includes lines that are classic as well:




He won’t be the brightest, perhaps.


But he’ll be the whitest


And I’ll vote for that.





Newman’s focus goes beyond race. As the effects of the Ronald Reagan era began to be felt during his governorship of California in the late 1960s, a second target emerged in his compositions—a national worship of money that not only changed people’s values but often made them intolerant of anyone in lower economic positions. Over time, that vision contributed to a deepening divide between the rich and poor as well as growing disregard for the needs of the homeless and mentally ill, a gradual decline of the middle class, and deregulation of the financial industry. Springsteen would release a dark condemnation of this social shift in the acclaimed album Nebraska in 1982, the second year of Reagan’s presidency. “It’s Money That I Love” preceded it by three years.


In a dozen studio albums, he has also examined a wide range of social ills. “Half a Man” ridiculed homophobia. “You Can Leave Your Hat On” addressed the objectification of women. “The Great Nations of Europe” recounted evil aspects of colonization. “Yellow Man” called out Asian stereotyping. “Burn On” warned about the damage to the environment—all targets that helped stretch the boundaries of pop.
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Randy was born into a musical family. His uncles—Alfred, Lionel, and Emil—were royalty in film music circles for decades, a reign that stretched from the early days of the talkies through the 1960s. Alfred, the most successful, received forty-five Academy Award nominations and a record nine Oscars. Randy, who studied music composition at UCLA, was expected to follow his uncles into film music, but he was so intimidated by the prospect that he switched to writing pop songs as a teenager. He was hailed as a pop wunderkind with an LP in 1968 that is widely considered one of the greatest debuts ever.


Thanks in part to his extensive classical music training, Randy brings a sophistication and sweep to his songs that far exceeds the three-chord playbook followed by most pop and rock songwriters; it has been said he plays an orchestra the way Hendrix played a guitar. His own struggles, too, helped him understand bullying and abuse, and his vocals sidestep the pop norm of trying to hook the listener into singing along. Instead, his vocals make you feel the pain and abandonment of society’s outcasts. Sadness and cynicism, but also compassion and outrage.


Randy followed the debut with a series of acclaimed albums—notably Sail Away, Good Old Boys, and Land of Dreams—that finally gave him the courage to tackle film music, and he delivered a series of scores, from the tender, evocative Americana feel of The Natural to the innocence and warmth of Toy Story. Living up to the standards of his uncles, Randy has received twenty-two Oscar nominations and two statuettes.
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Randy loved working with orchestras in films, but he felt that the songs in his albums were ultimately more important. They were things he felt needed to be said, and largely weren’t said, in pop music, and they remain his most significant work. Refocusing on pop in the late 1990s when he was nearing sixty, an age when most of the best songwriters were in decline, he delivered three albums—Bad Love, Harps and Angels, and Dark Matter—that reflected the commentary and ambition of his best early work.


As millions of Americans reexamine the country’s past to find heroes who stood for principle during troubled times, Newman is a prime candidate for even greater respect and acclaim. His songs will speak to Americans for generations to come about a strange and tragic period in the country’s history, a time when ideals of diversity and justice were pitted against some of the nation’s darkest impulses.









PROLOGUE (2)


One more thing to know about Randy Newman before we begin his story: he’s funny, the master of an art form—humor—that has all but disappeared in pop music. Wry, wise, and winning, Newman’s humor comes at you from all sorts of surprising directions—it can make you smile, and it can make you laugh out loud. Sometimes he’s just having fun with a song, but mostly he’s using humor to help illuminate his views on social oppression.


The humor came naturally. Randy’s brother, Alan, says he had a strong sense of jocularity from childhood on, including strange behavior that would often exasperate people. When Randy was about twelve, he took all his presents into the family bathroom on Christmas morning and locked the door behind him. Then he started “oohing” and “aahing” loudly as he opened each one, leaving those outside trying to figure out which ones he liked. In school, Randy once came up with a cock-and-bull story about how he couldn’t do a homework paper because his family couldn’t afford a typewriter, Alan said, adding, “When my parents went to open house, the teacher said, ‘Oh, you poor people. Randy told me about your problems’—or something to that effect. My parents at the time, no doubt, dressed to the nines.”


And there was the time that Randy had so much trouble finding a parking spot in UCLA’s notoriously overcrowded campus lots that he bought a plastic Jesus, put it on the dashboard, and parked the car in a nearby church lot. It worked fine until someone stole the car. Despite his predilection for laughter, Randy doesn’t always go for the humor card. As lovely as anything he has written, “Baltimore” is a late-1970s song without a touch of mirth. The words and melody speak about the widespread decay of many American cities with the grace and grittiness that writer James Agee and photographer Walker Evans brought to Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, the landmark 1941 book about the struggles of sharecropper families during the Great Depression.


But Randy does lean toward humor in much of his finest work.


When asked to write a song for Frank Sinatra in the early 1970s, Randy didn’t try to flatter the singer’s image or style in “Lonely at the Top”; he flat-out mocked them. Sinatra passed.




I’ve been around the world


Had my pick of any girl


You’d think I’d be happy


But I’m not


Ev’rybody knows my name


But it’s just a crazy game


Oh, it’s lonely at the top


Listen to the band, they’re playing just for me


Listen to the people paying just for me


All the applause— All the parades


And all the money I have made


Oh, it’s lonely at the top


And all the money I have made


Oh, it’s lonely at the top





A world away from the sophistication and style of “Lonely at the Top,” Randy gave us some of his funniest images in his biggest pop hit “Short People,” a song so politically incorrect that most record companies might not even release it today. The lyrics in part:




They got little baby legs


That stand so low


You got to pick ’em up


Just to say hello


They got little cars


That go beep, beep, beep


They got little voices


Goin’ peep, peep, peep


They got grubby little fingers


And dirty little minds


They’re gonna get you every time





In his ambitious 1995 musical Randy Newman’s Faust, Randy used humor to address religion and morality in America. In his version of the Faust legend, Satan engages the Lord in a wager for a young man’s soul. In the rousing opener, “Glory Train,” we are introduced to the Lord (sung by James Taylor) celebrating His leadership and promise of salvation with an adoring group of angels—only to have the Devil (Newman himself) break in and angrily reject all the Lord is saying. His tirade includes the lines:




DEVIL: If I might intrude


Just for a moment


If only to inject a note of reality


On this festive occasion


In all my life


I don’t believe I’ve ever heard such bullshit


Even from you


A master of bullshit


You know it


I know it


It’s bullshit


Bullshit


All of the faith and prayer in the world


All of your dumb show and circuses


You know it’s a lie


It’ll always be a lie


The invention of an animal


Who knows he’s going to die





Humor is rarely heard in pop music because it is so difficult to employ effectively, especially when dealing with significant subject matter. It’s such a delicate creative balance that no one has come close to matching Newman in the rock era, and it would be surprising if anyone ever does.









PART ONE




You can usually recognize a great songwriter’s work the moment you hear it: an Ellington melody, a Hammerstein lyric, a McCartney or a Dylan song. All proclaim their composer’s identity readily to the listener’s ear. The same can be said of Randy Newman’s compositions. His satirical, ironic lyrics set to an Americana harmonic structure often camouflage a melancholy tenderness that is surely a part of his soul. Fans and fellow songwriters know when they hear his music that they are listening to the work of master. Think of “Sail Away,” “Davy the Fat Boy,” and “Louisiana.” Amazing songs. Add to this extraordinary gift his ability to literally make you laugh out loud at some of his observations, and you’ve met a unique twentieth-century pop song maestro. My generation recognized his immense talent, and future generations will discover and re-discover Randy Newman.


PAUL SIMON












CHAPTER ONE




The Newman Roots


A Friend Named Lenny and


An Eye Problem
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When Randy awoke on his fifth birthday in the family’s triplex apartment across from Beverly Hills High School, the surprise present that his father, Irving, had slipped into the room overnight told him a lot about how he would spend the rest of his life: a brown upright piano.


Even at that age, Randy had heard countless tales about the legendary role his uncles played in Hollywood film music. Alfred Newman alone wrote the score for more than 200 movies, including Wuthering Heights, How Green Was My Valley, and All About Eve, and served as music director at Twentieth Century–Fox Films for two decades. The youngster delighted in the story about how the quick-tempered Alfred got so tired of Charlie Chaplin’s nitpicking about the music for one of the actor-director’s films that he chased Chaplin around the soundstage until cornering him and hitting him on the head with a baton. In time, however, the idea of a career in film music became increasingly daunting as Randy realized the expectations he’d have to meet.


Movies, however, would play such a strong, recurring role in Randy’s career that it’s only fitting that his family history is filled with script-ready details, including coming to America as immigrants fleeing an area of Russia now known as Ukraine to avoid the horrors of anti-Semitism, and a mother’s steel-will drive to build a future for her ten children; she even sold Alfred’s dog to pay for his piano lessons.
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Luba Koskoff, Randy’s paternal grandmother, was eleven when she arrived in America in 1894 with her mother and younger sister. They headed to a Jewish ghetto in New Haven, Connecticut, where Luba’s brother and father ran a produce business. Through them, she met Michael Nemorofsky Jr., who had come to the United States four years earlier from Russia and landed a job delivering produce for the Koskoffs. Part of a small social circle, Michael and Luba started seeing a lot of each other and were married in the summer of 1897 when he was twenty-three and she was a month shy of fourteen. He had already changed his name to Newman.


Michael would play only a fleeting role in the family story. While he struggled to pay the bills, Luba, who was barely five feet tall, stayed home with the steadily growing family (there would be seven boys and three girls born between 1900 and 1917), consumed with planning a better life for them. Luba’s father was a cantor who passed along his love for music, and she sensed that the couple’s first child, Alfred, had a special gift. She started him on piano lessons when he was five and was jubilant when the instructor raved about him.


Word about this New Haven prodigy spread quickly—even to New York, where three years later he began taking lessons (often on scholarship) with top-grade pianists. To watch over Alfred, Luba spent considerable time in New York, leaving her mother to take care of the other children in New Haven—a devotion that would cause deep resentment and hurt among several of her other children.


Alfred’s future in music was threatened four years later when the family was in such bad shape financially that he was often reduced to playing piano in restaurants and on fill-in assignments in theaters to help pay the bills. His talent, however, was too strong to deny. Playing piano at thirteen at the Harlem Opera House, he so impressed vaudeville star Grace La Rue that she hired him to accompany her on tour, where he was sometimes allowed to lead the orchestra. The vaudeville troupe likely thought having a teenager on the podium was a crowd-pleasing move, but Alfred did so well that he became at nineteen what is believed to be the youngest conductor ever to front a Broadway musical. During the 1920s, he led orchestras for shows written by such giants as George Gershwin and Jerome Kern.


When his parents’ marriage ended, Alfred became the titular head of the family, ruling it as he would eventually rule much of film music. In 1922, he brought Luba and his nine siblings to Elmhurst, New York, a short train ride from Broadway. Though grateful for all he did for them, the siblings’ hard feelings deepened over the years as they watched Luba continue to dedicate her time and attention to her prized child.


The family migration west began in 1930 when Newman answered the call of Hollywood. Movie studios, fresh from the silent era, raced to keep up with the demand of enthralled filmgoers to hear as well as see. Broadway looked down at the frenzy, considering the theater to be the true home of the musical, and there is no sign that Newman felt differently.


Even so, Alfred was intrigued when celebrated Hollywood producer Samuel Goldwyn offered him a three-month assignment conducting Irving Berlin’s score for a film titled Reaching for the Moon. Goldwyn was known for his taste in films and an uncanny ability to spot young talent. At the time, Newman was music director for Heads Up, which featured numbers by one of the greatest songwriting teams in Broadway history, Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart, whose compositions included such standards as “My Funny Valentine” and “The Lady Is a Tramp.” But the lure of Goldwyn’s offer was strong. The clincher was when Berlin personally asked Alfred to work on the film. Alfred told Luba that he would see her in three months and headed to California.


The movie was a disaster. Berlin clashed with director Edmund Goulding, who threw out all but one of the songwriter’s numbers from the film—the lively but soon forgotten “When the Folks High Up Do the Mean Low Down,” sung by Bing Crosby, who was making his film debut. Despite Berlin’s exit, Newman remained on the project. Reaching, starring Douglas Fairbanks and Bebe Daniels, was a box-office flop, and that could have been it for the Newman family film presence except that Goldwyn needed someone to head his music department, and the recommendation of Berlin, a gin rummy partner from Goldwyn’s days in New York, was enough for him to offer Newman the position.


The money was attractive, and Newman was excited about Goldwyn’s upcoming project: Street Scene, a Pulitzer Prize–winning drama that was a sensation on Broadway in 1929. To make Hollywood even more alluring, Charlie Chaplin wanted Newman to orchestrate City Lights. Street Scene was a contemporary look at disillusionment and stress in a lower middle-class neighborhood, set chiefly on the steps of a Manhattan brownstone. Newman’s music—which was played over the opening credits—has been widely hailed as a definitive portrait of life in New York City. The haunting melody, influenced by George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue,” would be repeated in numerous films over the years, including Gentleman’s Agreement and How to Marry a Millionaire.


There was no turning back. Alfred phoned Luba: Join me in Hollywood—and bring the kids.


Alfred’s success led four of his brothers—including future composer-conductors Lionel and Emil—to follow him west from New York and work in the entertainment business. After working as a Broadway producer and being active in Democratic politics in New York, Robert (Bobby) Newman became a successful executive in Hollywood, working in various capacities for Samuel Goldwyn Productions, John Wayne’s Batjac production company, and Howard Hughes’s Summa Corporation. Marcus Newman was a celebrated theatrical agent who was credited with luring big-name talent to Las Vegas showrooms; his clients included Marlene Dietrich and Peggy Lee.


Randy’s father, an aspiring musician, wanted to join the musical brothers, but Alfred told him no. Deeply insecure, Alfred felt that his success was largely a fluke and didn’t want to entrust more of the family’s future to one profession. He redirected Irving, who was thirteen years younger, to pursue medicine. Though demoralized, Irving, who adored Alfred, signed up for undergraduate studies at New York University before moving on to medical school, which wasn’t easy. Most leading medical schools at the time had strict quotas on Jews, and they filled quickly. Irving finally found an opening at the University of Alabama, but his time there soon ended. Though not a religious Jew, he was as quick-tempered as Alfred, and he slugged a dean who used an anti-Semitic slur.


With his options reduced even more with that red flag on his record, Irving turned to his brother Robert for help in landing an opening at Louisiana State University’s School of Medicine, which was centered in New Orleans rather than Baton Rouge, home of the main LSU campus. Robert used his Democratic ties in New York to pull strings with someone in Louisiana governor Huey Long’s administration, clearing the way for Irving to be in New Orleans for the start of classes in 1935.
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Irving never had trouble finding girlfriends. He was smart and had movie-star good looks, reminiscent of Robert Donat, a British actor best known for his Oscar-winning role in Goodbye, Mr. Chips. But Irving had never seen a woman as lovely as Adele Fox, who he met by chance at a Mardi Gras dance. Born in Brooklyn in 1916, Adele moved with her family to New Orleans to join relatives. Her father was a former barber whose bouts of depression apparently left him unable to work, leaving her mother to support the six children by taking in boarders and renting beach chairs in the summer on Lake Pontchartrain. Irving and Adele, who was nicknamed Dixie, began a relationship almost immediately, and she moved with him to Los Angeles after he finished medical school in 1938.


Knowing Luba’s resistance—even outright hostility—toward any woman who wanted to take away one of her boys, Irving kept his marriage to Adele in October of 1939 from Luba for more than a year. To preserve the secret, he lived in the hospital where he conducted his internship and Adele stayed in a nearby apartment. One reason they moved to San Francisco in 1940 for his residency was to be able to live together without having to deal with family tension.


When they were pushed apart in 1943 while Irving served as an Army flight surgeon in the North African and Italian campaigns during World War II, it was hard on Adele. She was pregnant and didn’t have many friends in Los Angeles. After giving birth to the couple’s son on November 28 at the old Cedars of Lebanon Hospital in Hollywood, she took her boy to live with her family in New Orleans. He wouldn’t see his father for two years.


Randall Stuart Newman was so surprised the morning he awoke to have his mother tell him that his father was asleep on the couch that he bit Irving on the arm to get a rise; after all this time, he wanted to make sure he wasn’t dreaming—or at least that’s how he told the story for years. The truth, Randy said in 2022, is that he was trying to scare his father into going away. He didn’t want to have to share his mother with anyone.


Though often celebrated as a sanctuary from the savage reign of white supremacy in the South, New Orleans had a long history of racial injustice, complete with race riots, housing segregation, and Ku Klux Klan chapters. After his parents reunited in Los Angeles following the war, Randy would revisit the Crescent City enough as a youngster to have memories of that injustice, starting with the “white” and “colored” signs at water fountains and on ice cream wagons.
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It was hard to tell who was more excited—Luba or Alfred—when Irving returned to Los Angeles with Adele and Randy in early 1945. Luba’s resentment of Adele had given way to affection, and she loved it when Randy came over to her cottage in nearby Westwood and played the piano. Luba, called Nana by the grandkids, raved about the youngster as if he were another prodigy, a point Irving duly noted.


Alfred led the welcome-home party, introducing Irving to friends and various musicians who played on the composer’s films, many of whom became Irving’s patients in what turned into a celebrity-heavy practice. Irving was excellent at diagnosis and had a friendly, outgoing manner, yet he would remain haunted by his dream of a career in music, and he wrote pop songs for years. But he knew that the odds against ever leaving medicine to pursue a music career were overwhelming. The only real hope for his branch of the family to become part of the Newman musical tradition was for Randy to take the place that had been denied him.


Both Alan and Randy felt their father had ability as a songwriter. “He was a very talented songwriter, but he grew up in the wrong era,” Alan said. “I think a lot of his songs could have been jazz standards.” As it happened, the only song of Irving’s that was recorded was “Who Gave You the Roses,” which he wrote for his mother. It was the back side of a 1954 single by Bing Crosby, and it may have gotten there as a favor; the main side of the single was “We Meet Again,” a song co-written by Alfred Newman for the film Desiree, starring Marlon Brando. In any case, the record didn’t make the pop charts.


“There’s no doubt that my father wanted me to be a musician more than I did,” Randy said. “He thought that what my uncles Al, Lionel, and Emil did was just the greatest job in the world—art, high art, a great thing to do.” The goal would eventually contribute to a lingering tension between father and son.
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Among those at Irving’s welcome-home party was Simon “Si” Waronker, an industrious studio orchestra member who had much in common with Alfred. Si was born into a poor family in Los Angeles’s Boyle Heights district in 1915. His father gave him a violin at age five, followed immediately by private lessons. Fairly quickly, the word “prodigy” was tossed his way, too. Si’s teacher even convinced the local elementary school to create a half-day schedule for the boy so that he could use the rest of the time to practice. Doing as well in his studies as with his violin, Waronker skipped grades regularly, allowing him to graduate high school at thirteen. He soon headed to Philadelphia for violin lessons on scholarship and received additional scholarships to study in Europe. Rising anti-Semitism in the early 1930s, however, caused him to return to California.


To support himself while attending the University of Southern California for two years, he took whatever jobs he could find (from a strip club in LA to a gig with Gus Arnheim’s orchestra) before landing in Alfred’s studio orchestra. He played in the unit for years before deciding he wasn’t world-class enough to have a future as a musician and set his sights on the record business, which was starting to assert itself in Los Angeles after long being centered in New York City.


Waronker started Liberty Records in 1955 with the plan of using his musician friends to record some singles to introduce the company. The first release was Lionel Newman’s version of “Conquest,” a march written by Alfred for the 1947 film Captain from Castile that would become the popular fight song for the USC football team. From that modest start, Waronker built a small but respected company, touching in its first decade on mainstream pop (Julie London’s “Cry Me a River”), country (Willie Nelson’s “Night Life”), surf-rock (Jan and Dean’s “Surf City”), and goofy novelty (the Chipmunks’ “The Chipmunk Song”). To expand, Si opened a music publishing company, Metric Music.


None of this would have been important in Randy Newman’s story except for a connection that was as unlikely as it was crucial. Si’s and Jeanette’s son Lenny, who was two years older than Randy, would follow his father into the record business, not as a songwriter or performer, but behind the scenes, finding and nurturing talent. In that role, Lenny would be as essential in Randy’s career as Luba had been in Alfred’s. “Lenny believed in me before I believed in myself,” said Newman. “When I started, I didn’t have much confidence or motivation, but I had him and that meant everything.”
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Reporting over the years about Randy and Lenny meeting as toddlers, the media often made it seem like they bonded in the delivery room—and the accounts were not that far off. It’s possible that Lenny saw baby Randy briefly before Adele headed to New Orleans with him, but chances are the boys met at the party welcoming Irving and the family home from the war. Randy was just past one and Lenny just over three.


What matters is that the pair, both extremely smart and relatively shy, became inseparable soon after the birth of Irving and Adele’s second son, Alan, in March of 1947 when the family moved to a house in the 1300 block of D’Este Drive in Pacific Palisades’ stylish Riviera neighborhood. The area was home to the world-class Riviera Country Club, whose members included Humphrey Bogart, Gregory Peck, and Mary Pickford, though the Newmans could only see it from the outside. Jews weren’t allowed at the time. This elitist nature of upscale Pacific Palisades enabled Randy to see the nation’s socioeconomic disparity all the more clearly. The community ranked third among Los Angeles’s sixty-five sectors in average income, yet last in percentage of people of color (less than 1 percent Black) during most of Randy’s childhood. He wouldn’t have a Black classmate until he reached UCLA.


It wasn’t long before Randy and Lenny, who lived just two minutes away on Romany Drive, were playing together daily, usually at the Newman house or on periodic vacations in Las Vegas. Gambling was a favorite pastime of Si Waronker and several of the Newman men, prompting one wife to declare, “When I need to find my husband, I know he’s either at the casino, Hollywood Park, or Santa Anita.”


Despite the age difference between the boys, Randy was as tall as Lenny and stronger, which balanced things, especially when it came to two-man baseball games in the Newman backyard. They would take turns batting and pitching, calling out “single” or “double” or “out” rather than chasing the ball around the yard. As the oldest, Lenny umpired, but Randy was quick to challenge his calls, causing the games to be interrupted for several minutes by arguments; neither boy liked to lose. Randy, who would later pitch on a Little League team coached by his father, got so upset that he would sometimes go to his room, leaving Lenny by himself in the backyard.


Randy’s independence also showed on days when he chose to stay in the house, reading or watching television. Though he would later develop an appreciation for world-class fiction and historical studies, he then most often pored over newspaper box scores, looking at batting and pitching stats from every angle. “I would read baseball stats for hours,” Randy said in 2022. “I ended up knowing a ton of stuff … I was like quiz show level. I’d see those shows and figured I could win if I only had to answer baseball questions.”


When Randy was in grade school, Irving introduced him to a series of sports novels by John R. Tunis, a Harvard graduate who wrote for the New Yorker and Esquire though is best known for the popular juvenile sports books. What Randy loved most was Tunis’s eight-book collection about the fictional exploits of the Brooklyn Dodgers, which began with The Kid from Tomkinsville, a 1940 novel that has been cited as an influence for Bernard Malamud’s The Natural and Philip Roth’s American Pastoral. Tucked between the tales of heroic feats and subsequent setbacks on the diamond, Tunis’s books encouraged fair play and good citizenship, including slaps at anti-Semitism and racial injustice, which may have been one of Irving Newman’s reasons for choosing the books for his son. Irving had a strong sense of morality, which helped shape Randy’s own sense of justice.


Those and other volumes passed along by his dad meant the world to the youngster. “Getting me to read was one of the nicest things my dad ever did for me,” Randy said. “From the time I was seven, he would give me a book and write a little message in it, like ‘Dear Son, Remember me. I’ll always love you.’ It would sometimes make me feel sad, like it was something for me to read after he died.” In turn, Randy, perhaps playfully, gave his dad a book for a birthday present, along with the inscription, “Dear Dad, Remember me when I’m dead. Your pal, Randy.”
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It was only natural that music and movies eventually challenged sports for the boys’ attention. The first exciting step was visiting a soundstage while one of Randy’s uncles conducted the massive orchestra as scenes from a film flashed on the screen. “That made a big impression on Randy,” Lenny said, in 2022. “If you listen closely to his records, you can see how the musical touches, even three- or four-second accents, speak directly to what is happening in the lyrics. It’s like he is making mini-movies.”


The boys would gladly postpone a backyard game (which also included basketball and football according to the season) to go to the movies with their parents. One film that had a major impact on Lenny, especially, was Three Little Words, a 1950 tale of veteran pop songwriters Bert Kalmar (played by Fred Astaire) and Harry Ruby (Red Skelton), whose array of hits in the 1920s and 1930s included “Who’s Sorry Now” and “Nevertheless (I’m in Love with You).”


Ruby was a family friend who lived in the Palisades, but the boys’ fascination with the movie went deeper than that. Lenny loved how this pair struggled until they became a team and everything came together. Even at that age, the story taught him the value of collaboration. The boys soon began playing a new game: pretending to be a songwriting team. Lenny wrote the words and Randy composed the music, but the result wasn’t satisfying enough for them to continue the effort for long.


They soon came up with a second, more lasting exercise. Lenny, already in awe of Randy’s gifts at composing and arranging, thought it would be fun to pick some more old songs and see if Randy could dress them up with contemporary arrangements—something record-makers were doing at the time. Bing Crosby had hits in 1950 alone with “Harbor Lights,” a ballad written in 1937, and “Play a Simple Melody,” a catchy number written in 1915 by Irving Berlin.


Standing by Randy’s piano, Lenny suggested various old songs until Randy started playing one of them, invariably giving it the modern pop edge that Lenny wanted. In time, this game proved as much fun as two-man baseball. One early effort was “The Way You Look Tonight,” a ballad written in the 1930s by Jerome Kern and Dorothy Fields, and sung over the years by such top-line figures as Fred Astaire, Billie Holiday, and Peggy Lee. The boys were just playing in a way, but Lenny felt that Randy’s piano arrangements sounded extraordinary, and he started believing that Randy might have a future in pop music.


If Lenny ever thought of collaborating on songs, it was short-lived. He was a competitive kid, but he knew he was not in Randy’s league. In time, however, he began thinking of a new role—maybe there was a way to help Randy achieve his potential. Years later, Waronker said, “We had no agenda, but we could gradually feel something building.”
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The childhood sounds idyllic, but the good times for Randy were shadowed by some painful struggles, starting with strabismus, a medical condition commonly known as crossed eyes, and it left him open to puzzled stares or cruel taunts in a period in America when much of the country was insensitive to such matters. In the silent film era, manic, cross-eyed comedian Ben Turpin became a star by causing moviegoers to howl with laughter when he simply looked at the camera.


Randy’s eye problem prevented both of his eyes from focusing on the same object. Eventually, the brain would settle on the image supplied by the strongest eye, but it wasn’t instantaneous, which caused difficulty at numerous tasks. This lack of muscle control can usually be corrected by surgery, but that didn’t prove true in Randy’s case. He went through several operations starting at age five, but the situation persisted to some degree through much of his life, likely contributing to his empathy for underdogs of various sorts.


“It wasn’t easy for him because people would yell at him for not looking at them and stuff like that,” said his brother Alan in 2022. “I’m not sure it made him reserved, but I do think he felt a little persecuted because of it.”


Randy downplayed the eye issue—and other personal matters—in interviews because he didn’t want to present himself as a victim, not wanting personal trials to become the main story instead of his music, which made him, at times, something of an unreliable narrator himself. “My sole goal was having people listen to my music and my ideas,” Randy said. “I didn’t want anything to distract from that. I actually spend most of my career writing myself out of my songs.”


But Randy also wanted to avoid revisiting other unsettling issues in his early life—and it was easy for him to avoid talking about those days in interviews because music writers had so much else to talk to him about, namely those great songs. In a 1972 Rolling Stone profile on Newman by David Felton, there wasn’t one sentence about his childhood in the lengthy piece. “It’s like I have blocked those years from my memory,” he said later. “I have felt so uncomfortable going there for so long that I just can’t remember them.”


Yet the eye issue left enough of a sting for him to write a song about it years later in what would be his most autobiographical album, Land of Dreams. The 1988 song “Four Eyes” is about the anxiety many kids feel when their parents drop them off for the first day of kindergarten. The musical track is a spectacular mix of edgy keyboard/percussion-driven punches and peppery orchestral and choral flourishes that replicate a nervous youngster’s racing heartbeat.


The lyrics begin with Newman, as a five-year-old, trying to understand why his father is driving him to this strange, seemingly faraway place, overrun with all these other kids, and then abandons him.




We drove, it seemed like forever,


Further than I’d ever been away from home


Then my daddy stopped the car, and he turned to me


He said, “Son it’s time to make us proud of you,


It’s time to do what’s right


Gonna have to learn to work hard”


I said, “Work? What are you talking about?


You’re not gonna leave me here, are you?”


He said, “Yes, I am!”


And drove off into the morning light





Things get even worse on the school grounds as some kids delight in making fun of those strange eyes and glasses.




For a while I stood there, on the sidewalk


A Roy Rogers lunch pail in my hand


Then I heard sweet children’s voices calling


And I began to understand


They said, “Four eyes! Look like you’re still sleeping!”


“Four eyes! Look like you’re dead!”


“Four eyes! Where have you been keeping yourself?”


“Look like you been whupped upside the head.”





The song is funny in its way, but also heartbreaking, an emotional contrast that would help give Newman’s songs empathy and power.


“There’s no doubt those painful early experiences gave him a closer view what an underdog might feel like,” Lenny said. “We used to joke that outside of our favorite teams, we were always rooting for the underdog. I think Randy’s empathy is a combination of someone who grew up feeling something of an underdog and his father’s sense of fair play.”


In a revealing 1979 interview with Timothy White for Rolling Stone, Irving Newman described his son’s trials with his eyes, suggesting they were partially responsible for what he saw as a lingering sadness in Randy. “It was terrible,” Irving said. “He had to have a lot of operations … I think it influenced his thinking a whole lot, his sadness. When he says he doesn’t know where [that sadness] came from, I think it has a lot to do with his vision. He couldn’t stand, as a kid, exploitation of that; being called ‘four eyes’ or ‘cross-eyed.’ He cannot stand that kind of humor … when guys cross their eyes like Jerry Lewis or drag their legs like Milton Berle. He thinks it is disgraceful, and so do I.”


The final operation was the most traumatic. A noted surgeon guaranteed Randy that the procedure would resolve the problem at least cosmetically; his eyes would be centered. But the operation didn’t erase the problem and, Irving said, it devastated his son.
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Randy’s tendency to isolate himself was an early sign of a behavior trait that would remain for years. Randy’s oldest sons recall going into their parents’ bedroom during childhood and finding Randy in the bed, watching a movie on television, listening to a ball game on a cheap transistor radio, and reading a couple of books—all at the same time. Some of this behavior was attributed to a deep curiosity driven by an active brain (Irving Newman told friends that tests showed Randy had one of the highest IQs in the Los Angeles school district), but there was also the chance that the sensory overload was driven by other factors.


“He has watched so much baseball on TV that he can call pitches before they’re thrown,” Randy’s son Johnny said. “He’ll tell you this next one is going to be in the dirt and then one outside, and I don’t think it’s just the entertainment of it. He never really had a favorite team. He just hopes for a good game, a close one. Ultimately, I think he’s rooting to see something new; when you watch 50,000 hours of television, you’re rooting for something you haven’t seen before. I think there is something about watching television that is closer to an anesthetic, a way to get away from the pressure of his work and tough memories.”









CHAPTER TWO




The World Isn’t Fair


The Teen Years and


Some Early Songwriting
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As Randy moved through Canyon Elementary and Paul Revere Junior High, classical music continued to be his north star, sometimes playing the piano well into the night with such volume that neighbors knocked on the front door in complaint. Randy’s Beethoven was lovely, but enough is enough at two in the morning. And Randy had plenty of time to practice because he rarely had to spend much time on to schoolwork. “It was amazing,” Alan said. “He couldn’t fail in school if he tried, and I’m talking about all the way through UCLA. I had a class with Randy there, and I’d study all the time and he would just look at my notes the night before, and I’d get a B and he’d get an A.”


Despite the hours at the piano, Newman doesn’t believe he truly applied himself growing up. As he told music writer Gil Podolinsky:




I never worked the way some kids worked. Playing was fairly easy for me, but there’s a point at which if you don’t practice, it’s just not going to come … I remember playing one of the Chopin etudes—I must have been twelve or thirteen—and … I thought I was buzzing along pretty well, but I’d never heard the piece played. It said presto or something, and I’d say, “Well, this sounds like presto to me.” Then I heard someone else play it. Jesus! These internal lines, movement that wasn’t even there when you played it at the tempo I was playing it at. I knew I was never going to be a pianist. I never thought I was going to be a performer at all.”





Away from the piano, Randy pursued his own interests, including a pair of passions that, quite accidentally, proved to be valuable case studies in race relations in America in the 1940s and 1950s: baseball and popular music. Watching all the great Black talents finally being liberated in both fields, he, like millions of young Americans, became more sensitive to the evils of segregation—especially at a time when Black or other minority faces were generally cast in embarrassingly subservient roles in movies or television.


“He had this thing about bullies, which is something you can sense in some of his songs,” Alan said. “There was a time in junior high when this big, older kid cut in front of him in line, and Randy called him on it. My brother ended up getting punched in the nose for it, but it didn’t deter him from trying to correct what he thought was unfair behavior.”


Randy was only three in 1947 when Jackie Robinson—who grew up about twenty-five miles from Pacific Palisades in Pasadena and starred in four sports at UCLA—became the first Black to break the color barrier in the major leagues, earning Rookie of the Year honors for his inspired play and causing a race among team owners to sign other Black players. During Randy’s years at Canyon, however, the exploits of such future Black Hall of Famers as Hank Aaron, Willie Mays, and Roy Campanella were highlighted in the daily sports pages. This revolution on the diamond ridiculed the racist claim that Blacks were inferior or the fear that true, red-blooded Americans would not buy tickets to integrated games.


Rock and roll was an even more impactful breakthrough for young Americans when it began surfacing in the white teen music world in the early 1950s, thanks chiefly to changes in pop radio. Many white teens in Los Angeles first heard R & B records on Harlematinee, a show hosted by Hunter Hancock, a white disc jockey from Texas who featured hits by such artists as Louis Jordan, the Orioles, and Wynonie Harris—records that sounded more exotic and sensual than the AM pop fare of the time. Soon, other local broadcasters on small LA stations adopted R & B formats, and a growing white teen audience tuned in.


Dick “Huggy Boy” Hugg, a white DJ who was younger and more prone to hip teen jargon than Hancock, had a more mysterious edge because his program was broadcast late at night from the front window of Dolphin’s of Hollywood, an R & B record shop in Los Angeles’s mostly Black South Central neighborhood. Owner John Dolphin had wanted to put the store in Hollywood, hence the name, but he couldn’t find anyone who would rent space to a Black man. When Lenny was old enough to drive, he and Randy went to Dolphin’s and browsed through rows of records, few of which they had ever heard. Eager to hear new sounds, they would also drive to the top of the foothills in the Trousdale Estates area, near Palisades, late at night, a time when the signals from various powerhouse stations—especially Chicago and New Orleans—carried regional hits across the country.


The teen enthusiasm for R & B hits was so strong by 1954 that a few singles, notably the dreamy, uplifting harmonies of the Crows’ “Gee” and the Chords’ “Sh-Boom,” became bestsellers at record stores in white neighborhoods. The stage was set for Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, and the rock explosion of 1956, the year Randy turned thirteen.
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Fats Domino didn’t look like a teen idol, but his warm, infectious sound struck Randy with the same life-changing force that millions of teens attributed to Elvis and the Beatles. Though Alan bought lots of 45 rpm singles, Newman only remembers buying four as a youngster—and two were by Domino. (One of the others was the Beatles’ “From Me to You.”) Domino was only twenty-eight in 1956, but the roly-poly, five-foot-five New Orleans native looked older (Elvis was twenty-one) and did not offer a trace of rebellion in his feel-good mix of Louisiana shuffle, boogie-woogie, R & B, and even occasionally country and Cajun. Where rival rocker Little Richard kicked his piano bench out of the way onstage so he could stand up and pound the keys while screaming the lyrics to “Tutti Frutti” and “Long Tall Sally,” Domino sat politely, smiling warmly at the audience as he gently swayed from side to side. He had been turning out R & B hits since 1950 for Imperial Records, but things broke open in 1955 when his recording of “Ain’t That a Shame” connected with the larger pop world. The record spent eleven weeks on top of the R & B charts and reached No. 10 on the pop charts.


The single would have gone higher except that most mainstream radio stations in America resisted playing records by Black artists, fearful of offending white parents who didn’t want their kids listening to Black music. Dot Records, a small indie label in Tennessee, rushed out a version of “Ain’t That a Shame” by Pat Boone, a smooth-singing white teen idol who would soon rival Elvis for record sales in the decade. Boone’s record made it to No. 1, and he was soon on his way to Hollywood, where he starred in movies and became yet another celebrity patient of Dr. Irving Newman.


Domino’s influence on Randy was multilevel. Early on, Randy played Fats’s songs on the piano during breaks from Brahms, Mozart, and Beethoven. Later, his vocal style would reflect elements of Domino’s conversational drawl, and his eventual performance style would reflect Domino’s anti-flamboyance. The latter was in keeping with what Randy’s uncles told him about always letting the music speak for itself—don’t hype in interviews or in performances.
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The only other fifties artist to touch Randy as deeply as Fats Domino was Ray Charles, who studied classical piano as a boy at the Florida School for the Deaf and Blind in St. Augustine, Florida. Charles showed up on the R & B charts in the early 1950s with records that were covered years later by Elvis Presley, Bobby Darin, and other white artists. With the call-and-response vitality of “I Got a Woman” in the mid-1950s, Charles broke into the white market. Randy’s interest in the singer-pianist soared even more in the summer of 1959 when Charles’s recording “What’d I Say” was such a hyper-effusive display of sonic power that it pushed him to superstardom in the pop world. But the Genius of Ray Charles album sealed the deal for Newman.


The LP was compelling on several levels as Charles offered customized versions of some pop standards, much as Lenny had urged Randy to do after Three Little Words. Among them were Johnny Mercer and Harold Arlen’s “Come Rain or Come Shine” and Irving Berlin’s “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” but Charles also covered two numbers associated with Louis Jordan, the Black bandleader who had the talent and vision in the 1930s to mix jazz, swing, blues, and boogie-woogie and then top it off with a comic flair. In Charles’s hands, “Let the Good Times Roll” and “Don’t Let the Sun Catch You Crying,” two of Jordan’s signature numbers, felt right at home among the more pop-styled songs. The album was such a hit that Charles went even further three years later by releasing two widely influential collections of country songs by such writers as Hank Williams (“You Win Again”) and Don Gibson (“I Can’t Stop Loving You”).


“I loved Ray Charles, and I still do,” Newman said. “I felt he always went to the right place, whatever he was doing with the song, singing, or playing the piano. He made you feel the song, and that’s the most important thing in what we do. You’ve got to make the listener feel what you are saying is authentic.”


Newman wasn’t interested in updating old songs in his own career, but he learned a lesson that would prove crucial. As a songwriter and record-maker, he wouldn’t limit himself to a single music genre. He wanted to be free to draw from any source—classical music, pop standards, R & B, Broadway, jazz, rock, and film. He was particularly fond of such jazz figures as Oscar Peterson and Thelonious Monk and country stars like George Jones and Hank Williams.
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The Newman boys’ exposure to Black culture took another uptick when his parents hired Lucinda Hicks.


Randy’s mother suffered from severe migraines in the late 1940s and early 1950s, causing her to spend days at a time in a darkened room. Needing someone to assume the household chores, the Newmans hired Hicks, a large, outgoing Black woman who had moved to Los Angeles a few years earlier from Wharton, Texas, a small town south of Houston. The Newmans were still in the Beverly Hills apartment, but Lucinda stayed with them after the move to Pacific Palisades—a dozen years in all.


Despite the cleaning and cooking, Lucinda always seemed to find time for Randy and Alan, showering them with affection—starting with walks to Roxbury Park in Beverly Hills where she let the boys run around to their hearts’ content. “Those were great times,” Randy said, displaying some teasing sibling rivalry. “Lucinda would push my brother in a stroller, and I used to say, ‘Leave him, Soozie, leave him. Let’s go home.’”


Both boys enjoyed Lucinda’s sense of fun and adventure. “We loved being around her,” Randy continued. “She taught me how to ride a bike and she had a boyfriend, Aaron, who was a big baseball fan who played catch with me. Lucinda always made fun of him because he was a Yankee fan at a time when the Yankees were the only all-white team in the majors. She’d also dance around the floor to those great records by Fats and Joe Turner, and she sang in a choir. She’d get all dressed up in white and my dad would joke, ‘Oh, you look like an angel.’”


Alan credits Lucinda with helping mold their sensibilities toward social issues. “I’m sure she made it a number one issue for Randy,” he said. “I used to crawl in bed with her and sleep, so the idea of not being able to drink at the same fountain was ridiculous even as a little kid.” Randy added his own memories. When he was around six, he used the N-word, and Lucinda was furious. He recalled, “She told me not to ever use that word, and she whacked me with a switch from a tree.”
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The arrival of rock had an even bigger impact on Lenny, whose love of the new style corresponded with the opening of Liberty Records. Once he started classes at University High School, he spent his free time at the label’s offices on North La Brea Avenue in Hollywood. As the owner’s son, he could wander from office to office and even sit in on informal staff meetings. Every aspect of the business intrigued him, from the pressing of records to the artwork to, above all, the recording sessions, all of which he would later use in encouraging Randy to write pop songs.


A key moment for Lenny came in early 1958 when he heard Eddie Cochran, a gifted singer-guitarist who had switched from country to rock after seeing Elvis Presley, preview one of his new songs for his father. Lenny couldn’t believe what he was hearing as Cochran—just three years older—sang a raucous teen lament, “Summertime Blues,” which he wrote with Jerry Capehart. Following the song’s soon-to-become famous final lines—”Sometimes I wonder what I’m gonna do / But there ain’t no cure for the summertime blues”—Lenny shouted, “That’s great! That’s a hit!” With a grin, Cochran declared, “Hey, I want him with me every time we go into the studio. I love his enthusiasm.”


“Summertime Blues” was not only a Top 10 single for Cochran but also later became a signature concert number for the Who. Liberty staffers were soon seeking Lenny’s judgment, and the accompanying boost in confidence made him think more and more about Randy.


Listening to copies of songs that were being sent to Liberty by publishers, Lenny believed Randy could do better. His feelings, to be sure, were based more on faith than evidence; Randy had only experimented with a few isolated tunes at this point. But Lenny was ready to make his move. Soon after Randy’s fifteenth birthday, Lenny insisted, “Randy, you’ve got to start writing songs!”


Not one to show emotion, Newman listened, and then walked into his room to listen to a baseball game. The story may have been an urban myth among Randy’s friends, but Alan knew Randy was intrigued and, sure enough, he soon began taking a stab at pop songwriting.


[image: ] II [image: ]


Randy and Lenny saw less of each other as they progressed in school. Two grade levels meant a world of different friends and activities, and those changes increased in 1959 when Lenny enrolled as a business major at USC, still spending off hours at Liberty Records. Randy was at University High and bound for rival UCLA. It could have been a turning point in Randy’s relationship with Lenny, but the bond remained tight.


“Uni” was one of Los Angeles’s most prestigious public high schools, boasting a celebrity alumni list that ranged from Elizabeth Taylor and Judy Garland to more contemporary names Nancy Sinatra and the Doors’ John Densmore and Robby Krieger. But Randy didn’t hang out with the celebrity crowd. Foster Sherwood, who lived near the Newmans, met Randy at Paul Revere and they spent increasing time together during the Uni days, taking turns driving each other to school. Though Newman would frequently be described as nerdish in high school because of his shyness, Sherwood disputed the description:




We kinda kept to ourselves. We weren’t part of the cool crowd by any means, but we weren’t nerds either. The thing that stood out about Randy was [that] he was so smart. You’d notice him in class because he always picked up on things so fast even though he never seemed to work at it. He concentrated on things that interested him. Apart from music, his main interest was history. That’s one of the things I later found so compelling about his music, in his lyrics, the way that he draws on a lot of historical lessons. He wasn’t particularly political in high school, but he was always quick to point out hypocrisy or unfairness. It was a deep part of him.





Randy found little of interest in the customs of high school. He checked out the usual dances, school plays, and football games, but he invariably felt uninvolved. He remembers going to a football game against a big Uni rival and seeing everyone around him going crazy, but he was so bored that he remembers telling himself, “I don’t give a fuck.” He did join a male fraternity, but only, he says, in hope of attracting girls.
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Teen rebellion was a dominant social attitude in the 1950s that was explored memorably in a series of films, including The Wild One (even though Marlon Brando was almost thirty at the time), Blackboard Jungle (set in an unruly inner-city high school), and, most powerfully, Rebel Without a Cause (starring a magnetic James Dean).


Randy went through his own unruly period, but Sherwood describes it as on the lower end of any rebellious scale. His most troubling moments involved a series of auto accidents, several of which were attributed to the eyesight problem and others simply to bad luck—the kind of humorous tales you might expect in some of Newman’s eventual songs. The first time his father let Randy back the car out of the garage, the car bumper snagged the garage door spring, causing the door to come down on the car roof. There was also the time he drove over the curb onto someone’s lawn.


Some of the accidents, however, were the result of too much alcohol, especially Ripple, a cheap, fortified wine. Newman acknowledged over the years that he couldn’t do things in moderation, but he wasn’t even driving the night of the most serious accident—he was in the back seat.


“It was the time of a school dance, maybe the prom,” said Sherwood, who received a PhD in history from UCLA and taught history at California Institute of the Arts (CalArts) before entering the construction business. “A bunch of us got together at some guy’s house while his parents were out of town, and we got all beered up before setting out for the dance. But we didn’t make it. On the way, ‘What’d I Say’ came on the radio, and someone, maybe Randy, yelled ‘Turn it up,’ and the driver ran into a parked car when he reached for the dial. He was hurt the most, getting most of his teeth knocked out.”


Randy knew he was also injured because he was bloody and could stick his tongue through his chin. At the hospital, he learned that he also suffered a slipped disc. Police investigated the incident but released the teens to their parents.
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Eventually, some of those around Randy started wondering if the misadventures weren’t his way of rebelling against the family’s high hopes for him. “My father’s love for Randy was never in doubt, but there were a lot of expectations that went along with that,” said Alan Newman, who became a renowned oncologist in San Francisco.




Just look at what happened. My father wanted to be a musician, but became a doctor … and Randy becomes a musician and I become a doctor. I’m not saying my dad would have bought him a piano and encouraged him to play if Randy didn’t have talent. But my father was the kind of dad who would not let you win. There was this competitive thing going on all the time. I felt Randy was in between a rock and a hard place for a long time with his music. When Randy started on his career, my dad was proud of him, there’s no question in my mind about that. But he was also a little jealous.





Alan wasn’t sure Randy would agree with him, but he felt his brother seemed to do everything he could in high school to fail even though he never did—things like filling a garbage can with trash and dumping it on a classroom floor just to get a laugh. “I think a lot of it was to disappoint my father.”


The rebellion didn’t include easing up on music. “It’s not like Randy really had a choice,” Alan continued. “He has been compulsive about music. He writes because he has to, not because somebody made him. It’s just innate.” Randy assumed he would follow his uncles into film scoring, but the thought continued to unnerve him.


During this period, Lenny was progressing rapidly at Liberty, exhibiting a career discipline that gave him experience that would be useful in helping mold Randy’s future. The label had come a long way in five years, including the signing of its biggest hitmaker: a fifteen-year-old, pop-flavored rocker named Bobby Vee. Over the next five years alone, Vee would have eleven Top 40 hits, including “Devil or Angel” and “Take Good Care of My Baby.” This didn’t mean Liberty was close to the level of Columbia or RCA among record companies, but it was attracting a talented group of studio musicians and budding songwriters that included Glen Campbell, Leon Russell, Jackie DeShannon, and David Gates, each of whom would all go on to major careers.


Lenny found a mentor in Snuff Garrett, a cocky high school dropout from Texas with an unshakable belief in his ability to make hit records. Only three years older than Waronker, Garrett was hired in 1959 as a promotion man and showed such a gift for picking hits that he was soon promoted to staff producer, where he delivered a jukebox full of Top 40 singles with the likes of Vee, Gene McDaniels, and Gary Lewis & the Playboys.


Not much more than a gofer at first, Lenny was awed by Garrett’s ability to find the right songs, inspire artists, and schmooze with musicians. As soon as he worked up the nerve, Lenny told Garrett about his friend, “this great songwriter.” Garrett listened to some of Newman’s songs, but he wasn’t impressed. Privately, he told Waronker, “His music is just too weird.” Undaunted, Lenny tried to get Garrett’s attention in another way. Reverting to reworking the old hits, Lenny talked Randy into playing his contemporary arrangement of “The Way You Look Tonight” for Garrett. But again, the producer didn’t think it was worth recording. Waronker wasn’t deterred. He kept pitching Newman to others around the building. It was, he felt increasingly, just a matter of time.


While Lenny had a career game plan, Randy didn’t approach college seriously. Yes, UCLA was a world-class university with an outstanding music department, but the primary reason he enrolled there was probably its location—just eight miles from his front door. “I didn’t think I was ready to go away to school,” he said. “I was a mess organizationally. As soon as I started UCLA, I was told to be sure to see your counselor about this or that, but I didn’t even know who my counselor was. I ended up taking all these classes that had nothing to do with my degree, and a lot of days I had so much trouble finding a parking place that I often just gave up and went home.”


As Lenny kept pushing him toward pop music, Randy studied orchestration and composition with renowned Italian composer, pianist, and writer Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco, whose other students also included composer John Williams.


However, Randy was increasingly anxious about a life in film music. “When I was still a kid, I’d see my uncle Al working on a picture and see him really moaning and groaning,” he said. “And this is what really got me: He’d play something and ask, ‘What do you think of this?’ Here was this great composer and he was not secure with his writing. He was asking me what I thought, and I was just eight years old. I think it spooked me. How could I ever do anything good if it was this fucking hard?”


As time went by, pop music became an increasingly attractive alternative. It was less frightening territory for Randy than film scoring and, crucially, he knew he’d always have Lenny by his side to reassure him. “When I started pop songs, I would write something and think, ‘oh, that’s good,’ only to get down on it soon after that,” Randy said. “But I would talk to Lenny, and I’d get up again because he liked it. He was my ambition and my courage. He was my backbone. It’s not so much that (pop songs) seemed easier than doing films, it was just there. When Lenny suggested I try and write some songs, that was the start really.”


Randy would phone Lenny as soon as he finished a song. “In the early days, he’d call at eight or nine o’clock in the morning,” Lenny said. “That’s when you are the most frightened—when you finish a song—and Randy would be wanting to hear what I thought, and I always loved them. It wasn’t like I was trying to make him feel good. I really loved them.”


A breakthrough came when Lenny found a sympathetic ear at Liberty for Randy’s songs. It was Dick Glasser, who was hired in 1960 to run Liberty’s publishing arm, Metric. When Randy played Glasser one of his new songs, probably one called “Don’t Tell on Me,” Glasser complimented him and urged him to keep in touch. The tune was never recorded, but Lenny couldn’t have been happier. “That’s great,” Lenny told Randy. “Keep writing.”









CHAPTER THREE




“They Tell Me It’s Summer”


“Golden Gridiron Boy” and


Metric Music
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As soon as the phone rang early one spring morning in 1962, Lenny knew that it was Randy with another song. He also knew there would be no small talk; these morning calls were all about the music. Sure enough, Randy announced the title, “They Tell Me It’s Summer,” and began playing a sweet, heartache ballad. Randy’s voice was a bit rough for such a delicate tune, but he wouldn’t be singing on the record anyway. The opening lines:




They tell me it’s summer


But I know it’s a lie


Cause summer’s for laughing


So why do I cry?


They tell me it’s summer


And the sun shines, it’s true


But it just can’t be summer


When I’m not with you





This wasn’t a song that would stand out once a legion of young writers soon revolutionized rock with lyrics and themes that aimed for a wider audience than lovesick youth. Still, “They Tell Me It’s Summer” seemed creditable enough commercially in the waning days of the old pop order. Dylan’s first album of his own songs, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, was only a year away.


Rockers in the 1950s and 1960s didn’t just shake up pop music because they were young, sexy, and rebellious—they also overturned the longstanding division of labor in pop where writers generally only wrote and singers mostly just sang. The transition began in force in the early 1950s when pop artists started having major hits by reaching outside the traditional Tin Pan Alley supply of writers to cover country hits, notably Patti Page’s recording of “The Tennessee Waltz” (co-written and recorded by country bandleader Pee Wee King), Tony Bennett’s “Cold, Cold Heart” (Hank Williams), and Perry Como’s “Don’t Let the Stars Get in Your Eyes” (co-written and recorded by Slim Willet). When Page’s single sold two and a half million copies—huge for the time—other artists recorded the song, resulting in nearly five million combined sales worldwide. With another two million in sheet music sales, “The Tennessee Waltz” was believed to be the most successful non-holiday pop song to that point.


By embracing musical genres long dismissed as unworthy, mainstream labels and radio stations soon cut out the middleman as fans demanded the original country or R & B versions, opening the door for the likes of Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly, and Johnny Cash. Within a decade, folk, R & B, country, and rock singer-songwriters dominated pop music. The best of these writers introduced songs that not only spoke more freely about their own experiences but also challenges in the world around them.


Despite the shift, there were still pop artists who didn’t write their own songs and depended on a group of New York publishers to supply them with tunes that would appeal to mainstream teens. The most celebrated of these firms were housed in the Brill Building on Broadway at 49th Street, where teams of songwriters would huddle around a guitar or a piano in small cubicles and try to come up with another golden hit. The teams were highlighted by Leiber & Stoller (“Jailhouse Rock” and “Charlie Brown”), Mann & Weil (“On Broadway” and “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’”), Bacharach-David (“I Just Don’t Know What to Do with Myself” and “Walk on By”) and Goffin-King (“Will You Love Me Tomorrow” and “A Natural Woman”). Of the Brill Building contingent, Randy’s favorite was Carole King, whose strength, like his at the time, was composition; her then-husband, Gerry Goffin, was the lyricist. “I thought she was the tops,” Randy said, citing “Down Home,” “It Might as Well Rain until December” and “Will You Love Me Tomorrow” as some of his favorite Goffin-King tunes. “One thing she had that I also had to some extent was that she knew classic Gershwin and Rodgers tunes and she would use those … harmonic changes.”


The New York publishing powerhouses had easy access to the leading record producers, which helped them keep tabs on when the top singers were looking for material so that a publisher could quickly assign one or more of its songwriting crews to write a song in the style of that artist. The publishers would then usually hire a singer with a similar vocal style to make a demo of the most promising songs as part of their sales pitch. Being based in Los Angeles, Randy was at a major disadvantage. Without the New York entrée, Metric’s best chance of getting a song recorded was to concentrate on artists signed with its affiliated label, Liberty, whose roster leaned toward young, polite mainstream pop idols, including Bobby Vee and Vic Dana.


Randy was in luck with “They Tell Me It’s Summer” because the tune was ideal for one of Liberty’s hottest acts—the Fleetwoods, a pop trio from Olympia, Washington, that gained national attention in 1959 when its dreamy ballad “Come Softly to Me” spent four weeks at No. 1 on the charts, followed by another silky No. 1 single, “Mr. Blue.”


There were whoops and hollers in the new Liberty offices on Sunset Boulevard in the heart of Hollywood when news came back that the Fleetwoods wanted to rush a single out for summer. Hopes went even higher in August when Billboard, the major weekly record industry trade, reviewed “They Tell Me It’s Summer” in its prestigious “Spotlight” section, alongside reviews of singles by red-hot Gene Pitney, highly regarded newcomer Aretha Franklin, and established hitmakers Dinah Washington and Brook Benton. “Here’s another soft, soothing ballad performance by the trio,” Billboard declared. “Good season material and it has a chance.”


Could Randy really have a hit the first time out?


Well, no. The single didn’t generate enough response to enter the magazine’s Top 100 sales chart until October, which was too late for the summer angle to connect with listeners. It was the single’s flip side—“Lovers by Night, Strangers by Day,” a lilting but minor romantic number, that lured enough buyers into record shops to justify the initial chart position, No. 83. Still, it was exciting for the Metric staff to be part of a successful record, even if it was the back side, and Newman made the same money because writers of both sides of a single shared sales royalties equally. The single moved up the charts for seven weeks before peaking at No. 36, but Randy wasn’t celebrating. He didn’t much like the way the Fleetwoods interpreted the song, an early example of what would be a recurring problem for him.
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“They Tell Me It’s Summer” was a family affair from the start. Irving peppered Randy with advice, including the value of songs tied to holidays or seasonal activities. “He was really into the old songwriter thing of ‘Oh, we’re at war, let’s write a war song’ or ‘It’s summer, let’s write a summer song,’” Randy said. That strategy had a long history of success, from Irving Berlin’s “White Christmas” and “Easter Parade” to such 1950s hits as the Four Freshmen’s “Graduation Day” and Marty Robbins’s ode to high school proms, “A White Sport Coat (and a Pink Carnation).” When Randy started writing “Summer,” Irving even offered some lyric suggestions, and Randy used a couple, including this noted change:




They tell me it’s summer


So I look to the sky


But I can’t see the sun shine


Cause there’s tears in my eyes (changed from ’Cause all I do is cry.)





Once the single was released, Alan rushed to record shops to buy copies and to talk excitedly about the single in hopes of convincing merchants they had a hit on their hands and needed to order more copies. (Alan would also support Randy by singing on some of the demos, but he never considered a music career.) Randy’s mom, ever the supporter, joined in by putting a scrapbook together.


As soon as “Summer” took off, Randy began working on another seasonal song, this one suggested by Lenny. A huge football fan, Waronker thought a record about high school football could have a lot of youthful appeal. Randy quickly came up with “Golden Gridiron Boy,” the story of a scrawny high school band member whose dream girl only has eyes for school’s football hero.


In another early morning call, Randy sang the song for Lenny, who privately didn’t think much of it, but he passed the lightweight song along to the Metric staff; they, too, were underwhelmed. This time, Irving was key to getting the song recorded. He would regularly tell his patients, especially those in the entertainment business, about what a great songwriter Randy was and, in some cases, give them a tape of Randy’s latest tune. As soon as he got demos of “Golden Gridiron Boy” (one of the rare times Randy sang on a demo himself), Irving passed them along his show-biz patients, including Pat Boone. A couple of days later, Boone called to say he liked the record and wanted to meet Randy.


“Irving Newman was a great diagnostician,” Boone said. “He could tell you exactly what was wrong with you and what to do about it. He also had a great sense of humor, and we got to be friendly. One day, he starts telling me about his kid, Randy, who was attending UCLA and wanted to be a writer. He said, ‘Give him a desk and a place to hang his hat and you could probably publish his tunes.’ That’s when he gave me this tape with the football song on it.”


Boone still recorded for Dot Records, which had relocated to Los Angeles, and he was so impressed with the tape that he tried to get the publishing wing of the label to sign Randy, but he couldn’t convince those in charge. Boone recalled, “They said, ‘He’s just a kid. Let him write a couple of hits and then we’ll sign him,’ so we turned Randy Newman down, and I’ve always regretted that. I so admire him as a songwriter and performer. He’s so unique.”


After briefly thinking about recording “Gridiron” himself, Boone realized that he—at twenty-eight and married with four daughters—was too old to assume the role of a high school student, but he thought Randy’s voice worked well on the demo, and he talked Dot into making a record of the song with Randy. Though uncertain about his voice, Randy was willing to give it a try. He went into one of Hollywood’s top studios on October 12 so that Dot would have time to rush the single to radio stations before the end of football season. The session was co-produced by Boone and Jimmie Haskell, one of the nation’s fastest rising young arranger-composers, and it featured a rhythm section that included the ever-present Glen Campbell on guitar. For the flip side, Randy wrote an even more forgettable song, “Country Boy,” the story of a dyed-in-the-wool country boy trying to woo a big city girl.


The “Summer” and “Gridiron” topics came naturally to Randy. “I was so damned shy around girls,” he told Rolling Stone in the late 1970s. “I really didn’t have many dates. I was strange-looking—and I was a bad driver. I’d be trying to get my arm around a girl who didn’t want to know about it while I drove the family car up on some sidewalk. They were mostly girls I liked who didn’t like me; it was tough.”
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