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CHAPTER 1



Where It Began


NEIL DIAMOND is one of the most dynamic live performers in popular music. Now in his fifth decade as a recording artiste, and having written some of the world’s best-loved songs, he has notched up global album sales in the region of 120 million. A bona fide superstar, with legions of loyal fans, Diamond cuts a distinctive and enduring figure with fascinating depth and dimensions. Of the human voice, he once declared: ‘It is more than just a sound. It is the soul itself.’ And he is, indeed, long established as an interpretive vocalist. Still, throughout his life, Neil has been an intriguing blend of contradictions – an intensely private and deeply introverted man, whose songwriting has conversely been nakedly autobiographical, offering an acutely compelling window on his inner demons. Perhaps that has been the essential safety-valve for a man sometimes described as a brooding loner. Life has frequently been tough for the Brooklyn-born star.


His formative years were far from easy. Growing up amid the mean streets of New York City’s largest borough, he tasted life on the fringes of Brooklyn’s desperate gangland world until he survived being shot twice in the head at the age of 12. Years later Diamond revealed: ‘After that, I took my chances on being alone.’ Meanwhile, his home life was a series of unsettling upheavals. Although Neil always knew he was assured of his Jewish parents’ loving devotion, there were less stable aspects of his young life. Like so many others, the Diamond family struggled even to survive on the breadline. As shopkeepers, Neil’s parents had to go wherever they could make enough money to keep body and soul together. This led to a fairly itinerant existence, not at all conducive to making long-term friends, and one that resulted in Neil attending nine schools by the time he was 16. It was a necessary way of life, and played a strong part in shaping Neil’s internal, fiercely self-reliant personality, creating in him a pathological resistance to conformity of any kind.


Undoubtedly, being very much his own man has served Neil Diamond well. Defying musical swings and shifts throughout his career, he continues to reign as one of the top five most successful solo pop performers. Yet this status would have been hard to predict.


Neil’s first obvious talent lay in the dexterous and elegant art of sword fencing, for which he discovered an inherent flair. Then, attending New York University, his career path looked like taking him towards medicine, but, as doubts set in, the prospect of becoming a doctor started to founder. He began to be, as he put it, ‘bothered by the impersonal nature of medicine’. By then, anyway, music had come increasingly to dominate his world. Transparently driven by a need to articulate his soul-searching interpretation of life, he would face yet more years of debilitating struggle before his feet found their chosen path.


Characteristically, too, just as Neil sampled the first fruits of success, his first marriage ran onto the rocks. His second marriage also became a casualty. On reflection, Diamond has blamed his dedication to his craft for impacting significantly on his ability always to give the fullest emotional commitment possible to the women in his life. He admits openly that he has had to pay a heavy personal cost for his glittering, global success. Throughout the years of pain and pleasure, he has essentially trodden a solitary path. But it wasn’t always so.


Neil Leslie Diamond was born on 24 January 1941 in the Coney Island district of Brooklyn, New York City, the first child of Rose and Akeeba (known as Kieve) Diamond. Kieve was a shopkeeper by trade. Neil’s grandparents were Jewish immigrants. Abraham and Molly Rapaport had emigrated to the US from Russia, while Abram and Sadie Diamond hailed originally from Poland.


Lodged at the southwest end of Long Island, Brooklyn is home to around 100 separate ethnic groups, forming a patchwork of diverse cultures in a vivid and vibrant, if sometimes edgy, environment. Once a rich and powerful city in its own right, and the site of the historic Battle of Long Island, the first bloody conflict after the Declaration of Independence, Brooklyn was annexed to New York City towards the end of the 19th century. By that time, with the opening of the spectacular Brooklyn Bridge over the East River to Manhattan, the borough had begun to enjoy great economic prosperity.


That continuing boom was epitomised by the wealth and reckless extravagance abounding in Coney Island, with its glamorous casinos and elegant eateries, its world-famous amusement parks, the magnificent 80-foot-wide boardwalk and the piers which stretched along its three-mile promenade. On the Atlantic shoreline of Brooklyn, and boasting the only sea beach within New York, Coney Island had, however, had its heyday as a paradise playground by the time the Diamonds’ first-born arrived.


When America finally entered the Second World War in 1941, altering the atmosphere for its suddenly appreciably sobered citizens, Coney Island’s dizzy attractions gradually began to lose their lustre. Wintertime, when the pleasure seekers had gone to ground, brought particularly desperate times for those in commerce; striving to make ends meet was a continual way of life for Rose and Kieve. Their own parents had come to America because it was perceived to be the land of opportunity. Never one to stick, by early summer Kieve opened up a dry-goods store in nearby, heavily Italianate, Bensonhurst, optimistic of making this business pay.


A hallmark of Neil’s parents was their remarkable resilience; the force of their individual personalities mainly masked the strains of their eternal struggle. Diamond has spoken of his mother as having had a more intense attitude to life than the one his father adopted, indicating that Kieve was more a go-with-the-flow sort. In any event, his parents were a happy and extremely attractive couple. Despite the perennial lack of money, Rose Diamond was a naturally beautiful, stylish woman. Likewise dark-haired, Kieve cut a dash as a dapper, scrupulously groomed gent who, for a while, sported a natty Clark Gable-style pencil moustache. One of Neil’s earliest memories is of his parents’ love of socialising. Years later he fondly recalled: ‘They would do anything to go dancing, Saturday nights. They would crash a wedding, just to dance to the band.’


First and foremost, however, they doted on their baby son. With his head of generously thick, dark-brown hair and liquid hazel eyes, Neil was a contented, smiling infant, inquisitive about his surroundings, and showing no signs of the broody, introspective individual he would become. In due course, his reign as an only child ended just five days shy of Neil’s second birthday, when Rose Diamond gave birth to another son, whom they named Harvey – completing the Diamond household.


Theirs was a close-knit family in which love and affection was openly, sometimes emotionally, displayed. Roots and religious traditions were also important, to the extent that Neil was raised in the strictly Orthodox Jewish faith. As he revealed: ‘The first language I learned was Yiddish.’ With a kid brother whom he could, as Neil later joked, beat up on whenever he was bored, life – captured on the odd reel of jerky, grainy, 8mm black and white film shot by Kieve – was pretty much a daily trial of endurance. ‘Brooklyn is not the easiest place to grow up in,’ Diamond would feelingly attest.


It was made even tougher by the perpetual need to move around in order to chase the available custom. Neil was destined never to be in any one neighbourhood long enough to establish lasting friendships with other boys. Every move was within the immense borough of Brooklyn, except when, in 1945, 27-year-old Kieve Diamond was obliged to enter the US Army. Lock, stock and barrel, the family duly headed to Cheyenne, Wyoming, north of Denver in the Midwest, where Kieve was stationed, and where, over the next two years, Neil was exposed to a vastly different pace and way of life. Despite his young age, Cheyenne made its mark on him.


Diamond has declared unreservedly: ‘That was a great experience, very different from Brooklyn. Cheyenne was chock-full of cowboys and great stuff that you only see in films.’ It was during these two years that Neil developed an abiding love of the Wild West. Some of that was a direct consequence of hunkering down in the cheap seats at the local cinema, enthralled by the surfeit of singing cowboy movies that were so popular at the time. He was also drawn to adverts in comic books that showed a Stetsoned cowboy in the saddle, toting an acoustic guitar. ‘My eyes always went right to that guitar,’ he recalled.


That said, Neil was still too young to feel any inclination towards music. Rather, he embraced the cowboy culture with all the enthusiasm of a wide-eyed child lapping up his new environment. He got the chance to go horse riding, which delighted him. He once laughingly confessed: ‘I thought I was a cowboy after I came back from Cheyenne – a Brooklyn cowboy!’


In 1947, the Diamonds traded the wide-open Wyoming spaces for the urban, concrete sprawl of Brooklyn again, where Kieve resurrected his business by opening Diamond’s Haberdashery. By now, New York had become the seat of the newly formed United Nations, and the city’s already massive population had swelled to over 7 million. This significant influx of people did not seem to make all that much difference to the tenuous, threadbare nature of retailing for Neil’s parents. Over the next several years the old pattern of continually moving home and business from district to district reasserted itself.


Of necessity, therefore, Neil’s education was rather a haphazard experience, since he was constantly uprooted from a succession of schools. This continual dislocation formed a kernel of fierce self-reliance within him, and certain aspects of his identity gradually began to take shape. Invariably left outside each individual peer group he encountered, Neil Diamond increasingly adopted a loner attitude, and the seeds of non-conformity were sown. ‘I don’t fit in,’ he has often declared.


Setting himself apart is not a stance he has always particularly relished, but he saw it as part of his arsenal for survival. Still, he once wistfully admitted: ‘I guess I would have liked some friends to play with. Sometimes, I’d have liked to belong to a ball team or something like that.’


Although he was showing a distinct tendency to prefer his own company, when he was not at school he spent quite a bit of time with his father – having turned ten, he was expected to help out at the family garment shop. At the weekends, too, he would accompany Kieve to local flea markets to ply a clothier stall. ‘I became an expert at putting girdles on women,’ Neil wryly recalls. He also tagged along with his father on occasional weekend evening outings. Showing no signs of harbouring any musical leanings of his own, Neil was all the same curious about his father’s penchant for public performing. He recalled: ‘I don’t come from a musical background, although some people in the family history have tried the stage. My father was an amateur entertainer – he mimicked old records. When I was young, I went around with him when he was appearing at events.’


According to Diamond, his father was so keen that the moment he discovered a show was being staged that was open to amateurs he would ‘drop his tape measure and run to offer his services’. One offshoot of Kieve’s avid interest in music was that Neil was soon steered towards the piano, and because of his onlooker’s experience at his father’s gigs, the idea of live performance was not at all alien to him. Still, as yet, no artistic nerve within him had been hit; indeed, he soon succumbed to a more primitive form of expression.


By the time Neil was 12, home was an apartment two floors above a butcher’s shop on Brooklyn’s Flatbush Avenue. Physically, his growth had more than kept pace with his age, and he was well on his way towards his eventual height of 6’1”. Sparely built, he was at the gangly stage, and what caught the eye was the brooding, intense stare he now most often showed the world. There were accumulating reasons for this unsettling air. On top of harbouring a sense of dislocation, he was suffering from low self-esteem. Within the Diamond extended family there seemed to be a number of kids his age achieving an academic excellence that he did not.


Teachers would tell Neil’s parents that he had the intelligence, but was simply not trying to apply it. Neil’s young brother, Harvey, on the other hand, was clearly an eager and bright spark with a precocious aptitude for the complexities of electronics. Set against all this, Neil felt increasingly inadequate. His growing frustrations led to the adoption of a confrontational attitude. He managed to cap his rising reservoir of aggression while helping out at the shop, now located in Flatbush, and also as he earned nickels and dimes working as a shoeshine boy. When loose on the streets, however, it was another matter. Neil admits: ‘I was sort of a black sheep. I tended to settle things with my fists. Not that I had to look far for trouble. There were always fights in Brooklyn.’


Although not a pack member by instinct, the dark, dodgy streets of Brooklyn were scarcely the place to go it alone. And the young, rough Diamond managed to inveigle his way into one of the dominant gangs that roamed the neighbourhood, vying to hold the balance of power among the local hoodlums. At 12, Neil was the youngest member of the gang, unafraid and keen to prove himself. Years later he revealed: ‘Fear intrigues me and I always court it. That’s what gives me a kick in life – being scared.’ One bleak night, however, matters came to a nasty head.


Flatbush Avenue, built along the nine-mile-long line of the old Carnarsie Indian trail, virtually splits Brooklyn in half. Neighbourhoods to the northeast of this imaginary dividing line had been disintegrating because of deepening social problems, while to the southwest it was still solidly old residential and fairly prosperous. On the west side of Flatbush Avenue also lies Prospect Park, by day a green oasis amid the grim, graffiti-covered buildings and rattling elevated trains. A favourite picnic spot for family outings, the park attracted the healthy, sporty type. Come nightfall, the complexion altered radically.


In the gang Neil ran with, all the high-school boys carried zip guns, crude home-made pistols powered by springs. Although the passage of time has dulled Diamond’s memory on this particular point, he does not rule out having armed himself with an air gun during this period.


In mid-1953, the latest turf war erupted in Prospect Park; it proved to be Neil’s last outing with the gang. He explained: ‘We had a big rumble and I got shot twice in the face by CO2 pellets.’ Neil was hit just below the right eye, and could easily have been killed. Certainly, had the pellets hit him a fraction higher, there was a high chance of his losing the sight in that eye. As it was, he was injured with a hole in his upper right cheekbone; the scar is still faintly detectable, 50 years on. This frightening episode was an early defining moment in Neil Diamond’s life, and he immediately reverted to keeping his own company. He never regretted it. Over the years he has seen from afar just how many of those gun-toting acquaintances ended up behind bars, some of them serving very lengthy sentences.


By the time Diamond turned teenager, in January 1954, he had well and truly left those brittle nights on the tough streets behind him. By autumn of that year, as a scrupulously neat schoolboy, with a severely short haircut, he began his secondary education at Brooklyn’s Erasmus Hall High School. This was the eighth school Neil had enrolled in to date; hardly surprisingly, expectations of his scholastic performance were tempered. In other fields, however, he definitely found a niche.


His lean, lithe build and capacity for intense concentration made him a natural athlete. Away from the track, on the strength of his gravelly baritone singing voice, he was quickly drafted into the school’s 100-member mixed choir. The school’s music director, Adam DiPietto, had no way of knowing that he had two future music superstars in his charge – one of the stunning young sopranos was Barbra Streisand, with whom Neil Diamond would decades later duet on the number one hit single, ‘You Don’t Bring Me Flowers’.


At high school, Neil must have been something of an enigma to those around him. Palpably withdrawn, he clearly had a rich singing talent. Given to a moody demeanour, and hardly a rampant girl chaser, he proved to have an unusual way of winning female hearts – by writing poetry. To Neil, writing was the new, non-violent, outlet for his feelings and frustrations. Needless to say, given his perpetual intensity, his outpourings were far from being saturated in sentimental, hormonal drivel. He did write love poems, but in them he touched a nerve by expressing the aching depth of loneliness he carried inside himself.


With typical candour, Neil Diamond has dismissed his first poetic offerings as dire, but has acknowledged that he worked avidly on improving his technique. The reason why is simple. ‘I was an introvert kid and found it a way of communicating with girls,’ he confessed. He would pen a poem for a particular girl, in which he’d make it clear he wanted to ask her out, then surreptitiously pass it to the girl in class. Almost without fail this unusual chat-up approach found favour with the blossoming young lady in question. Suddenly, Neil not only found his feet with the female sex, he also discovered that he had a lot of new male friends, as his schoolmates tapped him up to provide poems that were guaranteed to work for them. Little did the girls in Erasmus Hall High realise that, in some cases, the same regurgitated poem was doing the rounds.


Neil later revealed that for a particular phase in his life he could sing the words ‘I love you’, a lot easier than he could say them. Certainly, progressing from writing poetry to expressing himself in song lyrics in time became his medium for communication. But not just yet.


At 14 he had a spell of working as a hotel porter at a holiday resort in the Catskill Mountains, northwest of New York City, before the family relocated again the following year, this time to Brighton Beach, along the coastline from Neil’s Coney Island birthplace. Because of the huge influx of Russian Jewish immigrants, Brighton Beach was impregnated with an east European flavour, and was popularly known as ‘Little Odessa’. Attracted by the thronging trade around the main thoroughfare, Brighton Beach Avenue, Kieve Diamond opened up Diamond’s Dry Goods.


A new locale, of course, meant yet another change of school for the teenager. But before that, Neil packed a bag for a brief holiday at Surprise Lake Camp, some 90 miles north of Brooklyn, in upstate New York. Here was a liberal environment in which the kids could harmlessly let off steam in the wide-open spaces, and could enjoy a temporary escape from the hustle and bustle of city life. Still very much a loner, Neil Diamond was perhaps not the most gregarious teenager there, and he tended to be a keen observer of goings-on, rather than a wildly enthusiastic participant. But it was nevertheless an experience he valued.


This brief break was also responsible for planting the first real seeds of Neil’s attraction to music, when the folk singer Pete Seeger came to Surprise Lake Camp to perform. New York City-born, 36-year-old Seeger had recently faced persecution as a suspected communist in the McCarthy era. With hits to his credit such as, ‘If I Had A Hammer’ and ‘Where Have All The Flowers Gone’, he was nicknamed ‘America’s Tuning Fork’.


Viewing his visit as one of the highlights of the camping trip, the youth leaders had encouraged the teenagers to write songs of their own, which they would perform for the entertainer. The future songwriting superstar in their midst did not pick up on this opportunity. Instead, on the night, Neil stood well to the rear of the crowd; quietly intrigued, he simply watched and absorbed. He listened closely to the recording star and to the eager amateurs around him singing longingly about heart-rending, worthy causes or bleeding heart sentiments, and it took root with him that this was something he too could do, as an interesting hobby. As he later said: ‘I wasn’t thinking this could be my life.’


Come autumn 1956, life for Neil brought a switch from Erasmus Hall High to Abraham Lincoln High School. He was seconded seamlessly into the choral group, and high-school life here promised to be much as before. Indeed, Neil called high school ‘four years spent in a coma, wondering about my relationships with girls and why I never went to any parties’. In truth, it wasn’t quite that bleak, for it was at Abraham Lincoln that he discovered a deep love of sword fencing.


It was not perhaps the most obvious weapon of choice for a streetwise Brooklyn kid, but the skilful finesse and stylish artistry required to master this intelligent sport appealed to Neil. ‘It’s physical combat in a classical sense and it’s beautiful to see and do,’ explained Diamond, adding frankly, ‘and it’s a terrific way to vent your aggressiveness. I needed that.’ Fast on his feet, with his slender build, long arm reach and a supple wrist, Neil quickly showed an outstanding aptitude that impressed his sports teachers, and gave him his first ever sense of personal fulfilment.


Outside school, staying off the streets, in the privacy of his bedroom Neil found himself thinking back to Pete Seeger’s appearance at Surprise Lake Camp. In Wyoming, as a young child, he had been vaguely drawn to the image of the guitarslinging pop star, but this time the lure was different and more specific. He hadn’t attempted to pen a composition to try out on the folk singer, but since then, back in Brooklyn, phrasing and partial storytelling lyrics had been running through his head unbidden. If he learned to play the guitar, he reckoned, he might just be able to articulate these thoughts.


He’d also absorbed how music made social interaction easier, and might help him overcome his innate shyness. There was one further attraction to Neil – there had never been a songwriter in the Diamond family. This would surely set him apart. Kieve and Rose Diamond read their elder son’s heart’s desire; on 24 January 1957 they presented Neil with a $16 second-hand acoustic guitar for his 16th birthday.


Not an easy instrument to persevere with, yet Neil took to it almost at once. He would be self-taught. He did go to guitar lessons initially, but only for a handful of sessions, because he disliked the tutor’s traditional and restrictive approach. ‘He wanted to teach me notes,’ Diamond recalled. ‘I wanted to learn to play from the heart and this no one could teach me.’


Although not till now focused on music, for years Neil had been passively exposed to a smorgasbord of sounds. The soundtrack of life at home was more often than not dominated by the Latin dance records beloved by his dancing fanatic parents. Flatbush, where he had recently lived, was a largely Caribbean community where the streets vibrated daily to the throbbing rhythm of reggae and thrashing steel drums. At his father’s shop, the radio provided ever-present background noise.


Three years earlier, rock had spread through America like a contagion, sweeping in a new era in entertainment that was liberating, raw and exciting. At the cutting edge of this was the radically minded disc jockey Alan Freed. Fronting his hot show, Rock and Roll Party, on New York City’s radio station WINS, Freed nightly wound up the nation’s thrill-hungry teenagers by dishing them a diet of down and dirty sounds.


By 1957, a new breed of music stars had staged a coup on the charts with the emergence of Chuck Berry, often classed as the first guitar-playing rock star, Jerry Lee Lewis, the controversial wild man of rock, nicknamed ‘The Killer’, and rhythm and blues star Jackie Wilson, among others. The 20th-century’s most influential solo artiste, Elvis Presley, a unique hybrid of a white singer with a black blues sound, and a dynamite stage performance style, consolidated his rocketing success with ten hits in that 12-month period, and easily swamped the radio airwaves from dawn to dusk.


For Neil Diamond, just tuning in, amid all of this two very diverse fledgling influences quickly began to emerge. One was Fats Domino, the New Orleans-born singer-songwriter and pianist. A pre-Presley star, the rhythm and blues artiste had already notched up a string of hits when, just months earlier, he’d made a huge splash by headlining a ten-day, high-profile series of gigs at an annual rock and roll show held at Brooklyn’s Paramount Theater, hosted by Alan Freed. The other influence was the Everly Brothers.


Genuinely related, Phil and Don – sons of radio stars Ike and Margaret Everly – had been child performers in the 1940s. They had been recording for a couple of years when, in June 1957, they took America by storm with their million-selling hit, ‘Bye Bye Love’. The catchy number’s impact lay not so much in the lyrics as in its radically new style of delivery, a strong feature of which was close Appalachian harmonies. It became the Everly Brothers’ trademark sound, and was a major influence on a new swathe of aspiring recording artistes, not least on a budding teenage singer-songwriter at home in neighbouring Queens, named Paul Simon.


In Brooklyn, Neil Diamond started to soak up an appreciation of the composition and different textures of many musical styles. A whole range of rhythms and rhythm changes appealed to him; the idea of meshing various influences intrigued him. Apart from that, he mainly recognised the obvious potential for the evocative use of language in lyrics, when the writer can be blunt or subtle as the mood takes him.


None of this, it must be said, hit Diamond with the force of a speeding train. He had no burning desire to thrust himself conspicuously on stage to perform. The attraction lay in the internal craft of songwriting. As an established star Diamond would admit: ‘I never really chose songwriting. It just absorbed me and became more and more important in my life as the years passed.’


Likewise, Neil enjoyed the solitude of learning to play the guitar. While to some, the instrument was more a prop, synonymous with the image of rock and roll, to him the acoustic, once mastered, would be a vehicle for expression. He began to put pen to paper the moment he conquered his first chord change.


Whatever his family made of his regular scribblings, songwriting finally gave Neil something he felt was uniquely his. It began to spill over into school time, when he would surreptitiously experiment with lyrical compositions rather than listen in class, where lessons bored him anyway. The upshot, not surprisingly, was that he often scored poorly in exams. In his own words, he clung on academically by ‘the barest thread’. That didn’t matter too much. To Neil, practically the only things to be said about attending Abraham Lincoln High School were that he was able to continue to excel at sword fencing, and that it was here that he met fellow pupil Jaye Posner.


Tall, slim, with a mane of strong, dark hair and well-defined eyebrows above intriguingly thoughtful eyes, at 17 Neil had the makings of an extremely handsome young man, and his self-contained demeanour hinted at attractive depths. Intense and given to moody spells that sometimes rendered him unpredictable, he nevertheless intrigued Jaye, a dark-haired, pretty and lively young lady with a scintillating smile. It wasn’t long before she and Neil became sweethearts. Neil’s first flush of feeling for Jaye inspired him to write his first complete song, a romantic gesture born out of necessity, as Neil frankly admitted: ‘I really wanted to impress her but I couldn’t afford to buy her a gift. So I wrote a song called “Hear Them Bells”, which basically was a song saying, “Will you marry me?” And it worked.’


They wouldn’t actually tie the knot for a few years yet. But still, for such a deep thinker, he was somewhat rushing his fences. Only much later, with the benefit of hindsight, was he able to acknowledge that they were both too young to become so intensely involved. Particularly when, as it would transpire, he had ambitions to pursue a less than conventional and uncertain career path. At the time, however, that didn’t register. He was in love, and managing to write his first song spurred Neil into coming up with others, even going so far as to fork out a few dollars he had scraped together to record demonstration discs of a couple of numbers – ‘Blue Destiny’ and ‘A Million Miles Away’. His highly critical ear told him that these were raw efforts, but he was not discouraged.


Come spring 1958, Neil had some important decisions to make about the direction of his life. He knew he was attracted to songwriting, but that hadn’t quite crystallised strongly enough yet to be an all-out driving force. Academically, he was no high flier, though he had shown an aptitude for science. His most obvious talent, sword fencing, wasn’t realistically something from which he could make a regular living. His parents’ longtime dream had been for their elder son to become a doctor. With no pressing urge to do anything else, Neil found himself going down that road, applying for and winning a sword fencing scholarship which allowed him, when he left Abraham Lincoln High School in the summer, to enrol in a pre-med programme studying chemistry and biology at New York University’s medical college, commencing that autumn. Diamond maintained that it was unlikely he would ever have gone to college if he hadn’t secured a scholarship, adding that NYU was the only university that would accept him.


Never enamoured of the education system until now, Neil found college life more agreeable, especially the sword fencing activities. During his time there, the NYU Violets won two national college and three intercollegiate Fencing Association championships. ‘We had the greatest fencing team in the country,’ Diamond has since declared. ‘I was proud to be ninth man on a nine-man team. Fencing made me feel, for the first time, like a winner.’ He was fully entitled to that swelling self-confidence, for he had developed into an accomplished swordsman. Once, in two consecutive competitive duel bouts, he did not have a single touch scored against him.


It was tough going affording the fees and making ends meet, though. Neil worked at nights and weekends to support himself, taking a variety of odd jobs, including short-order cook and waiter at a number of Coney Island beach-front restaurants. Juggling demanding science classes with a robust sword fencing training regime and earning a crust, Neil had precious little time to spare to keep his romance with Jaye Posner alive, but somehow they managed to stay close.


There was another call on his attention, as trying his hand at songwriting, which had never died away, now took stronger root in him. He began to churn out love songs, very much aping the popular style of the day. Other times, he would pour his frustrations about life into numbers with excruciating depth. He kept up his guitar practice, and was more often than not to be seen lugging his acoustic around with him, wherever he went.


One college friend, Herb Cohen, recalled that on road trips to take part in sword fencing competitions, while the rest of the guys were busy playing cards down at the front of the bus, Neil was invariably perched at the back, with his feet up, his guitar balanced on his thighs, playing and singing for his team mates. Whether his preoccupied audience always noticed it when Neil would slip in an original composition is debatable, but to Diamond his songs increasingly meant more than just background noise.


Consequently, although his budget scarcely ran to it, he now began to shell out even more frequently to record demo discs of songs he felt had merit. Having looked up the addresses of music publishers in the telephone directory, he was soon heading across the majestic Brooklyn Bridge to Manhattan, seeking to sell his wares. ‘I took to cutting classes and catching the train up to Tin Pan Alley to try to get my songs heard,’ he recalled. This absorption was deepening all the time, and by the turn of the decade, sword fencing and songwriting were seriously threatening to swamp any intention he had of studying to be a doctor; albeit that out of the three interests filling his days, medicine was the only guaranteed profitable profession to pursue.


Diamond once offered an insight into his complex pysche when he revealed that had it been possible to earn a living through sword fencing, in all likelihood he would have opted for that, since through wielding a sword he felt able to vent the emotional aspects of his personality. In any event, his parents’ great dream for him was inexorably going by the wayside. ‘I wasn’t inclined to be a good student,’ Neil confessed. ‘I didn’t do well in organic chemistry. I didn’t do very well in biology. So it didn’t take very long for me to realise that medicine was not going to be for me.’ But there was a more fundamental reason why Neil never became a medical Dr Diamond and, again, it came down to his sensibilities.


Taught from the start of this pre-med curriculum that a doctor had to be strictly professional and otherwise detached, Neil strongly suspected that he would fall down on the latter requirement – that he would be unable to prevent himself from becoming emotionally involved with patients’ problems. That was shockingly brought home to him one day, completely out of the blue. He explained: ‘During my years at college, one day a man had a heart attack in the street in front of me. I gave him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, heart massage and everything else I knew, but he died in my arms.’ It is likely that even a fully qualified doctor would have run a high chance of failing. But the acute distress Neil experienced at his inability to save the stranger that day signalled to him that emotionally he was not cut out to be a doctor. He kept at his pre-med course, but his attention now veered towards pursuing a music career.


In later years, Neil would refer in the song ‘Shilo’ to having as a child created an imaginary companion to offset his sense of loneliness. As a late teenager, he never sought to stand six-deep among friends. But at New York University he found one other guy whom he felt was in some ways a kindred spirit. Named Jack Packer, he too had ambitions to break into music, and relatively quickly he and Neil decided to team up to form an Everly Brothers-style duo, called Neil and Jack.


It was Diamond’s only period as anything other than a solo performer, and this set-up probably never felt quite right to him. However, to acquire some polish and to earn much-needed money, the pair went out as a pub act, making their first public singing appearance at the Little Neck Country Club in Long Island. Although Neil continued to write songs alone and to make demo discs, he also collaborated with Jack on penning some numbers.


One day in 1960, Packer introduced Diamond to a man named Murray Millar, who subsequently steered Neil towards Allied Entertainment Corporation of America, a subsidiary company of Saxon Music. Eager to try out his latest solo compositions, as well as those he had co-written with Jack, Neil did his best to make an impact on the music executives, and he succeeded. The duo, Neil and Jack, landed a contract with Allied to record on the tiny New York City label Duel. Between 1960 and 1962 Neil and Jack released two singles: ‘You Are My Love At Last’/‘What Will I Do?’ and ‘I’m Afraid’/‘Till You’ve Tried Love’. When both cuts were unsuccessful, this brief liaison with Duel Records fizzled out, as did Neil’s professional partnership with Jack Packer. Pop music is littered with stories of false starts before finding success, but for a man with a propensity to look on the gloomy side, it was an experience Neil Diamond could probably have done without.


The 1960s would herald an explosion of musical talent, launching some glorious and long-lasting careers, and Neil Diamond was one of those future stars. There was no sign of it right then, however. None of the heat and energised excitement that would light up the decade could yet be guessed at. Far from it. Neil felt that he had lost his way at college, failed at songwriting, and that he was surrounded by an even more depressing environment than ever.


About the latter, he wasn’t wrong. The growth and expansion Brooklyn had been experiencing had begun to ebb away, as a major economic downturn set in and began to bite hard. The deep waters around Brooklyn had been developed early on as a major shipping port, and had subsequently become a massive base for the US Navy. Now that yard shut down, along with breweries and other large industrial enterprises, throwing men by the thousands out of work, and contributing significantly to parts of Brooklyn degenerating rapidly into slumland. Prospects were grim enough for people seeking conventional employment, let alone for an aspiring songwriter.


That said, the hard-nosed New York borough of Brooklyn had a tradition of spawning great talent from the grassroots, including the actor/film director Woody Allen and the classical composer George Gershwin, who published his first song in 1916 while working as a song plugger for a firm of music publishers. So hope could spring eternal for the tenacious.


For what had seemed an age already, Neil Diamond had been rapping his knuckles on doors, desperately keen to sell his songs piecemeal to publishing houses. Getting any kind of toehold in the music world had become his goal as 1962 dawned. So when one company offered him a job as a staff songwriter, he was thrilled. Looking back, he candidly confessed: ‘Man, I ran from school to take that job!’










CHAPTER 2



Desperate Days


DETERMINED TO BECOME a songwriter, 21-year-old Neil Diamond dropped out of New York University in spring 1962, just a few weeks shy of graduation, and embarked on what would be several consecutive years of severe hardship and struggle. It was a phase that would take its toll on him, but his resolve held firm, underpinned as it was by one basic spur. He revealed: ‘Because I wasn’t accepted as a kid at all, I always wanted to be something. That’s why I took up writing so passionately.’


He needed that kind of myopic drive. The Tin Pan Alley system he entered was a notoriously bruising and testing one, mainly centred within the famous, multi-storeyed Brill Building at 1619 Broadway in Manhattan. Its impressive Art Deco façade covered an interior made up of labyrinthine corridors, all packed to overcrowding with cabin-sized offices belonging to different music publishing firms, record company executives, managers and producers. It was a factory, solely dedicated to churning out chart hits. The top echelon boasted such successful lyricists as Carole King, Gerry Goffin, Burt Bacharach, Hal David, Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller and Neil Sedaka. But beneath that level, the tower block was filled with literally hundreds of anonymous, aspiring songwriters, who toiled daily from 9.00 a.m. to 5.00 p.m. in tiny cubicles.


Neil Diamond disappeared into one of those spartan cubicles when he picked up his post as a $50-a-week apprentice songwriter with a small publishing company called Sunbeam Music. Composing usually on piano, at this early stage Neil produced upwards of eight songs a day, none of which he recalls with any great fondness. In fact, he admitted bluntly: ‘They were all bad. I had no sense of taste.’


From the outset he felt straitjacketed; it was mind-numbingly boring to write songs to order. Neil explained: ‘A publisher would outline his ideas and expect me to translate them for a singer with a particular style. Like ... “This singer is coming up and he wants a positive song, mostly up tempo with a little hook in the middle and in a certain key.’” Diamond loathed that formulaic approach. He also came to share the unending frustration of all his fellow songwriting workhorses, that the $50 he earned a week was a fixed salary, whether he wrote a chartbusting hit or a miserable flop.


For a young man who had hitherto felt fairly isolated, the upside to this new way of life was that, after hours, he had the chance to hang out with a bunch of like-minded souls. He particularly enjoyed the company of the older generation of black rhythm and blues writers. He was eager to learn, not only about songwriting, but about who in the business would be best to know and who it would be wise to avoid.


During the four months that Neil worked for Sunbeam, he came up with a stream of easy listening numbers with such telling titles as ‘I’m Nobody’s Fool’, ‘On The Outside, Lookin’ In’, ‘All I Have Is Me’, and ‘A Fool All Over Again’. Unfulfilled by writing bland songs for safe, middle-of-the-road artistes left over from the 1950s, Neil also worked surreptitiously on developing material that was more to his own taste. The publishers were looking for simple, catchy hooks; he liked to concentrate heavily on a song’s lyrics. In the end, this personal preoccupation was said to have been the reason Sunbeam Music fired Neil by summer.


Now he flitted from one staff songwriting job to another. After Sunbeam Music, he pitched up at a desk for Roosevelt Music, only to be one of ten songwriters fired en bloc before the end of the year. These disgruntled lyricists promptly banded together and wrote a number called ‘Ten Lonely Guys’, which later scraped into the US Top 100 singles when it was recorded by America’s Mr Clean Cut crooner, Pat Boone. In all, Neil found work with another three music publishers; one of them was Shell, a small label whose motto was: ‘Our records are a gas.’


Life for Diamond, though, was hardly a gas. At one point, after Sunbeam Music, his wages dropped to $35 a week. Overall, it was a soul-destroying daily grind. He developed a near claustrophobic aversion to the cubicle existence, and began to write songs at home, or as he rode the crowded subway train from Brooklyn into Manhattan – anywhere but in what felt increasingly like a battery farm. In the cut-throat world in which he operated, he imagined that the guys flanking him in their respective coops were listening in to what he was composing, which made him terribly self-conscious. He later revised his view: ‘I eventually realised, of course, that they couldn’t have cared less what I was doing.’


When he couldn’t get staff songwriting jobs, Neil plugged away at trying to place his compositions piecemeal with any music publisher he could get to listen to his work. Later, he talked of the sick sensation that stole over him whenever someone would take off his demo after only a few bars and show him the door. Sometimes, though, a song could be sold outright for $100, which helped to keep body and soul together, for his was an extremely frugal existence.


During this long period, Neil operated on a strict budget of 35 cents a day. This bought him a Hoagy (a bridge roll sandwich), a small bottle of Coca-Cola and a sweet, not leaving much cash to buy cigarettes – the lifeline for any nerve-shattered, struggling artiste. He couldn’t ward off the physical cold, either. For years, Neil shivered through the harsh New York City winters in a woefully thin cotton coat. Throughout this testing time, he remained determined to go it alone. He had no inclination to team up with a creative partner, as so many of this era’s most famous lyricists had done. Drily, Diamond takes pains to point out that he did not exactly have an army of would-be cohorts beating a path to his side. In any event, flying solo was very symptomatic of his nature.


There is no doubt that, for a select few, the production line system of songwriting synonymous with the Brill Building’s heyday ultimately proved to be highly lucrative and was responsible for putting them firmly on the map. But looking back, Neil Diamond speaks out candidly against the whole fabled Tin Pan Alley set-up, stating: ‘While I was there, it was restrictive, exploitive and had hardened arteries. Songwriters didn’t have any artistic freedom or control. The publishers owned everyone they could.’ This stage, when no one offered Diamond the opportunity to record his own material, when he had to make his music accommodate other people’s vocals, was a time when he morosely considered himself an artistic failure. He said: ‘Nothing happened properly for me, as far as public acceptance went, until I began to gear my music to my own point of view, to write what moved me.’


That state was still some years away, yet hope flared briefly for Neil at the start of 1963, when his persistence paid off and he landed a recording contract with Columbia Records. The good news was that this giant label had a strong distribution network. The downside was that the deal was for a one-off single only – not much leeway within which to prove himself. Those closest to Neil had been trying to bolster his confidence for some time; having heard a few of his demo discs, they were puzzled as to why he hadn’t already been snapped up by a record company. And Neil himself knew that, with maturity, his voice was deepening distinctively. Even so, he was very nervous when, early in the new year, he recorded three original compositions for Columbia Records – ‘At Night’, ‘I’ve Never Been The Same’ and ‘Clown Town’. The last number was influenced by Elvis Presley’s 1956 classic rocker, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’.
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