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At a time when Phil Spector is making headlines for all the wrong reasons, it feels strange to be updating a book that celebrates him for what, outside of the tabloid gratuities that pass for news these days, seem to be the right ones.


In the years since police were called to his home in the Los Angeles suburb of Alhambra in February 2003, there to discover the lifeless body of actress Lana Clarkson, and even more so since a Los Angeles court sentenced him to spend the next two decades in prison, more articles and discussions on Phil Spector have been published and republished than appeared in the two decades before that, an astonishing deluge which, frankly, makes one wonder what there could possibly be left to talk about?


Certainly a considerable number of the friends, associates and former colleagues whom I approached for interviews as this book took shape felt that way. While several key names declined to speak at all, a number of others agreed to talk only on condition of anonymity, or else submitted prepared commentaries drawn from interviews granted elsewhere, earlier. Others still agreed to contribute strictly “off-the-record,” to either verify or deny incidents and stories to which other sources claim they were witness, and it was these conversations, perhaps surprisingly, that emerged the most illuminating. On more than one occasion, I entered an interview expecting to emerge with Wall Of Sound Babylon, only to leave with The Little Multi-Track On The Prairie; not because the information I was given in any way whitewashed the truth, but because, as indicated by subsequent researches, it was the truth.


Phil Spector is the subject of more urban legends than anybody else I have ever written about. Why that should be is, on reflection, obvious. Although society requires its idols and icons to seem glamorous, it also demands that they are accessible, in words and pictures if nothing else. Remove that accessibility and first, imagination; then invention will replace the daily updates from the entertainment pages.


Phil Spector, by the very nature of his chosen career, has never been accessible. So much of what he does takes place behind closed and sometimes secretively locked doors that he transformed his very existence into a mystery – when the real mystery would have been his ability to live any kind of “conventional” superstar life while making those records. A record producer does not tour, does not make public appearances, does not appear on MTV, and rarely even gives interviews. He simply makes records and then goes home until it’s time to make the next one. Let the artist deal with all the other stuff.


To many people, however, those who admired the records and who were responsible for the manner in which Spector’s name became synonymous with the groups he recorded, the producer himself was the artist, and the artists were simply the tools he used, no more or less important than the tape machines, the echo chambers, and the guy who played castanets on the B-side. But Spector would not play the whole game. He allowed the public to fete him, he accepted the superstardom. But he still went home once the record was finished. And so, to his admirers, he became a recluse. Then the recluse became an eccentric, the eccentric became a crazy man, and the crazy man became an even greater legend than Spector was in the first place.


And so the legend grew and, in doing so, it caused such a blurring of realities that, as I started this book, one of my own dearest friends (who himself appears several times in these pages) counselled me to be very careful about what I wrote, “because the only way you’ll know if you’ve told the story is, if the story itself surprises you.” He was right. With every interview I conducted, and every conclusion I drew, the surprises never stopped mounting up. And the biggest surprise of them all was, I’m glad it worked out that way.


There are two ways of looking at a celebrity’s life.


The first is through the anecdotal testimony of the various first-hand witnesses to incidents that have since become a part of the public record – the time he waved a gun at this person, or set the dogs on that one, the day he built the barbed wire fence.


That is the direction that ultimately condemned Spector to spend, pending appeal, what could be the rest of his life behind bars. In the eyes of his prosecutors, he’d fired his gun before, so obviously he fired it again. He threatened one woman, so he must have killed another. Add to that the California judicial system’s desperate need to prove that there isn’t one law for the famous and another for the rest of us; that, just because the last couple of celebrity murderers got away with it, doesn’t mean any others will, and cynical hindsight insists that Spector was always going to be found guilty regardless of the evidence.


That is one way of looking at a celebrity’s life. But there is another and, while it might not be so salaciously satisfying, it is just as valid, laying down the incontrovertible facts and then fleshing circumstance around them, to discover why he waved the gun, why he unleashed the dogs, why he built the fence. And then you discover that, maybe, he waved the gun because he was under attack, he unleashed the dogs because it was time for their walk, and he built the fence so they didn’t walk too far. Which is a lot more reasonable and a lot less incriminating. But is it such a good story? Probably not.


But do we need those sort of stories? Unlike many of the “famous” faces that flash across our screens these days, after all, Spector actually achieved something in his life that will live on for years after those others are forgotten. Across two bursts of activity that spanned the dawn of the 1960s, then the whole of the 1970s, Phil Spector was responsible for some of the most remarkable records ever made, and some of the most unexpected.


From The Teddy Bears to The Checkmates, from The Ronettes to The Righteous Brothers, through his collaborations with The Beatles, Leonard Cohen and The Ramones, and onto his most recent work with Starsailor, Spector’s achievements in the studio outweigh any of his misbehaviour out of it – and, even if they didn’t, still the catalogue of calumnies to which he can lay claim owes its deafening amplification more to a forty year game of Chinese Whispers, than it does to any consistent record of madness, malice or mayhem. Again, people want to know what their idols are up to, and if the idol doesn’t tell them, then someone else will. (And you’ll never guess what I just heard about you, by the way.)


There are, of course, incidents recounted here that cannot be explained away within the boundaries of what we might term acceptable social behaviour. But many of them still fall within the looser confines of all that modern culture deems permissible, particularly within the rarified strata in which Spector has lived his entire adult life – even the most reluctant star will still behave like a star on occasion, for how else does he know how to behave?


Of course, the events of 3 February, 2003, swept away that particular justification, at least in the eyes of the legal system, and all those who accept its determinations. But still, and no matter how unlikely it may seem to those of us who still trust in the infallibility of the law, attorney Doron Weinberg left the courtroom on 29 May, 2009, maintaining that Spector was convicted wrongly. “The evidence did not establish Mr. Spector’s guilt beyond a reasonable doubt,” the lawyer told the waiting reporters and, until the results of the inevitable appeal are in, one is advised to treat this latest twist in the life of Phil Spector with the same caution as any other. Accept nothing and expect surprises.


It is a life seen through the context of his work, as opposed to the work seen through the context of a succession of gaudily lit snapshots, handed around by passing photographers who can scarcely remember when they took them. Of course, motives can only be guessed at; motivation can only be surmised; and it is safe to say that for every hitherto unquestioned fact that is corrected here, another has been allowed to roam unchecked, or else distorted even further from reality. For those I apologise, to the reader and to Phil Spector himself.


Hearty thanks, on the other hand, are due to everybody who assisted me on my journey through the wall of sound, and whose hospitality, help and recollections contributed so much to this book. This includes the many people I spoke to in the years before I ever thought of writing it, but whose past associations with Spector arose in conversation regardless. Special thanks, however, must go to Sandy Beach, for pointing me in so many of the correct directions, and Amy Hanson for unearthing several more.


Finally, thanks to everyone else who was there as this book took shape: my late agent Sherrill Chidiac; Chris Charlesworth; Iain MacGregor; Anchorite Man, Bateerz and family, Blind Pew, Kevin Coral, Barb East, Ella, Gaye & Tim, Jo-Ann Greene, the Gremlins who live in the furnace, K-Mart (not the store), Geoff Monmouth, Nutkin, the Schecklers Four, Snarleyyowl the Cat Fiend, Sprocket, all the Thompsons, Neville Viking and, to Abyssinian Henry – sweet dreams.




1 He’s (Not Yet) A Rebel


Berthe Spector was just six months old when she first saw the land that was to become her home. On 29 April 1912, the prize of the French Line’s transatlantic steamer fleet, La Touraine, docked in New York harbour to offload the passengers who had travelled aboard her since leaving Le Havre, France, seven days before. With Berthe in one arm, and 4-year-old Dora toddling by her side, Clara Spector, the girls’ 25-year-old mother, was already craning her neck to pick her husband George out of the vast crowds thronging the dockside.


He’d already been in America since November, just weeks after the arrival of his second daughter, sailing from Liverpool, England aboard the Adriatic. Since then, he’d done well for himself – well enough that he could afford to bring the rest of his family over to join him. He’d found them a home, comfortable rooms in the Soundview neighbourhood of the South Bronx; he found work. Just a few hours more, passing through the immigration office on Ellis Island, and the family would be ready to commence its new life.


The Spectors were Russians – George’s immigration papers further note him as a ‘Hebrew’ – who had moved first to Paris, France, where Berthe was born, before deciding to move on to the New World. Theirs was not an unusual journey – all things French heavily influenced the Russian court of the time, and a number of families relocated to that country, some simply for a few years, others as the first stage in a far longer journey. Eastern European Jews already heavily populated Soundview itself, and the Spectors settled there gladly. In 1918 they had another child, a son they named Sam; soon enough after that they’d be weighing up prospective sons-in-law, as both Dora and Berthe – or Bertha, as she was now called – prepared to fly the nest.


Spector, or Spektor (spelling skills were not the highest requirement among immigration officials of the day), was not an uncommon name, either among Russian Jewry or among their neighbours in Soundview. Still it provoked a few laughs and light-hearted teasing (‘I hope he’s not a long lost cousin’) when Bertha began dating Benjamin Spector, around the time of her 21st birthday.


His family also emigrated to the United States around the turn of the 1910s; Benjamin himself was just 7 when they arrived, and no more than 14 when America joined World War I in 1917. Swept up in the great rush of patriotism that accompanied the declaration of war, Benjamin volunteered to fight and would be overseas for much of the next two years. Now he had a steady job at one of the many steelworks that lay in and around the Bronx, and a secure enough income to offer Bertha a comfortable future as his wife.


The couple married in 1934, and moved into one half of an old brick house at 1024 Manor Avenue, one of the network of streets that, today, lay between the Bruckner Expressway and the Bronx River Parkway as both scythe through the Bronx on their way to brighter lights. Their first child, Shirley, was born the following year; five years later, on 26 December 1940, they had the son they named Harvey Philip – Phil.


Six-year-old Shirley doted upon the boy as much as her mother did. In later years, when outsiders commented upon the awkward turbulence of the adult Phil’s relationships with the opposite sex, it was easy to ascribe many of his ‘difficulties’ to the effects of growing up so drenched in love that he could scarcely breathe. In fact, by the time he was five or six, breathing was one problem that the smiling, chubby little boy did have. Horribly asthmatic in a neighbourhood where the thick stench of industry clung to every fibre, it would have been unnatural if his mother and elder sister had not thrown a cloak of over-protection around him. Boys, after all, will be boys and left to his own devices, Phil would doubtless have been running with the wildest, right up until the moment he choked his asthmatic last in a deserted warehouse somewhere.


It was a rough area, in the way that only America’s East Coast industrial enclaves can be, a land where the old world of pre-World War II America lived on in the minds of men who’d been too old to fight, even as the values of the post-war society took root in the hearts of those younger than them. Employment was high, but the wages were low – most children grew up in households where their father was a semi-mythical beast who returned home each evening encrusted in dirt, then spent the evening complaining about his job and endlessly worrying about the bills.


There were few distractions, although if you had to live in the South Bronx, Manor Avenue was as well placed as you could be. Just a couple of blocks down the road lay Soundview Park, with its riverfront picnic areas and its own network of lagoons. A few streets to the west, where the railway lines crossed over the river, there was no end of adventure and excitement for an imaginative mind to seek out and absorb. And, of course, there was the world-famous Bronx Zoo, where a few cents admission money could buy you an afternoon marvelling at one of the greatest wonders in all of America, the newly opened African Plains exhibit that brought a taste of the savannah to that grim inner city. Even Manhattan, the glittering, glimmering heartbeat of the country, lay just three miles distant to the south.


The most thrilling arena of them all, however, was the street, and when the young Phil could escape his womenfolk, his adventures there would be sufficient to fill his elder self with glowing nostalgia. In 1975, the 35-year-old Spector recorded an LP with fellow Bronx boy Dion DiMucci. An Italian-American, of course, DiMucci grew up around Belmont Avenue, just a couple of miles from Manor Avenue, and Spector reflected, ‘[We] grew up on the same streets. As kids, we probably threw rocks at the same gangs – or each other. We fought the same wretched battles rooted in boredom and bigotry. And it was the same music that kept us from (destroying) ourselves.’


Like DiMucci, Spector grew up surrounded by music. On the streets, black R&B pounded out of apartment windows, barbershop quartets serenaded passers-by while gospel and blues spilled out of the churches. At home, meanwhile, his mother, his sister and his aunt Dora all loved to sing, and the family radio always seemed to be switched on, pumping out its non-stop diet of light orchestral music and the latest ‘popular’ hits: Hoagy Carmichael, Perry Como, Harry James, Bing Crosby, Betty Hutton, Dinah Shore and the young Frank Sinatra. Years later, once more, Spector would turn again and again to the music of this halcyon age when he was searching for fresh inspiration.


Johnny Mercer’s ‘Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah’, from Disney’s Song Of The South, was rising up the chart when he celebrated his sixth birthday; Bing Crosby’s ‘The Bells Of St Mary’s’, Frank Chacksfield’s ‘Ebb Tide’, Gordon Jenkins’ ‘My Foolish Heart’, Kitty Kallen’s ‘Little Things Mean A Lot’, Ben Bernie’s ‘Long Ago And Far Away’, Georgia Gibbs’ ‘Seven Lonely Days’ – so much of Phil Spector’s later musical landscape, and great swathes of his first group’s, The Teddy Bears, debut album was drawn from the days when ‘rock and roll’ still meant nothing more than something unmentionable in the crudest slang imaginable.


This idyll came to a brutal end on 20 April 1949, the day Phil’s father committed suicide. A little after eight in the morning, Phil was still getting ready for school when his father left the house; in the background, the radio would have been whittling away at one of the biggest hits of the day, Mel Torme’s ‘Careless Hands’, maybe, or one of several competing versions of ‘Cruising Down The River’. Ben Spector set off in his usual direction, but then turned the car into Myrtle Avenue, into the forecourt of one of the deserted buildings that were, like the street itself, simply awaiting demolition. Then he ran a hose from the exhaust pipe into the vehicle. Half an hour after Ben left the house, a passer-by found his body. The engine was still running; the coroner described the cause of death as ‘Carbon Monoxide Poisoning – Asphyxia; Suicidal’.


It has been said that Bertha never told her children what really happened; that, deep into his teens – and possibly even beyond – Phil believed his father had been felled by a heart attack. Neither, if she knew, did Bertha ever tell what drove her husband to such a final act. He had money worries, but so did everybody. He might have had daughter worries – Shirley was almost 16, and blossoming fast. But, again, every parent knows those fears. All that really mattered was that he did it; he was dead, and his family would have to live with the potentially traumatic consequences.


Ben Spector was buried two days later at Beth David Cemetery in Elmont, New York, about 20 miles from home. It was a long journey for Bertha and the children to take when they went to visit his grave, but it was a beautiful spot, marked with a simply engraved headstone: ‘Ben Spector – Father Husband – to know him was to love him.’


For the next two or three years, it was Bertha’s brother Sam, an aeronautical engineer working in Manhattan, who looked out for the widow and her two children. But Uncle Sam was not the only member of the family who rallied devotedly to Bertha’s side. While she had settled in New York, other members of her family had continued westwards to Los Angeles, California, and, barely was Ben buried than they began calling upon her to join them. In 1952, three years after her husband’s death, she agreed.


Home now was on South Spaulding Avenue, as it meandered through West Hollywood. Almost 19 years old now, sister Shirley was thrilled – her long-cherished dream of becoming a movie star had just been swept one massive step closer. Bertha found a job as a seamstress in downtown LA, and Phil was enrolled at the local elementary school, to finish out his final year. That September he moved on up to Junior High; two years later, in September 1954, he entered Hollywood’s Fairfax High.


It’s fashionable today to describe Fairfax, a huge stone monument on the corners of Fairfax and Melrose, as the original rock ’n’ roll high school. Of course, there was still no such thing at all as rock ’n’ roll when Spector arrived there, but the corridors echoed with the war cries of the revolution to come nevertheless. Jerry Leiber was a student there, long before he became one half of the duo (with Mike Stoller) that gave the world ‘Yakety Yak’ and ‘Hound Dog’. So was Shel Talmy, the visionary American who relocated to London in the early 1960s, to guide The Who and The Kinks to sonic greatness. Herb Alpert, Jan and Dean (and, in years later, members of The Red Hot Chili Peppers and Guns N’ Roses), they all called Fairfax home throughout the school year but when Phil Spector entered those halls of learning, he found that he had little to share with any of them.


Interviewed for CNN’s People In The News magazine programme in 2003, Fairfax contemporary Bert Prelutsky insisted, ‘he seemed to be just about the only student who wasn’t on the academic track, so I figured he was taking Shop or was going to grow up to be a mechanic’. In fact, the young Spector was quite the opposite. Where other kids were riotous, he was studious. Where other kids learned to kiss ‘French’, he learned to speak it – entranced by his mother’s Parisian birth, he developed an affinity and fascination with the country that she delightedly encouraged. He absorbed himself, too, in American history, lionising Abraham Lincoln. America’s 16th president was assassinated at the theatre in 1865 and, years later, when he was forced to listen to somebody complaining about some trivial situation, one of Spector’s favourite quips remained, ‘Yes, Mrs Lincoln – but how was the rest of the play?’


Skinny, spotty and insanely shy, Spector had just one thing in common with his more outgoing schoolfriends – an insatiable urge to play the guitar. Homesickness for the sounds of New York had awakened a love of music; in Hollywood that love became a passion, the only non-academic subject on which he would happily hold forth with anyone who dared broach it in his presence – dared, because he would happily talk their ears off once he got started. Bertha presented her son with his first guitar when he was 13, for his bar mitzvah present and, already, he was capable of picking out tunes immediately after he first heard them.


Marshall Lieb, the son of a local car dealer, was one of the first kids to discover these hidden depths in the new boy, first when they met in class then when they found themselves journeying weekly together to take jazz lessons from guitar teacher Burdell Mathis, at his apartment-come-studio across the street from Herb Wallach’s Music City, one of the hottest instrument stores in town. The pair would take their lesson, then cross over the road to gaze covetously at the equipment lined up in the shop window, before making their way to Canter’s deli, the famed high school hangout where they planned the rest of their evening’s entertainment.


High-school teens doing high-school stuff. They went bowling, they hung out at the Fairfax Social Club, they ‘cruised the Strip’. A couple of nights were sacrosanct – they usually aimed to be in front of a TV at 8pm every Sunday night for the Ed Sullivan Show, simply because you never knew what was going to be on; Sullivan’s weekly guests could range from a troupe of performing poodles to the latest pop singing sensation.


The Dorsey Brothers’ Stage Show was worth catching as well, on a Saturday night; comedian Jackie Gleason was in charge of the show’s booking, and he could usually turn up a surprise as well – like the night in January 1956, when an all-but-unknown Elvis Presley made his network TV debut, performing a song that wouldn’t be released for two months, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. Later, when the record was No 1 and everyone knew Presley’s name, there were serious bragging rights to be gained from knowing you’d heard it before all the fuss, and Spector – who devoured music television as though the MTV era had already dawned – was among the few who could. Damn, he even knew what Sam Phillips, the man who discovered Presley in the first place, thought of it. ‘He called it “a morbid mess”.’


Spector was 14, nearing the end of his first year at Fairfax, when rock ’n’ roll first hit America. Of course it had been percolating beneath the surface for years – in history’s endless quest to discover the true ‘first’ rocking record ever, the clock has already been pushed back to the late 1940s. But it was with the advent of Bill Haley And The Comets and, more specifically, the rip-roaring stomp of ‘Rock Around The Clock’, that the music truly moved into the minds of mainstream America, to unleash a summer of madness. ‘Rock Around The Clock’ topped the charts for eight weeks that season; the movie of the same name ran at theatres all year.


The bug bit Spector hard. He and Marshall Lieb joined the Barons, the Fairfax music club, and stepped up their guitar lessons as well. Yet Spector’s own deepest interests leaned towards jazz. Barely months into its lifespan, nobody knew whether rock ’n’ roll was going to last a couple of years, a couple of months or even just a couple of records. Fads came and went, after all, and a bunch of kids fresh out of college making an exciting noise on guitars and drums was never going to push aside the hegemony of truly great musicians who currently ruled the roost.


Jazz, on the other hand, already had a history and a hierarchy. Spector had long since purchased a subscription to the Chicago-based Down Beat magazine, and he devoured each issue the day it arrived, noting down musicians he needed to investigate, marking off records he needed to hear. And when, on his 15th birthday, Bertha and Shirley surprised him with a night out at an Ella Fitzgerald concert, he could barely wait for the evening to end, so he could start calling his friends and telling them about it.


At home, it was just Phil and Bertha now. Shirley had shifted to an apartment of her own, and mother and son moved into a smaller flat at 726 North Haywood, just a block away from Fairfax. From all accounts, their relationship was fractious – a protective mother and a bridling teenager both had their own reasons for feeling insecure and possessive, and both had their own ways of showing it. For Bertha, it was a constant need to know exactly where her son was, and what he was doing. When he visited a friend’s house, his mother was forever calling up, demanding to know when he’d be home. When he himself was on the phone, whomever he was talking with could hear Bertha loudly insisting that he hang up immediately.


What Spector himself did not seem to realise was that he shared many of those same traits himself. To the astonishment of many of the other kids, he had recently started dating one of his classmates, Donna Kass, and she quickly came to realise – as all his friends had realised – that, if she were not where he expected her to be when he wanted to talk to her, he would devote the rest of the day, if necessary, to tracking her down, then spend the night berating her for deserting him. An engaged telephone line could put him in a foul mood for hours, a forgotten appointment drove him to absolute distraction.


Only when things moved just as he planned them; when all his friends were precisely where he wanted them to be; when he had, as far as was possible in the turbulent world of teenaged hormones, placed everything exactly how he needed it to be placed…only then was he happy and, years later, Sonny Bono mused, ‘I didn’t know Phil as a kid, we met later on. But somebody was telling me what he was like back then, how obsessive he was about everything and everyone, and I was… “he hasn’t changed a bit”. Except it’s not people he does it with now, it’s music. That’s exactly how he makes his records. The way he behaved with his friends was exactly the way he behaved with his music.’


Possessiveness or obsessiveness? Opinions shift depending upon who holds the opinion, but the schoolboy Spector certainly knew how he wanted his world to be ordered, and he lashed out at anything that threatened that scheme – things like the interview that Down Beat magazine ran with Sal Salvador, guitarist with the Stan Kenton Band, in its 3 October 1956 issue. One of the questions led Salvador to namecheck some of his favourite rhythm guitar players – a generous list, but not generous enough. Spector’s own favourite, Barney Kessel wasn’t on it.


Spector discovered the Muskogee, Oklahoma-born Kessel in the band that backed Ella Fitzgerald on his birthday. Then 33 years old, Kessel started out playing in local blues bands, and the University of Oklahoma Dance Band. He moved to LA in 1942, where he recorded with Lester Young, then landed a gig with Chico Marx’s band, a year of solid gigging that readily established his reputation as one of the hottest young guitarists on the jazz scene.


Returning to LA in 1943, Kessel combined studio, radio and club work in a career that brought him acclaimed appearances alongside the likes of Charlie Ventura, Roy Eldridge, Oscar Peterson and Artie Shaw, before he joined Norman Granz’s Jazz at the Philharmonic in 1952. That, too, occupied him for just a year – back in LA in 1953, Kessel found himself elevated alongside the most in-demand session guitarists in the city, working with Paul Desmond and Art Tatum (among myriad others), as well as igniting his own solo recording career. His own To Swing Or Not To Swing album was fresh in the stores when he joined Ella Fitzgerald’s band.


Listening to Spector talk afterwards, one could almost believe that he spent more time watching Kessel than he did the star of the show herself – which, being an aspiring guitarist himself, was quite natural. Since that show, Spector set himself to hearing everything else that Kessel had done, from his revolutionary interpretation of Bizet’s opera Carmen, through to the album of Rodgers and Hart Broadway standards he cut with Fitzgerald earlier in 1956. Every new record sent the guitarist’s work soaring in Spector’s estimation. And Salvador didn’t even mention him.


Pen, paper, stamp. Spector was generally forgiving about Down Beat’s editorial policy – under the inspired guidance of Nat Hentoff, after all, the magazine had led him to find gold in quite unexpected places… Liberace, Patti Page, Maurice Chevalier, even comedian Jerry Lewis (an unlikely patron of the big bands) had all graced the magazine’s cover in recent months and, in reading the attendant interviews, Spector learned to appreciate the most unlikely talents.


But this was different. Just a few weeks before, fellow guitarist Laurindo Almeida had happily placed Kessel in a stratosphere far beyond his own strivings, while he would easily dominate Down Beat’s 1956 readers poll. Before he’d even finished reading it, Spector was formulating a letter to the editor and, six weeks later, when he opened the 14 November issue, it was to find his own name staring out at him from the letters page.


‘Just finished reading your article… “Garrulous Sal” …and am a little disappointed that, when naming his favorite guitarists, Salvador left out the name of Barney Kessel, who in my opinion holds the title of the greatest guitarist.


‘Salvador mentioned Howard Roberts, a very fine jazz guitarist from the West Coast, and also mentioned the state of California, where Kessel is most well-known. Yet he failed to say a word about the man whose style of guitar is copied so much, but never equalled, and is a favorite among jazz fans everywhere.


‘This I cannot understand. Maybe you could ask Salvador, who I think is also a fine guitarist, just why Kessel does not rate. Sure wish you could ease my pain and have a story about Barney in one of your future issues.


‘Phil Spector.’


Over the next few weeks, according to Kessel’s son David, the guitarist was deluged with calls from the Spector women, as both Shirley and Bertha prevailed upon him to grant Phil an audience. Finally Kessel, who’d never imagined that this outspoken admirer was just 15 years old, agreed and, soon after, found himself setting up the meeting, at Dupar’s coffeeshop on Vine Street.


Kessel imagined he would be spending a few hours with a fan. Instead he found himself all but pinned to his chair as Bertha took control of the meeting and began quizzing him on every aspect of life as a jazzman. Nothing, she impressed upon him, was too good or too expensive for her son, if it would help him pursue his dreams of making it in the music world. But she wanted to know all the pitfalls, all the disappointments, all the failures that he might expect to encounter, so she could be prepared to mop up his tears in their aftermath. Phil himself barely got a word in all afternoon. He listened, though, and he learned, especially once the guitarist began expounding upon the current state of jazz in America.


Rock and pop had taken over. In the year since Haley’s Comets first flashed across the firmament, a veritable battalion of young guitar, mike and even piano-slingers had arisen – Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard…and now there was this new one, Elvis Presley, who’d scored eight hit singles in less than six months and was already making his first movie. Anybody who thought you could start earning a living from any kind of music other than rock ’n’ roll was either already wealthy, or quite, quite mad.


So, Phil should become a rock ’n’ roll star? Not quite. The music may have been new, but the music business was the same as it had ever been. And anyone who really intended making their way in the industry should place performing itself way behind them. The real secret to success lay in the back rooms – the songwriters, producers and publishers. Pop stars come and go. But the men – and women – behind them go on forever. One of Kessel’s own personal credos was, ‘I’m not interested in a marketable product: I’m interested in what I know from my life experience to be standards of excellence.’ For a youngster just starting out, however, the opposite was true. Marketing first, excellence later. Phil was still digesting Kessel’s advice when Shirley announced her own future plans – she, too, had been paying rapt attention to the jazzman’s words. A friend of hers, an 18-year-old sax player named Steve Douglas Kreisman, had just formed a band. She was going to be their manager.


Her brother moved more slowly. Over at Marshall Lieb’s house, he was painstakingly piecing together his first stabs at songwriting on the family’s Hobart piano, but he was still keeping up with his guitar lessons and was always on the lookout for other musicians to play with. Bruce Johnston, the future Beach Boy, was one who entered his orbit, and even this early, he told rock historian and author Peter Doggett, ‘Phil Spector…got sounds that haven’t been invented.’


Spector chanced upon another vital collaborator one day in the music room at Fairfax. As he walked in, he heard another student, Michael Spencer, playing jazz at the piano – Spector, whose own guitar rarely left his side, joined in and soon the trio of Spector, Spencer and Lieb were rehearsing wherever they could.


Friday nights usually found them at the Spencers’ house, jamming with whichever musicians they picked up en route; other times, they would gravitate to Donna Kass’s garage – unusually for the time, her mother (Donna’s father passed away shortly before she met Spector) seemed willing to tolerate a bunch of would-be musicians banging away in there. There, too, the trio was guaranteed an appreciative audience – Donna, of course, but also a friend of hers, a 16-year-old New Jersey transplant named Annette Kleinbard.


Herself an aspiring vocalist, Kleinbard packed a lovely soprano and, though Spector’s own musical visions had little room for a girl singer, still he encouraged her to join in with the band’s rehearsals, learning the lyrics and helping out with the harmonies.


The group’s ambitions soared way beyond their abilities. Spencer’s family was insatiably musical – their tastes ranged the spectrum from the lightest pop to the deepest classics, and Spector spent hours at their house simply pulling record albums off the shelf, to listen and learn and, if he could, incorporate ideas into his own music. It was a very hit-and-miss process; many of his earliest compositions would never even be introduced to the band. But Spector’s self-confidence rose way above such frailties.


In conversation with other musicians, he spoke glowingly of his own group – unnamed though they were, he could reel off the successes they had scored on the local live circuit. He talked of how his songs were all attracting interest from various local publishing houses and, when he was feeling especially audacious, he fabricated wildly, telling his new acquaintances how he himself was already established as a record producer, sought after by studios all over Hollywood. There was, however, no point in anybody actually looking for his name on any of the records he’d worked on. ‘Us producers never get our names on records,’ he complained. ‘I guess we just have to get used to it.’


Spector had not simply pulled the role of producer out of thin air. Still acting upon Barney Kessel’s advice, he had made it his business to visit every recording studio in Hollywood, simply to hang out and watch the recording process – an unimaginable happenstance in the modern world, but common enough practice in those far-away days of rock’s innocent youth. He found it fascinating; more than once, he had to stop himself from stepping forward and making his own suggestions as to a sound or an effect; and occasionally, who knows, he might even have done so.


He noticed everything, including the sheer dynamism with which a record producer actually did a job which many people weren’t even aware existed…let alone knowing what it entailed. There had always been record producers, of course, men whose job was to marshal not only the talents of the artist, but also the capabilities of the recording equipment, and meld them into a solid whole. The actual mechanics of what they did, however, were often bound up within their other activities – Les Paul, one of the founding fathers of the profession, was a renowned guitar player; Sam Phillips, whose sharp ears brought Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis and Carl Perkins into the world, was better known as the owner of the fabled Sun Records label; George Goldner, the doyen of doo-wop and street-corner singing, headed up the Gee label.


Dig deeper into this mysterious world, however, and already a handful of names bestrode the profession like colossi: John Hammond, the veteran whose career travelled from pre-World War II jazz to folk and R&B at the end of the 1950s (and who would soon be bringing Bob Dylan to the world’s attention); Milton Gabler, who transformed Bill Haley’s jobbing country and western group into the first rock ’n’ roll band of them all and Owen Bradley, whose Bradley’s Barn studio was machine-gunning the sounds of Nashville onto hot wax.


Each of these men brought an indefinable spark to the anonymous world of the record producer; each was a god to those music fans who cared to look behind the faces of the artists whose records they purchased. At 16, Spector dreamed that one day, he too would share that immortality – more than that, he dreamed he would epitomise it. ‘When I started out,’ he reminisced 20 years later, ‘there was no such title as “record producer”. I invented that word and I honestly believe that I did not know I was creating “a legend”. I just did what I honestly felt was right and I will continue to do it until the very day that I die.’


Spector’s painstaking exploration of the myriad studios that had grown up around Hollywood quickly taught him which were the most welcoming, and which would send him packing. There was no shortage, after all, of starry-eyed kids with dreams of pop stardom, and studio owners could afford to be choosy about who they let in – usually the ones that had the money for a couple of hours of recording time, and a couple of reels of tape.


The one studio where he was more or less guaranteed a welcome was Gold Star Sound on Santa Monica and Vine. Opened in 1950 by Dave Gold and a Fairfax old boy, Stan Ross, Gold Star was unique in that it possessed two echo chambers (one of which was the bathroom), ideal for capturing both the lush harmonies of the singing groups that were now springing up all over Los Angeles, and the harder-hitting rock ’n’ roll that everyone seemed to be able to play. Unique, too, was the studio’s equipment, most of which was designed and built by Gold himself. He personally hand-crafted the acoustic wall covering, with the stated aim of creating a studio – one of the first in the world – that was deliberately tailored towards creating a specific sound, rather than the more malleable atmospheres of larger, more conventional set-ups.


His innovations, coupled with the expertise that partner Ross had learned from his own apprenticeship with another studio pioneer, Bert B Gottschalk, quickly paid off. In 1956, the studio scored a Top 10 hit with Don Robertson’s ‘The Happy Whistler’ – a number improvised on the spot, to try out a volume control technique that Ross had just developed. Two years later, Gold Star perfected flanging, or automatic double tracking, just in time for Ritchie Valens to use it on his hit ‘Donna.’ In 1959, Miss Toni Fisher’s ‘The Big Hurt’ became the first hit record ever to employ electronic phasing; and ‘Jungle Hop’ by the R&B duo Don And Dewey entered history as the first record to employ an electronically distorted guitar.


‘What made Gold Star unique was the personality of the place,’ another of the studio’s engineers, Ross’s cousin Larry Levine, enthused. ‘We were having fun. It wasn’t like a big studio where nobody gave a shit about the product.’


He continued, ‘the control room…was the single greatest listening area that I’ve ever been in. Dave didn’t have any formal audio qualifications per se, instead he designed the studio by feel. He would occasionally turn to reference books to discover some facts and figures on acoustics, but generally he used his own initiative, based on where he thought things ought to be. Consequently, that control room sounded like no other. [And] when a session was going well, it was the most thrilling sound imaginable.’


Although Levine would, in years to come, establish himself among Phil Spector’s most trusted right-hand-men, it was Stan Ross who had the most time for the inquisitive teenager who seemed to spend all his free time hanging around the studio. But though the boy was persuasive, Ross would never grant him his greatest wish – free studio time – even after he’d heard the song that Spector wanted to record, even after he’d sat through countless explanations of the techniques Spector wanted to try. The going rate was $30 for two hours of studio time, $12 for a couple of reels of tape and, if Spector ever wanted to lay a hand on the studio’s equipment, that was what he needed to raise. In the event, it would be a new year, 1958, before Spector was ready to take Ross up on even that offer. In the meantime, he simply sat, watched and learned.


Spector, Spencer and Lieb played out wherever they could. Most of their live gigs fell into the ubiquitous circuit of weddings, parties and bar mitzvahs that were the lot of so many aspiring bands of the age, hammering out a repertoire of seasoned instrumentals when they could get away with it, or roping in a singer from the Barons music club when they couldn’t. And, after a fashion, they flourished. According to legend, one Saturday evening even found them opening for Johnny Otis at one of promoter Art Laboe’s regular rock ’n’ roll extravaganzas at the El Monte Legion Stadium, east of LA.


Not quite so prestigious, but important nonetheless, was the evening just before he graduated from school in June 1957, when a solo Spector took the Fairfax stage and won the school talent contest with a version of Lonnie Donegan’s transplanted folk-blues ‘Rock Island Line’. Skiffle, that peculiarly British response to rock ’n’ roll, never took off in America. But Donegan’s nasal approximation of the country’s own musical heritage had its moment in the sun regardless, and Spector – whose own singing voice was no more conventional than Donegan’s – mimicked it to perfection.


Shortly after this triumph, Spector and Lieb entered another contest, this time a late-night TV talent show sponsored by one of Lieb’s father’s auto salesman colleagues, Bob Yeakel, and hosted by his wife, Betty. The Yeakel Brothers dealership specialised in Oldsmobiles and Cadillacs – Rocket To Stardom, Saturday nights on station KTLA 5, was named for Oldsmobile’s Rocket 88 model, and was broadcast from Yeakel’s own showroom on Wilshire Boulevard and Western Avenue.


Rocket To Stardom was strictly amateur hour, and few of its stars ever truly caught that mythical rocket. Indeed, Yeakel himself might have been its biggest name, after he appeared as himself in the 1957 movie Man On The Prowl. (A legend in Southern California hot-rodding circles, Yeakel died several years later, when his private plane crashed alongside the San Bernardino Freeway.)


However Lenny Bruce, the extraordinarily risqué Jewish comedian who was already established as one of Spector’s all-time favourite performers, made one of his earliest TV appearances on the show, in January 1956, and now Spector was to follow in those illustrious footsteps. He and Lieb performed a version of The Five Satins’ recent hit ‘In The Still Of The Night’, won the competition and, for one whole week (until the next Rocket picked up another group of aspirants), they bathed in the accompanying limelight.


The fact that his musical dreams were already coming true left Spector with an awkward dilemma as he graduated high school. The next step, of course, would be college – Michael Spencer had already been accepted by the UCLA, Marshall Lieb was aiming for the LA City College, to major in political science. Spector knew that he ought to join him there, but he had no abiding academic interest in anything outside of pop music, and that certainly wasn’t part of the proffered curriculum. Finally, he gravitated towards law, enrolling in a downtown business school and staking any calamitous future that might not involve music on stenography and court reporting – transcribing dialogue verbatim as it was uttered in the Halls of Justice. He was good at it as well, although only his friends knew precisely how diligently he practised, sitting in front of the television feverishly transcribing the newly (October 1957) launched show that was already established as America’s hottest rocking TV programme, Dick Clark’s American Bandstand.


By early spring 1958, the band and, more importantly, Spector himself were ready to take their first steps towards recording stardom. Throughout the winter they had diligently rehearsed a Spector composition called ‘Don’t You Worry, My Little Pet’, a rocking guitar riff overlaid with an Everly Brothers-ish harmony vocal. Don and Phil Everly had emerged the previous spring with the hit ‘Bye Bye Love’, and a sound that crystallised many of Spector’s own sonic imaginings. But, though he made no secret of his admiration for the duo’s sound, still he was ever ready to point out where the Everlys went wrong – by utilising just the two single voices. What Spector wanted to hear, and what he intended to do, was the sound of two voices transformed into a choir.


By early April, Spector had raised the necessary cash to book two hours at Gold Star on 20 May 1958. Bertha contributed $10, Marshall Lieb raised another. Harvey Goldstein, a UCLA student who was one of the more regular singers in Spector’s live band, pooled $10 more, and was promised a role in the recording; Donna’s friend Annette Kleinbard threw in the rest – on condition that she could sing on the record as well. It wasn’t the most ideal way of forming a band, Spector mused. But it would have to do.


Stan Ross sat in as engineer on the session, but Spector made no bones about who was actually in charge. Only when he was in the studio room himself, singing, playing guitar or piano, would Spector leave Ross alone at the controls – in fact, Ross later confessed that some of Spector’s ideas were out of the range of even his experience. Having recorded the first set of vocals to his satisfaction, for example, Spector then announced he intended overdubbing further vocals onto a live playback of the original set, an effect that would create a sound far vaster than any previously caught on record.


It was not altogether successful. Listening to the playback, there was a distinct collapse in fidelity as the recording equipment tried to assimilate all the information being flung at it. But Ross cleaned up most of the obvious problems when he sat down to master the tape and, by the end of the two hour session, Spector was in possession of his very first acetate. Now he had to figure out what to do with it.




2 To Hear Him Is To Love Him


Era Records was one of the multitude of tiny LA labels that, in the flurry of madness and novelty that creased the mid-’50s American music scene, hit the ground running. Launched in mid-1955 by Lew Bedell, a former host for New York’s WOR TV station, and his cousin, Herb Newman, a one-time partner in Liberty Records (another cousin, Si Waronker, was head of that company), Era specialised in country, pop and jazz and was just three singles, and as many months old, when singer Gogi Grant’s ‘Suddenly There’s A Valley’ brought the company its first Top 10 hit. Six months later, her version of one of Newman’s own compositions, ‘The Wayward Wind’, went even further, sweeping to No 1 and knocking ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ off the top in the process. From nowhere to everywhere, Era was suddenly seen as one of the country’s leading record labels.


The next couple of years saw Era effortlessly consolidate that position. Without ever changing its musical tastes to embrace the teenaged clatter of rock ’n’ roll, Era scored national hits with Your Hit Parade TV regular Russell Arms, the immaculately named Arthur and Dotty Todd, and T-Bones Tony Savonne and Joe Saraceno, as well as regional smashes with Ronnie Deauville, David Andrews, Bob Florence, Doyle O’Dell and the Cass County Boys. By 1958, however, the label’s momentum was beginning to fade, country and jazz were falling fast, and Era were looking for a new superstar.


They would find it, 40-year-old Bedell and Newman decided, in rock ’n’ roll and, in mid-1958, the pair launched a new label, Doré – named for Bedell’s son. An A&R department was set up, staffed by two thrusting young representatives of the incoming generation, Lou Adler and Herb Alpert. Their job would be to trawl the local youth clubs and concert halls in search of the rich, untapped talent that was supposedly exploding out from all over the city, and Doré was launched that summer with a single by the vocal group The Marketts, ‘Summer Means Love’. The Whips’ ‘Yes Master’ followed soon after. But the greatest talent of them all would be delivered not by the A&R department, but by the kid who lived next door to Bedell – a lad named Donny, who couldn’t stop raving about the record that some friends of his had made. Bedell agreed to give it a listen.


Spector wasn’t sure what to expect from the meeting, although failure of any kind does not seem to have entered his head. He sat patiently while first Bedell, then Newman, played and replayed the ‘Don’t You Worry My Little Pet’ acetate, not even wincing as every listen ground another few moments from the precious disc’s life expectancy.


It was an exciting moment for all three of the men in the room. Bedell and Newman, of course, were old hands in the music business, so accustomed to exuding an almost weary seen-it-all, done-it-all confidence that they wore their experience like a second skin. But, as they listened to ‘Don’t Worry My Little Pet’, they recognised something they’d never heard before, a rawness and enthusiasm that, despite its obvious clumsiness, bespoke an inventive musical ear that surpassed anything around at the time. Era itself already boasted a brilliant in-house producer, Buddy Bregman, but even he would have been hard-pressed to equal the sound that this scrawny little kid had wrung from his first-ever time in a studio.


Spector, in the meantime, was doing his best to keep his emotions in check as Bedell and Newman prepared to talk business. Yes, they were definitely interested in the song; more than that, they wanted to hear more. They offered Spector a deal for two singles, four songs, and the assurance that, if those singles did well, there was no reason why the group couldn’t become full-time Doré recording artistes. It was, they told him, a very generous offer – but not, Spector decided, generous enough. Promising only to think about it, Spector headed straight over to Marshall Lieb’s house, to talk to his father about it. Days later, with the Lieb family’s lawyer having given the offered contract a sharp looking over, Spector was back at the Doré offices, looking to renegotiate the proffered royalty rate.


The new deal, according to what Marshall Lieb told Spector biographer Mark Ribowsky, wasn’t much better, but it was an improvement. Each member of the group – Spector, Lieb, Goldstein and Kleinbard – would receive one-quarter of one-and-a-half cents for every record they sold, meaning they would need to shift 3,000 copies of one record, simply to make back their original $10 investment in the recording. Nevertheless they agreed, and Doré briefed its own lawyer to start drawing up the final contracts.


Under California law, all four of the group were considered minors – before the contracts could even be signed, the label first had to go to court to obtain approval, under the so-called Jackie Coogan law, named for the child movie star who made millions, only to discover that his parents had been spending it as fast as he earned it. The law states that the parent(s) of children who earn large sums of money can only spend, with the court’s permission, as much money as was required to sustain a normal standard of living, with the remainder safely banked for the earner.


It was to prove a time consuming process – more than once, Bedell thought of just walking away from the entire situation and, once the case did get to court, his own instructions to the judge were simple. ‘Ask them if they want to sign. If they say yes, fine. If they say no, forget it.’ Everybody said yes.


‘Don’t You Worry My Little Pet’ was scheduled as the quartet’s first single, and Gold Star was booked for the following week, so that the group could cut the B-side, a Spector ballad called ‘Wonderful Lovable You’. Another bridge was crossed when the band finally found a name – newly released in mid-June, Elvis Presley’s latest single, ‘Teddy Bear’, was preparing to race up the chart. The name was already on everybody’s lips – and imagine the fun that DJs could have, slipping from a song called ‘Teddy Bear’, to an actual record by The Teddy Bears. It was brilliant.


There was only one cloud on the newly named group’s horizon. A few months earlier, Harvey Goldstein had volunteered for the Army Reserve, a term of service that would prevent him from being drafted into the US Military itself. No sooner had The Teddy Bears signed their recording contract, than Goldstein received his first orders from the Reserves, to report to Fort Ord, about five miles north of Monterey, for two weeks of basic combat training. The Teddy Bears’ recording session, in July, fell smack in the middle of that fortnight.


In a way, Goldstein was better out of it. For two hours, the three remaining Teddy Bears struggled to create something…anything…from ‘Wonderful Lovable You’. Spector and Lieb had determined that it would emerge at least as vast an epic as ‘Don’t You Worry My Little Pet’ – an intention that Bedell and Newman, who themselves had expected to be producing the recording, simply couldn’t understand. The song was a B-side, something to stick on the back of a potential hit, just to make the kids think they were getting something extra for their money. Nobody paid any attention to B-sides – not in the studio, not in the shops and especially not in the marketplace.


Spector, however, would hear none of it. Any record that he made would be the best record he could make and, when time ran out in the studio that afternoon, Bedell was left with no alternative but to reconvene the session for the following Monday. But matters were not improved by the break – indeed, Spector only complicated things further by announcing that he wanted to replace his earlier attempts at percussion, whacking a phone book with a drum brush, by overdubbing a real drummer, Sammy ‘Sandy’ Nelson, a member of Bruce Johnston’s latest band, Kip Tyler And The Flips.


For the next hour, Spector worked to perfect the overdub. Then, when Bedell and Newman walked out in exasperation, he carried on for another hour. Finally, as the group’s allotted two hour session drew to a close, Spector turned to Stan Ross and asked if there was time for the group to try a different song altogether. He gave them just half an hour. They came back with what proved to be an instant masterpiece.


Spector wrote ‘To Know Him Is To Love Him’ specifically to showcase Kleinbard’s voice. He’d always enjoyed listening to her sing, and her performance on ‘Don’t You Worry My Little Pet’, lost and buried in the murk though it was, confirmed his enthusiasm. In an interview for the Spectropop website in 2002, Kleinbard remembered Spector calling her up when he’d finished the song, and singing it down the telephone. ‘It sounded awful! He may be the world’s greatest producer, but he does not have the world’s greatest voice! And he said, “Be here tomorrow, we have to rehearse it.” I said, “But then I have to take a bus.” He said, “Fine, then take a bus.” So I took a bus. I think we rehearsed it in Marshall Lieb’s garage, if I’m not mistaken, because Phil’s mother…wouldn’t allow us to rehearse at the house.’


It was no secret within the Spector family where he found the song’s title – from the gentle sentiment engraved upon his father’s tombstone, ‘to know him was to love him’. But the simple change in tense that Spector enacted for the song transformed the words from elegy to eulogy, from pain to panegyric. From the moment he completed ‘To Know Him Is To Love Him’, he knew it was destined for greatness; and the first time he heard Annette Kleinbard sing it, he was convinced it could be even bigger than that.


From pushing towards the hugest sound they could possibly find on those other recordings, this time Spector went for minimalism. The recording itself was completed in just 20 minutes. Stan Ross had them play it once through so he could check the balance on the guitar and vocals; the next time through was the final cut.


The shortest possible intro and the briefest conceivable fade bookend two minutes and 24 seconds of absolute perfection. The simplest imaginable beat, the lightest touch, the purest voice – Kleinbard herself sounds absolutely angelic, every word crystalline, every nuance exquisitely positioned…two minutes in, with the song’s end in sight, she places so much emphasis on one simple word, an almost thrown-away ‘just’, that hearts could break simply listening to it.


Indeed, the song’s beauty barely disguises an inalienable melancholy, one whose impact lies far beyond anything suggested by the lyric, or the soft sway of the melody behind her. Portentously, a succession of observers have suggested that the song’s delivery unerringly turns full circle back to the cold stone that inspired its title, as if Spector was exorcising his nightmares while exercising his dreams. And maybe he was. But he was also placing himself in the footsteps of every teen who has mourned for a love that, if not out of sight, is out of reach – and that, in turn, touched the heart of every teen who heard the record.
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