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Introduction

	A solitary spotlight illuminates an unoccupied stage, and as the rich tones of the orchestra's strings crescendo, the crimson velvet curtain ascends gracefully. A hushed anticipation settles over the audience, tightly packed into the venue. Then, stepping into the light with a playful grin and a voice reminiscent of honey, a petite young woman captures the spotlight. Thunderous applause erupts before she even utters a single note. This is Barbra Streisand, destined for stardom from the start.

	Long before commanding sold-out concert venues and portraying unforgettable characters on screen, Streisand was a Jewish girl with ambitious dreams hailing from Brooklyn. Her passion for performance was inherited from her mother, Diana, a soprano singer who sustained the family by imparting voice and acting lessons. In her youth, Barbra absorbed the world of music and theater while quietly sitting beneath the piano during her mother's lessons. By the age of 13, she found herself singing alongside her mother at weddings and bar mitzvahs to contribute to the family's income.

	However, the stage beckoned irresistibly for the young Barbra. At Erasmus Hall High School, she seized the lead role in the musical Swan Lake, captivating audiences with her vocal range and magnetic stage presence. Rejecting college after graduation, she focused on honing her craft. Reflecting on that time, she admitted to her ambition without a clear destination, expressing a desire for fame and wealth.

	Her breakthrough arrived at age 18 when she participated in a talent contest at the Lion, a gay nightclub in Greenwich Village. Despite her unassuming appearance in a baggy flannel shirt with pulled-back hair, Streisand astounded the audience with her powerhouse voice, flawlessly delivering Harold Arlen's "A Sleepin' Bee." Winning the amateur contest marked the beginning of her regular headline performances at the club.

	In 1961, nightclub impresario Bon Soir recognized Streisand's unique style and vocal prowess, hiring her despite reservations about her appearance and demeanor. This marked the commencement of her ascent through the nightclub circuit, where she impressed sophisticated Manhattan audiences with her ironic banter and bold interpretations of songs. A New York Times review commended her for daring to be herself and reviving musical theater's flair for individuality.

	At the age of 20, Streisand secured a role in the Broadway musical I Can Get It For You Wholesale, captivating audiences every night with the powerful ballad "Miss Marmelstein." Her pivotal moment came with the 1964 Broadway production of Funny Girl, where she originated the role of legendary comedian Fanny Brice. Streisand's profound connection to Brice, coupled with her poignant portrayal, earned acclaim, solidifying her stardom and propelling her toward success in music, film, and beyond. Reflecting on her journey, Streisand emphasized her aspiration to be both famous and good.

	 


Chapter 1

	Early Life and Childhood in Brooklyn

	A little girl with wild curly hair and hand-me-down clothes wanders the streets of Brooklyn, humming show tunes and movie scores. She's free to explore the neighborhoods around her apartment building, making up stories and characters. Her parents gave her an unusual name - Barbra Joan Streisand - hoping she'd stand out one day. For now, she stands out for her imagination and vocal talents, which her mother is quick to nurture.

	Barbra was born in 1942 and spent her early years in a tiny apartment on Pulaski Street in Williamsburg. Her father Emanuel worked as a high school English teacher, while her mother Diana stayed home. Diana had once dreamed of being an opera singer, but set aside her aspirations to raise Barbra and her older brother Sheldon. However, she instilled a deep love of music in her children. 

	"I always sang with my mother around the house," Streisand recalled. "She had a beautiful soprano voice and from the time I was three, we'd have sessions where we played records and sang duets together." 

	By age six, Barbra was singing solo at family gatherings, from holiday meals to weddings. Her clear, mature tones astonished listeners. "I didn't think it was anything special back then," she said. "Singing just made me feel so happy."

	But Streisand's childhood held pain she hid behind her voice. Her father died suddenly when she was just 15 months old. The loss haunted her, fueling her drive to perform. “I wanted to please my father, even though he had abandoned me emotionally and then physically,” she said. Emanuel had also left the family penniless, forcing Diana to work multiple jobs.

	Streisand's refuge from financial struggles was school and performing. At PS 89 elementary, she starred as Humpty Dumpty in a nursery rhyme play. In junior high, she landed leading roles in operettas like The Mikado. Classmates taunted her about her unconventional looks and Jewish faith, but she found acceptance on stage. 

	At Erasmus Hall High School, 15-year-old Streisand won the principal singing role in their production of the musical Swan Lake. She relished challenging expectations with her vocal prowess and chutzpah. As Streisand later quipped, "I was never pretty enough for them. I didn't have the right look. Ha, ha, ha to them!"

