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The sources that made this book come alive number over one hundred. Of these, almost all spoke on the record freely and thoughtfully, and their contributions are self-evident in the pages of history that follow. My deepest thanks to all of them, as well as to those few sources who chose anonymity rather than risk Phil Spector’s wrath but still kindly provided crucial information.

I would like to especially acknowledge the aid of Annette Merar Spector and Marshall Lieb. There simply could not have been a definitive Phil Spector book without the vivid memories of both of these wonderful people. Though Annette had to relive the pain and anxiety of a crumbled marriage, she repaid my constant intrusions with grace, understanding, and complete cooperation. A busy man in Hollywood movie circles these days, Marshall knew how important it was for me to speak with one who had traveled with Spector from childhood to manhood. With the patience of a schoolteacher conducting a history lesson, he acted both as tour guide of their old West Hollywood neighborhood and chief interpreter of Spector’s psyche.

I would like to single out a number of others who offered invaluable recollections in long, sometimes tedious interviews. My sincere appreciation goes to Carol Connors, Donna Kass, Michael Spencer, Steve Douglas, Harvey Goldstein, Stan Ross, Don Kartoon, Lew Bedell, Lester Sill, Elliott Ingber, Russ Titelman, Beverly Ross, Doc Pomus, Terry Phillips, Ray Peterson, Gene Pitney, Gerry Goffin, Snuff Garrett, Bobby Sheen, Fanita James, Arnold Goland, Larry Levine, Sonny Bono, La La Brooks, Mary Thomas, Nedra Talley, Vinnie Poncia, Danny Davis, Irwin Levine, Dan and David Kessel, and Joey Ramone.

One can’t begin to describe the feeling a rock-and-roll devotee and scholar gets by spending time with the legendary studio musicians of rock’s age of romance. For the thrill of a lifetime and for enriching my music education, I particularly want to thank Howard Roberts, Barney Kessel, Hal Blaine, Earl Palmer, Ray Pohlman, Gary Chester, Artie Kaplan, Artie Butler, and Charlie Macey.

I would also like to acknowledge with gratitude the hardy souls who dutifully culled archives for precious details of the early rock terrain now covered by two decades of dust and neglect. Buried deep in file cabinets and basement catacombs, the recording contracts, ledgers of fabled studio sessions, and long out-of-print record labels were reclaimed through the time and efforts of Bob Rafkin of the American Federation of Musicians Local 47, the House of Oldies in Greenwich Village, and Bob Merlis and Meryl Zukowsky of Warner Brothers Records.

Special thanks to Bob Shannon, Arnie Kay, Marsha Vance, Kenny Vance, Jack Jackson, Barry Goldberg, and Rodney Bingenheimer for vital contacts and telephone numbers; and to Harvey Kubernik for the use of his interview material with Jack Nitzsche. My personal thanks to Patti Stren and Robin Page for their unending tap of good cheer during a grueling thirteen months.

Finally, heartfelt thanks to my agent, Geri Thoma, for believing and caring; and to my editor, Meg Blacks tone, who shared my vision and injected it with love, laughter, and enlightenment. This book is as much their achievement as it is mine.
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Phil Spector, a little man with a Napoleon complex, faced his Waterloo in early 1966. Spector—the now-fabled record producer who was then the Boy King of rock and roll—was desperate to remain unmoved at a time when the sands of pop music were shifting beneath his feet. For the first time in half a decade, Spector had no dependable rock act under his domain. His name—once as renowned as his records, and in some high rock councils as notorious as Dillinger—was becoming an afterthought. Though Phil Spector was only twenty-five years old—the “first tycoon of teen,” as he was dubbed in 1965 by Tom Wolfe—in Spector’s manic and messianic vision this slight was the same as damnation.

To his credit, Spector did not shrink from his audacious genius in order to shift with the sands of rock. Instead, he sought to chart a new territory—an avant-garde idiom somewhere between Motown/Memphis black and L.A. off-white. This always had been Spector’s calling, as he saw it, and he succeeded in the sense that, although his arrangements were undeniably white, his vocalists sang blacker than Motown allowed its vocalists, and many of his musicians came out of a jazz era that was Spector’s first musical love. Indeed, Spector’s leading lady, eternally on records, for a tempestuous half-decade in marriage, was the remarkable Veronica Yvette Bennett—Ronnie Spector—whose heart-palpitating vibrato made rock and roll tremble with Billie Holiday overtones.

Now, in 1966, it was the time for cataclysm, and Phil Spector chose as his vanguard a human Molotov cocktail named Tina Turner, a mostly unknown rhythm-and-blues singer capable of paroxysm in front of a microphone. The vehicle for her passion and soul was a song that Spector co-wrote with the tunesmiths who had given him the fodder for his climb to the top of rock and roll, Ellie Greenwich and Jeff Barry. It was a strange and extraordinary torch song that sounded like it was written on a psychiatrist’s couch—a carousel ride of fleeting images and admissions of a woman’s love so strong and heartfelt that it was rivaled only by the love of her childhood rag doll. It was called “River Deep—Mountain High.”

The session at which Spector cut this paean to the pain of love was the last of the grand-scale studio dates of the sixties. Spector amassed almost two dozen musicians at Gold Star Sound Studios in Hollywood. The session cost more than $20,000, an enormous figure then. The musicians—SPECTOR’S ARMY, many once wore on their shirts, signifying their debt to him in becoming the core of the West Coast rock scene—played long and loud and hard, everybody boiling over all at once, ignoring the piecemeal overdubbing that was coming into vogue as rock technology evolved. Spector did overdub background vocals on his records, to create a swirl of voices that aped his instrumental tracks, but his love was live music, a rhythm section blaring and wailing its brains out the way the great jazz combos did. At Gold Star, a titanic rhythm section of the kind Spector had become famous for—four guitars, three basses, three pianos, two drums, and a small army of percussion—became one, as only it could, in a live, massed monolith. The room, Gold Star’s Studio A, was saturated in sine waves; they bounced off the walls and the low ceiling and came tumbling out of two echo chambers before being sucked into a tape machine. When mixed down, the sound was not of this earth, and it wasn’t a melody as we know it. It was a mood, a feel, aural poetry, and sheer rock-and-roll heaven. And when that was done, Tina Turner grabbed at her crotch in pain as she sang the lead vocal. Turner screeched and cooed and pleaded, in alternating moods of victory, defeat, bravado, and hopelessness. As each wave fell and rose again with a chorus of “Do I love you my oh my / River Deep—Mountain High,” it was clear that the song wasn’t a fugue; it was Spector’s cry for redemption. “River Deep—Mountain High” was a bacchanalian feast for the ears, an orgy of Phil Spector’s ego and instinct. Most of all, it was LOUD.

Even more than that, it was a flop. The public rejected the record in 1966, and a record industry hostile to Spector, the outsider, gloried in his defeat. However, Spector lived to see his record become more much than a record. Spector envisioned himself as a rock-and-roll Richard Wagner, and “River Deep—Mountain High” is a rock-and-roll Der Ring des Nibelungen, a timeless piece of genius and raw power. When it was released, its competition on the record charts were songs titled “Secret Agent Man,” “Spanish Flea,” “Paperback Writer,” “Hanky Panky,” and “Juanita Banana.” The top three records of 1966 were “I’m a Believer,” “Ballad of the Green Berets,” and “Winchester Cathedral.” To hear all of these songs today is to regress to a different world, and in music to a different universe. In terms of rock art, “Good Vibrations” and “I Am the Walrus” have frayed edges now. Though it was never a hit song, “River Deep—Mountain High” sounds as if it could have been recorded this morning. Probably it always will sound as if it were recorded this morning.

And though Phil Spector’s hit records have been limited since 1966, he is just as current in the same weird way, an implicit if hushed presence, something like a guardian angel, on a rock-and-roll stage he hasn’t graced now in seven years. More than a cult figure, Spector is a never-fading musical influence. Bruce Springsteen’s rumbling saxophone arrangements and histrionic tableau of noise is a straight cop of Spector’s famed “Wall of Sound,” as Springsteen has himself attested. No musician, regardless of his age and context, fails to recognize that rock and roll was not taken as serious music before Spector made music more than something to chew gum by and get pimples to. “River Deep—Mountain High” can be taken as a metaphor for Phil Spector himself, and if you could scatter the song into pieces, what you would have is Spector’s oeuvre, the sum of the parts of his work from 1957 to 1966. Even the ludicrous teenage themes of Spector’s early records sound like The Ride of the Valkyries, elevated to Valhalla by a tide of inspired commotion that was the Wall of Sound (or as Spector would have preferred, “a Wagnerian approach to rock and roll; little symphonies for kids”). The progression of Spector’s Wall covers some of the most definitive music of the sixties—the Crystals’ “He’s a Rebel,” “Da Doo Ron Ron,” and “Then He Kissed Me”; Bob B. Soxx and the Blue Jeans’ “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah” and “Not Too Young to Get Married”; Darlene Love’s “Today I Met the Boy I’m Gonna Marry”; the Ronettes’ “Be My Baby,” “Walking in the Rain,” and “Baby I Love You”; the Righteous Brothers’ “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feeling.”

Spector was a prodigious force in pop music. From 1961 to 1965 his records made the charts twenty-seven times; seventeen of those nestled inside the Top 40. As a body of work, they were a cultural seed. Spector’s work, as a whole, has a peculiar kind of relevancy in the eighties, as it did in the two previous decades. Because we never really come of age, or long not to, the teen ethos Spector rhapsodized has a visceral hold on the subconscious of anyone born early or late enough to appreciate his work. The bom, bom-bom intro riff of “Be My Baby” is an immediately identifiable heartbeat. Indeed, the Wall of Sound doesn’t reflect the sixties motif as much as it is the era’s apotheosis by lionizing the sentimentality in all humans. Spector’s 1963 Christmas album—an astounding portrait of maudlin beauty—is this generation’s “White Christmas.”

At the height of his reign, Spector’s authority over a song was not unlike that of Frank Capra, Federico Fellini, or George Lucas’s authority on celluloid. In the record business, then as now, it was unprecedented. This is because Spector’s ascendancy was completely different from any other producer. Before, and since, Spector, producers have had an understanding about their craft: they are merely part of the blueprint of recording, subordinate to artist and product. In the late fifties, the word producer was not used in relation to record-making. In the autocracy of pop music then, the record companies “made” the records; the producers were known only within the industry. Then came Phil Spector, who had a new set of assumptions. When he was sixteen, Spector wrote, produced, and co-performed the classic fifties’ innocence song, “To Know Him Is to Love Him.” It went all the way to No. 1. Spector had no reason to believe anyone could make records like he could, and as he rose to prominence on that assumption, he delighted in the arrogance of power. He demanded a producer’s credit on his records’ labels. He was ruthless in establishing his own million-dollar record and publishing companies. He trampled the rights of his artists and co-writers. Spector’s success was one of genius and nerve, and it was not for nothing that when the Beatles’ farewell album, Let It Be, was in shambles and needed a singular kind of music man to salvage it, John Lennon paged Phil Spector—who promptly made history’s apocalyptic band a Phil Spector product and earned himself the right to produce the first solo works of Lennon and George Harrison.

Clearly, Spector was both a product and an incredible anomaly of his era. Elvis was over, the Beatles were five years away, and stereo and video were barely more than words in the dictionary. Pop music was dominated by a corporate cabal of power-broker publishers; they hired the songwriters, chose the acts to record them, and got the songs released. Though they considered themselves a fraternity of gentlemen, their ethics were dirty, their turf wars bloody. Injected into this vinyl jungle, Spector learned the rules of backstabbing and conquest—better than most. Not only could he walk in the ethereal haze of artistic genius; unlike many creative types, he was also calculating and empirical, with a hard business eye, no conscience, and a misanthropic streak. Spector was a visionary, not a revolutionary. He didn’t change the system, he used it. Entering a world in which a rock-and-roll session meant a small band—guitar, piano, bass, drum—playing simpleminded arrangements, Spector didn’t invent a new rock and roll. He simply multiplied the old, using the same simple arrangements but with more and more instruments. The Wall of Sound is often thought of as the height of sophistication, and in a way it is, as an example of technology that engendered a new sound. But the technology itself was archaic even then. Spector’s block of legendary hits were recorded in mono, in the days when musicians were not blocked off from each other, and when there were too few microphones to pick up more than a dozen instruments. It was crazy for Spector to cram two dozen instruments into his studio, but in his hands the aural effect was a tool of purpose. Thus, Spector needed the technology of the fifties to recast rock in the sixties. What made it seem advanced was his synergy in processing the old into a new formula. As a rock-and-roll milestone, it is as significant as Chuck Berry’s guitar chords, the Beach Boys’ harmonies, and Jim Morrison’s ballads.

The flip side of Spector’s crusade was that when music did change, too radically for him to keep his process intact, he was a genius lost and fearful of having to slay yet another kind of rock autocracy. While Phil Spector can provide almost any act in rock with a viable hit, his price is too high. The price is subjugation, which is apparently what Spector wants to exact in exchange for his services. In truth, Spector and the rest of rock and roll have been at odds ever since artists began carving songs out of their own visions. It was a breach of authority that Spector evidently couldn’t tolerate. He has lived for years in a private world, alone with his genius, shut off from the reality of his failure to retain power. Although he is desperate to return to active producing, he has scared away artists who have solicited him with what seems to be a pathological urge to make sure that he never will return. His longtime seclusion, interrupted by sporadic and fleeting bursts of work—most recently eight years ago with the Ramones—have led many to compare Spector with Howard Hughes. A better parallel may be Orson Welles, a genius in his twenties who drew back thereafter in resignation, unwilling or unable to compete with his own legacy.

Regrettably, but not surprisingly, Phil Spector refused to participate in or sanction this book. Although I reiterated, in a series of letters—the seat of his empire is now a post office box number in Pasadena—that the book was conceived as history’s categorical record of his life and work, none of the letters was answered. Spector’s attorney, Marty Machat—who led Spector into his ill-conceived and embarrassing album project with poet Leonard Cohen in 1978—chose to run in horror from my calls to his office. It can be inferred that Spector has made it plain that reality is not to intrude on myth. Spector’s attitude, in fact, makes one wonder if he, like Michael Jackson, craves a certain perverse public image. Unlike Jackson, however, Spector engineers none of his perversity; no bits of bizarre behavior are leaked to the media from Spector’s Pasadena compound. He is a recluse in the truest, proudest sense. In the context of his iconoclastic, who-gives-a-damn attitude—the land that stamped rock and roll forever—he is to be admired for it. Indeed, by way of personal prologue, I think it necessary to say that I hold Spector in the highest regard. From my place in the legion of baby boomers who reached teenhood in time to appreciate, and be affected by, Spector’s music in its original issue, he is a stately, heroic figure.

That said, it might seem contradictory, or even dirty pool, that the pages of this book are replete with examples of Phil Spector’s aberrance, his intimate pain, his manipulation and deception, his greed and his anxieties. However, to understand what went on inside Spectors head, and what put it in there, is to climb inside the very brick and mortar of the Wall of Sound. Spector didn’t just come by genius—he was driven to it by gnawing, growling obsession. Admittedly, this is a presumptuous assumption, yet the weight of evidence in any biography rests on the thoroughness of its research. The conclusions in this biography are those of the people who knew Spector best, and the search for them was maddening, endless, frus-tratingly slow—and in the end as joyously fruitful as putting a Phil Spector record on a turntable. Whether he was good or bad, it is my hope that history will note that America had its own Mozart and his name was Phil Spector.
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JOCASTA: Put this trouble from you.

OEDIPUS: Those bold words would sound better, were not my mother living. But as it is—I have some grounds for fear; yet you have said it well.

JOCASTA: Yet your father’s death is a sign that all is well.

OEDIPUS: I know that: but I fear because of her who lives.

—SOPHOCLES’ King Oedipus, in the translation
by W. B. Yeats

In 1956, when Phil Spector was fifteen years old, he lugged his second-hand guitar to Studio City in the San Fernando Valley once a week for a month to take instruction from a jazz guitarist named Howard Roberts. The young Spector, who was smitten by jazz, had specifically sought out Roberts in the directory of the musicians’ union, and when he got to the jazzman’s house he listened hard as Roberts explained about chord structure and the theory of rhythm guitar.

But Roberts thought there was something strange about the kid. After each lesson, Spector would leave and go home to West Hollywood without having taken his guitar out of its case. After the final tutoring session, the young man said a polite thank you, shook Roberts’s hand, and was out the door.

“I never saw a guitar in Phil’s hands, and he never played a note for me,” Roberts would remember over three decades later. “I waited and waited, because that’s the thing kids do when they take lessons: they play for approval and advice. But he never did.”

Howard Roberts never did know if Spector was skittish about playing in the presence of an expert musician, or if the boy thought he could do whatever was required. Actually, it could have been either, or both, or neither. Spector was a shy boy but also one with rare talent. More crucially, however, in 1956 Spector couldn’t play his guitar for approval. Not yet. This was something that was deep in his gut, playing the guitar. It may have been the only part of his identity that made him feel good, and he wanted it to be real. So Spector wouldn’t play for Howard Roberts. He would play only for the darkness.

At fifteen, Phil Spector stood barely over five feet tall, not counting the bird’s nest of reedy brown hair he kept piled high atop his forehead. Thin as a matchstick, and with bones as brittle, Spector was sallow and pale, hollow around the eyes and under the cheekbones. When he spoke it was in a high nasal whine and with a lisp. He was also a chronic asthmatic, and when the Santa Ana wind blew in off the Pacific Ocean it carried pollen into his wide nostrils that sent him into great coughing jags that would double him over and frighten his friends. Spector was not popular in the corridors of Fairfax High School, and most of his time was spent by himself. He was fatherless and his mother, Bertha, worked, so Spector had to make do as a latchkey kid, letting himself in after school. He appreciated this web of seclusion, since when his mother and his older sister, Shirley, were at home, they treated him like precious china. Phil’s fragility was a constant worry to them both. If they didn’t know where he was, or if he was out of their line of sight too long, they would flood phone lines to his friends’ homes, trying to track him down. Finding him, they would spew tirades at him. They were hennish, to be sure, but they adored the male of the house, and took his poor health as a sign that he was special and in need of protection from a cruel world.

Small and stocky, standing under five feet tall in her orthopedic shoes, her salt-and-pepper hair pulled into a bun and her smile exuding warmth, Bertha Spector was the prototype of a Jewish mother. But kind and gracious as she was, she was also an angry hornet of a woman. Her energy and resolve were her son’s lifeline; whatever strength he had was transfused from her. On his own, Phil had a hard time. He hated the way he looked. He hated his long nose and his big ears, and he silently brooded about being a teenage nerd. Though his mother and sister offered him support and encouragement, that he was dominated by two strong and willful women checked his independence. His name was a symbol of his desire to stand on his own. Given the names Harvey Phillip, Spector loathed his real first name and called himself Phil. Bertha wouldn’t go along. Pointedly, acridly at times, she called him by the name she had given him. “Harvey!” her voice would crack the air, embarrassing him when he was with friends.

Phil Spector was a nervous, hyperactive teenager, for whom the line between day and night had long since vanished. In fact, he welcomed the darkness descending over West Hollywood, because in its calm isolation he could believe that the night belonged only to him. Spector’s guitar-playing filled those hours, stretching sometimes to daybreak inside the family’s top-floor apartment in a two-story, woodframe fourplex located at 602½ Spaulding Avenue. Knowing how much his guitar meant to him, Bertha rarely put her foot down about it, and so Phil would enter a nightly ritual knowing he would not be interrupted. Sitting cross-legged on his bed, he cradled the guitar and played it to the sound of a transistor radio, tuned to a jazz or black music station. Spector didn’t often bother with the rock-and-roll stations. To him, white rock was pimple-cream ads separated by two-minute retreads of black music with half the vitality. The reward for tuning in the low-watt stations was great. On KFOX, for example, Johnny Otis—the bandleader who founded much of the black music scene in Los Angeles—had a show, acquainting a pale Jewish boy with acts like Little Willie John, Jackie Wilson, Hank Ballard, Big Mama Thornton, and Redd Lyte. Spector’s trips to the music shops led to the bargain bins in the back, to the jazz and rhythm and blues, even to the classical music albums. He craved the vicarious feeling of brute force and naked emotion in music. He played his guitar in solitude, and the passion and conviction of jazz, soul music, and the ornate majesty of Bach and Beethoven were his real teachers.

Seen in the prism of a generation of teenagers discovering rock and roll, Spector was one of scores of kids who were picking up guitars and jiggling like Elvis. But Spector was way ahead of most of the other lemmings in understanding the pain and alienation of rock. Real rock was the state of mind and soul that bled from open wounds. Spector understood. He had his own open wounds.

A year after taking lessons from Howard Roberts, Spector was ready to play for approval, having learned the rudiments and the essence of the guitar like few others his age. By 1957 he found that his talent had even made people like and gather around him—which had been his original intention when he first considered playing guitar. Confident and ambitious, he was now composing words and music in the new rock language. In the spring, Spector was seasoned in the art of making a record. But it wasn’t until months later, in his room on a late spring night, that he discovered musical truth—in his most painful wound.

Spector was on the edge of sleep, his eyes shut, his guitar at his side, when a harsh memory cut through his subconscious. He saw the blue shale tombstone of his father’s grave, which was three thousand miles to the east in a Long Island cemetery. In his haze, Spector thought he was at the foot of Ben Spector’s grave, and the epitaph on the stone—“To Know Him Was to Love Him”—was staring at him, assaulting him, taunting him.

It was a vision that the sixteen-year-old Phil Spector didn’t want to see and never would have consented to seeing had he been fully awake. To recall the father who had died—the only figure of male authority he could have had but didn’t—was almost self-mutilation. Spector hardly ever spoke about his father because that might ease the pain. He was repelled by the apparition of that godforsaken grave, and it jolted him awake. But as in any other time of pain, there was a pacifier. The guitar.

Spector reached for it, to hit the strings hard. He thought about the terrible dirge of loss and grief—“To Know Him Was to Love Him”—as he played. Hours passed, and the black night and the grief faded. What was left was poetry and the renaissance of Ben Spector in the guise of a song that Phil Spector knew was perfect.

It was around 7 A.M The sun was shining into his room. Spector picked up the telephone and dialed the number of Marshall Lieb, his best friend and singing partner. “Marsh!” he whispered breathily into the phone. “I got a new song. You gotta hear it.”

On the other end, Lieb yawned and rubbed his eyes as Spector sang his new lyric. Used to Spector’s apoplectic ways, Lieb humored him. “Yeah, Phillip. Sounds real good,” he mumbled, then hung up and went back to bed.

For Phil Spector, there would be no sleep; there rarely was. There were plans to be made for this song. That afternoon he and Marshall Lieb were working on it, putting an arrangement together. At that moment, Spector was probably too busy to think that his father had not died in vain, after all.

Benjamin Spector was swept to America in the great Russian immigration of the early 1900s. Born on January 10, 1903, he was ten years old when his parents, George and Bessie, and their six sons and one daughter stepped onto U.S. soil on Ellis Island, in the shadow of the Statue of Liberty. There, an immigration officer Americanized their Russian name by spelling it with a c, not a k. The family’s migration ended in the Bronx, in the Soundview section, a district typical of the low- and middle-class Jewish society that dominated the borough. Ben Spector was young enough to adopt his new homeland, and went about trying to realize the American Dream. He studied hard, became a citizen, and fought in World War I as a teenager.

Bertha Spector’s parents traced almost the same path from Russia to the U.S. Eerily enough, her father was also named George, and his surname was Spektor, the correct Russian spelling of Ben’s family name. George Spektor and his wife, Clara, however, detoured first to France in the early 1900s, and it was there, in Paris, that Bertha Spektor was born in 1911. A few years later, George and Clara came to America, arriving at the same Ellis Island pier, with Bertha and her sister, Doraine, who had also been born in Paris. After they settled on the same Grand Concourse turf as the Spectors, they had a son, Sam, on Armistice Day, November 11, 1918.

Meeting Bertha Spektor in the middle of this ethnic broth, Ben Spector knew she was meant to be his wife. After a brief courtship, they married in 1934, then had a daughter, Shirley. Five years later, they had a son, Harvey Phillip, on December 26, 1940, a baby with the promise of a bright future.

The country went to war soon after, but at age thirty-eight, Ben Spector had a wife and family, which he housed in a two-family brick house at 1024 Manor Avenue in the heart of the Soundview section, and he had a secure union job as an ironworker in Brooklyn. Ruddy-faced and handsome—the jovial, fun-loving “Uncle Ben” as his swarm of nieces and nephews knew him—Ben was the picture of American stability. What’s more, his legacy, his children, were two of the most beautiful babies the Spector and Spektor clans had ever seen. Blond and almost WASP-looking, Shirley grew by the yard, sprouting up a head taller than Ben and Bertha, both of whom were built low to the ground. Ben and Bertha’s nieces thought their cousin Shirley was the most gorgeous lady they could imagine, and no one in the family was surprised when Shirley landed some teenage modeling work.

Then there was Harvey Phillip: a round-faced, wavy-haired infant with searching eyes. Bertha, Doraine, and Sam Spektor had all been musically inclined in their youth, and it seemed that Harvey was the recipient of that bloodline. At family enclaves, Harvey would sing loudly and without a care. Except for bouts of asthma, Harvey was a happy child, and he loved his father with all his being. It was, in fact, a loving, close-knit family, envied by the relatives on both sides as ideal.

But something went wrong for Ben Spector. He grew dispirited, estranged. The money just wasn’t enough to keep his family as comfortable as he wanted them to be. Sensing his depression, a friend and co-worker of Ben’s named Bernie Weiss became concerned about him. But Bernie knew Ben to be a hardy, proud man. Ben was optimistic, and he bragged about his children and his family, all of whom loved him dearly. At 5 foot 7 inches and 225 pounds, he was a broad chunk of granite, a man who could surely take care of himself. He would work it out, in time.

But there wasn’t enough time for Ben Spector.

On the morning of April 20, 1949, Ben awoke as usual at daybreak. He said good-bye to his wife and drove to the steelworks plant. When he was a few blocks away, he pulled up to the curb in front of a deserted building at 1042 Myrtle Avenue. It was a warm, sunny day in New York, but Ben Spector probably felt a chill as he got out of the car and opened the trunk. Methodically, he drew out a water hose and attached one end to the exhaust pipe, then dangled the other end through the open front window.

Ben got back in the car, rolled up the windows tightly, and restarted the engine as he reclined against the headrest. It must have been a kind of relief when the deadly gas fumes began to drain the air inside the car.

Half an hour later, at 8:40 A.M, passersby saw the lifeless hulk of Ben Spector slumped in the front seat, the engine still running. They called the police, and within a few minutes officers from Brooklyn’s 79th Precinct arrived, much too late. They took the body to the morgue, where Bernie Weiss, called from the factory, came to identify the body of the friend he had worried about.

The Brooklyn coroner set the time of death at 8:05 A.M and noted the cause of death as “Carbon Monoxide Poisoning—Asphyxia; Suicidal.” When Ben Spector died, his blood contained 65 percent carbon monoxide. He had left no chance that he would not die on this day.

On April 22, 1949, Bertha Spector buried her husband in Beth David Cemetery in Elmont, New York. A year later, according to Jewish law, a headstone was unveiled at the grave site. It was magnificent, marked with a Star of David and the heart-rending epitaph of personal loss. If Ben had terrible mental anguish and considered himself a failure, it was to be forgotten, buried with him.

On both sides of the extended family, the trauma of Ben’s suicide was regarded as a horribly ugly stigma, a perversion and aberration of the hope and promise that the Spector and Spektor families had brought to America. Bertha certainly didn’t deserve to be held as a cause of her husband’s anguished death, and the family heads were protective of propriety and her feelings. They didn’t tell their children how their cherished Uncle Ben had died, only that he’d met with an accident. Some of them wouldn’t find out the truth until they were adults. It is possible that Bertha kept the truth even from her son.

For now, and hopefully into eternity, Bertha wanted it to be known and accepted that anyone who truly knew her troubled husband would have loved him.

It fell to Sam Spektor, Bertha’s younger brother, to try to alleviate her sense of loss. An aeronautical engineer, he was now living on 164th Street and Broadway in upper Manhattan, right near the George Washington Bridge, and he made it his business to drop by at 1024 Manor Avenue frequently to provide a male presence, especially for Harvey. Shirley was less of a concern: beautiful and independent as she was, by the time she was fifteen she boldly saw herself as a future movie star.

Harvey, though, was devastated by the death of the father he revered; he needed a male to lean on, and spent much time with his uncle. The trauma of Ben’s death was so hard for him to bear that when people asked what his father’s name was, he replied “Sam”—as if hiding behind an effigy rather than having to confront the pain of his father’s name. But while Harvey could push the memory of Ben out of his conscious mind, he allowed no one to replace him.

Neither did the pain ease for Bertha. She did not and would not remarry, such was her fealty to Ben’s gripping memory, and living in the Bronx made it impossible for the memory to fade. Reminders of Ben were everywhere along Manor Avenue. This was Ben’s kingdom, and that he was so unhappy here made the area a monument to despair. As if living in a dark cloud, Harvey’s asthma became worse as he grew into a teenager, and his plump cheeks had sunk into a general pallor.

Four bleak years after Ben’s death, Bertha realized she had to start a new life for herself and her children a long way from the Bronx. Her uncle, George Spektor’s brother, was living in Los Angeles, and he had begged her to come out there; other relatives there made the same plea. The Hollywood of the early 1950s had become a bright, sunny beacon for a human wave of East Coast Jews, and finally Bertha gave in. Her relatives secured an apartment, and her brother Sam drove her, Harvey, and Shirley to the airport. After touching down in Los Angeles, they were taken to their new digs on Spaulding Avenue, in one of West Hollywood’s long rows of squat, turn-of-the-century houses, sequestered by leafy palm trees. With no office skills, Bertha took a job as a seamstress in a stifling back room sweatshop in downtown L.A. Because she couldn’t afford a car, she waited every morning and night for the long bus ride to and from her sewing machine.

Phil Spector, as he began to insist he be called, went to school first at Laurel Elementary School, then to John Burroughs Junior High. He entered Fairfax High School in 1954. The outgoing child was an introvert now, a voracious reader of books—next to the guitar, which he had taken up while in junior high school, works about American history were his personal refuge. His room was lined with books about Abraham Lincoln, whose life fascinated him to no end.

Phil was a splendid student. There was an American history teacher at Fairfax High, a Mr. Goetze, a chops-buster who sprang surprise quizzes on the first day of class. Most students dreaded Goetze, but Spector worshipped him and passed all his exams effortlessly. Phil was more than smart; he was clever, keen-witted, sharp as a whip, but it was all undirected, loose wheels looking for a direction. His guitar seemed to be the only funnel to consolidate his intellectual and artistic impulses.

Spector met Marshall Lieb at John Burroughs. Lieb was the son of an automobile dealer named Leonard Lieb and his wife, Belle, and he could not have been more dissimilar to Phil. Marshall was tall, muscular, and swarthy, as outgoing and popular as Phil was meek and insulated. But both boys were artistically inclined, they liked the same music, and they took their first guitar lessons together, from a session guitarist named Burdell Mathis across the street from a huge music emporium in Hollywood called Herb Wallace’s Music City. Unlike many parents in the neighborhood who thought Spector was weird, Leonard and Belle Lieb more than abided him, and even thought he could be a positive influence on their son.

“My parents liked him. They didn’t feel he was any kind of threat,” Lieb explained. “In those days, most of the kids in the neighborhood wanted to be bad guys, gangster types, as opposed to collegiate types. There were certain looks that we liked emulating that were less than Ivy League. So then Phillip comes along and he’s not real macho he-man, not visibly the troublemaker type, whereas I had more of that look.”

But Spector did have a problem with his mouth, and it could get him into trouble, Lieb mentioned. “Someone would say something to Phillip and he’d mouth right back. That would instigate a problem, and then it would be, ‘Marsh!’ and I’d have to turn around from what I was doing and go bail him out. I had a history of having a few little tussles from time to time, but I didn’t carry a chip on my shoulder like he did. He had a way about his answers that antagonized people. One time this guy in school was going to kick his butt, no matter what. A big ring of people got in there, Phil’s in the middle with this guy, and this guy’s gonna beat him to shreds, and he just sort of gave me his little kitten eyes, to help him, so I came to his rescue and got the thing broken up. I was really his first bodyguard, when you think about it.”

Family strife intensified in the Spector household during Phil’s high school years, when Bertha moved with her son to a smaller flat seven blocks away at 726 N. Hayworth Avenue—Shirley having moved out on her own, was in an apartment nearby—just north of Melrose Avenue and a block from Fairfax High School. It was there that an older, somewhat emboldened Phil became embroiled in arguments with his mother.

“As I remember, Phillip would have trouble with whatever her suggestions would be,” Lieb said. “It would be opposite of what he’d think. It was like ‘Can I go out?’ ‘No, you gotta stay home!’ And as soon as she’d leave, he’d be gone. A couple of times she hit him with her purse. He’d open a mouth on her and she would answer that and they would go back and forth. And she’d have some answer that he’d never agree with. I can remember times when she’d be chasing him around the apartment and he’d be hiding in places, like under his bed. I got phone calls in the middle of the night—‘Come over and help!’ And I would go over and sort of break the mood that was going on. Someone had to answer the door and stop shouting.”

But even when peace was restored, it was an uneasy truce. “The most vivid memories I have of them was just a lot of bitterness, a lot of intolerant conversation,” Lieb said. “I didn’t see a lot of endearment. I never really had a feeling of any kind of togetherness among the three of them.”

Spector never told anyone of his inner suffering. Unfamiliar with the feel of human warmth—the Spectors were not the hugging kind of family since Ben’s death—he shied away when he thought someone would touch him. But Spector was not a shut-in. He was drawn to the crowds of teenagers who cruised the wide strip of Fairfax Avenue, and the aromatic corridor of ethnic food shops along the avenue had a romantic appeal for him. He and Lieb were regular denizens at Canter’s Delicatessen—Spector could inhale a truly astonishing cartload of hot pastrami, though none of it ever padded his bony frame. They also belonged to a Fairfax High social club called the Chapparals and bowled at the Pan Pacific, an indoor mall.

Spector dated a few times, but to most girls he was spooky. His glaring eyes and ashen complexion kept them at a distance. It wasn’t until a pretty blonde girl named Donna Kass sidled up to him that he found himself in a relationship. Bright and chirpy, Donna was fifteen, a year younger, but where the other girls saw only Spector’s exterior, she saw much more.

“Phil was not a handsome guy, not at all. He was very pale and had no chin. Not real masculine,” Kass acknowledged. “My mother used to say he was sick, but he wasn’t, he just looked like he was. But there was something so funny-looking about him that he was cute to me. My mother thought he was vile looking, but there was something very captivating there. He had these delicate hands, small, not stubby but very pretty. His hands looked like they would never have worked in a field. They were very white, with callouses from the guitar.

“My mother always felt Phil was crazy. She thought that someday he would wind up committing suicide. I didn’t see that then. He was a normal kid, he didn’t drink or use drugs, although he might have smoked a cigarette once or twice. Phil turned to music to show the world he could compete, but he was doing all right. He was the town crier in school, he danced, he was a cheerleader—but there was a genius about him that went beyond all that. Sometimes geniuses step one step beyond what the rest of us can understand. That’s what I saw in him.”

As her father had died recently, Donna was receptive to an older boy with the kind of quiet maturity Phil had. “I was crazy about him,” she said. “I had never really had a boyfriend before, and he was a very brilliant guy. God, he was brilliant. He was a great historian—he knew everything about Lincoln. He was intense and very inward, but he had a great personality, he was charming. Phil was just so different from everybody else. He was not the run-of-the-mill kid.”

But there was another side to him, a despair and an estrangement that became obvious to Donna whenever his family would enter his life. Their dates would always be at her house, where they’d play Ping-Pong and Phil would sit at the piano in the living room and play for her. “In the artistic sense, you sensed there was a soul of an artistic genius there. I mean, he could hear a song and play it right away, on the piano or the guitar. He was amazing/’ Donna knew little about his family, and she could tell he was keeping her away from it. Unfortunately, that was impossible.

“I think he was very frustrated,” Kass recalled. “They watched over his every move. If he would come to my house, they would call fifteen times: ‘Come home, come home.’ He was very, very angry about it. He was an angry person.

“We’d be on the phone talking for the longest time and his mother would come in and he’d want to hang up.”

It was as if the Spector women believed that little cherry-cheeked Donna Kass was trying to “steal” Phil from them. “I always felt they were in love with him or something. They treated him like he was a god. They protected him, and they wanted to protect him from me.” What hurt Bertha and Shirley the most, and likely intensified the arguments, was that Phil seemed not to return their idea of adoration. Indeed, Phil’s misery could be measured by his contrasting mood in the rare moments when he spoke of his father.

“Phil was very insecure, and the reason was his father,” Kass thought. “He told me his father died of a heart attack, but I found out that was not true. I don’t remember him ever telling me how he died, and I don’t know how I found out, but I think it was a horrible stigma. There wasn’t a whole lot of talk, it was fleeting, but what I remember was that it was with real kindness and real feeling.

“I imagine his father was a very kind, wonderful person. I bet Phil adored him. Phil had to get his brilliance and his sensitivity from somewhere, and it was not from Bertha.”

The irony is that, even while chafing under Bertha’s wing, Phil was actually very much like her. It is possible that Spector didn’t even realize how much his own possessiveness mirrored hers. “He was very, very jealous,” Kass recalled. “I remember I once went to a friend’s cousin’s house to go swimming and I didn’t tell him, and somehow he tracked me down by calling all of my friends. He found out I was there and he called over and over, had me on the phone for hours, jealous of why I didn’t call and who I was with and so on.

“It was such a crazy thing. He was doing what his mother did to him. I was like fifteen, sixteen years old. He had no reason to ever be jealous, because everyone who ever came into contact with him, got to know him, adored him. But he didn’t believe it.”

On Phil’s fifteenth birthday, December 26, 1955, Bertha and Shirley had taken him to see Ella Fitzgerald perform at a nightclub in Hollywood. In the band backing her was an Oklahoma-born jazz guitarist named Barney Kessel, whose work on the instrument riveted Phil. Almost a year later, in October, Phil was reading Down Beat, the weekly jazz magazine, when he saw an article about rhythm guitarist Sal Salvador, who played in the Stan Kenton band. In the article, Salvador mentioned some rhythm guitarists he favored, including Howard Roberts but not Barney Kessel, who Phil came to learn had also played in the bands of Oscar Peterson, Charlie Parker, and Bob Crosby. So offended was he by the omission, Phil wrote in protest to the magazine’s Chicago offices. His letter sounded so knowledgeable that Down Beat ran it on the Letters page of its November 14, 1956, issue. On a page that regularly carried correspondence from luminaries such as Frank Sinatra, Dizzy Gillespie, and Nat King Cole sat the name of fifteen-year-old Phil Spector. The letter read:

Just finished reading your article entitled “Garrulous Sal” in the Oct. 3 issue 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 equaled 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 would ease my pain and have a story about Barney in one of your future issues.

After the letter ran, Shirley Spector—who, like her mother, would have run through brick walls to aid Phil in his musical reverie—called Kessel’s record label and found out where he was recording. She went to the studio and told Kessel that her little brother, Phil, was crazy about jazz guitar and loved Kessel’s records, and would he meet Phil. Kessel, who recognized the name Phil Spector from the Down Beat letter, was shocked to learn that he was just a kid, and he agreed.

Bertha took such a meeting very seriously. Phil had said he wanted to become a jazz guitarist, and she was going to have to finance this cockamamy avocation that she knew nothing about. Already she had given him every available dollar she had so he could buy the guitar, music sheets, and books he wanted. But now both she and her son had to know the details and realities of a career in music. Calling Kessel, she arranged to meet him at a coffee shop called Dupars on Vine Street in Hollywood. There, all three Spectors squeezed into a booth with Kessel. Phil was awestruck meeting his idol—“He was very, very soft-spoken,” as Kessel remembered—and Bertha did most of the talking. She asked Kessel about the hard realities for a boy like Phil in jazz.

“I remember telling her that if he did have talent, I thought it was a wise move to direct it more into the pop field,” Kessel said. “Because there were so many great jazz artists who were not making a living in jazz. Jazz had fallen very far from grace, and guys were not able to sustain themselves. You couldn’t go out and play jazz on the road anymore; it was all rock and roll. I said that he should get into the pop field and write songs and get involved in publishing and maybe work as an apprentice in a record company; to find out how to mix sessions and get involved in the multidimensionality of the whole thing, but from that standpoint.”

The kid took the the advice to heart, as did his sister. Shirley had finished high school in L.A., at Fairfax, and there she had met a classmate named Steve Douglas, who played the saxophone. Douglas now had a fledgling band. Shirley talked him into letting her manage the group for him.

After several years in Hollywood, making little headway in show business, Shirley Spector’s adolescent beauty had taken on an embalmed veneer; she had a hard, brassy kind of look, her hair teased and sprayed into cotton candy and her fingertips sporting long, long fingernails. A cigarette was perpetually stuck on her bottom lip, Bogart-style. Shirley was Hollywood all the way, but with a New York crustiness, convinced she knew all the answers. Her voice was piercing as a blaring siren and she was pushy in a bulldozing way. She obviously felt well suited to the show biz world, but now her outlook was as a hype maker, and she threw herself into booking Steve Douglas’s band into gigs at frat house dances and in bowling alley lounges.

His own musical ambition having grown by giant steps by 1957, Phil Spector came to believe that he should be on the same kid rock circuit with bands of his own. He was now spending long hours in Marshall Lieb’s living room at 404 Gardner Street, sitting at Belle Lieb’s Hobart piano trying to hash out original songs, his horizon expanding as he was drawn to other capable young musicians. Spector walked into the music room at Fairfax High with his guitar one day and heard a kid named Michael Spencer playing jazzy licks on a piano. Spector joined in on guitar, and the two became fast friends, marveling at each other’s grasp of music. Spencer, whose father was a well-to-do accountant, lived in a large house at 201 S. Highland Avenue, between Third Street and Beverly Boulevard—in the kind of high-tone neighborhood Phil was rarely invited to enter—and it became his Taj Mahal. The two boys jammed around Michael’s piano. Phil was intrigued by Spencer’s classical music background—he told Michael his prime musical influence was Richard Wagner—and how it could be made to fit into mainstream pop. The Spencers had rows of jazz, classical, show, and R&B albums, and the most monstrous hi-fi system in West Hollywood: huge, six-foot-high Patrician Electro-Voice speakers stood like grain silos in the corners of the living room, and the amplifier had a time-lag feature that could reverberate any kind of music to make it sound as if it were being played live in a concert hall. Spector tried it with everything from Sibelius to Gershwin to Larry Williams, playing along on guitar. Beginning with disjointed little riffs, maybe two-note fragments, song ideas would become concepts. Spector was aglow with enthusiasm, his drive furious.

Spencer recalled Spector as “very quiet, very sensitive, a little mouselike creature without a lot of confidence—but when Phillip was playing music, he had a tremendous aggression.”

Spencer thought he knew why: “It was perhaps a desire to be independent from his mother. Phil was overly dependent on Bertha when we met, very coddled by her, smothered really. The relationship they had was extremely intense, because they were both very emotional people, and Phil’s aggressive personality burst out of there, as a way of compensating for being dependent so much of the time.”

Spector, Lieb, and Spencer began taking gigs around Los Angeles and ran into bands making the same scene. One was called the Sleepwalkers, a group from Union High School. The rivalry between Fairfax and Union was fierce, and it carried over to the two bands. Spector took to talking himself up, and it was a technique that came easy to him. Without batting an eyelash, Spector told the Sleepwalkers’ drummer, Sammy Nelson, that he had produced several hit records that were on the charts. When Nelson told this to his skeptical bandmates, Bruce Johnston and Kim Fowley—the latter the son of actor Douglas Fowley (“Doc” on television’s “Wyatt Earp”) and the grandson of composer Rudolf Friml—they went to a record store to check the records, seeing if Spector’s name was anywhere on them. It wasn’t, but Spector had already thought of that: he knew he’d be safe because producer’s credits were never given. Still, the Union High bunch was not fooled.

“I guess they lied a lot over at Fairfax,” Fowley said.

Having sung with a black L.A. vocal group called the Jayhawks, Fowley was not overly impressed with Spector’s unnamed band.

“The Sleepwalkers were much more creative than whatever Spector was doing,” he insisted. “Both of us played biker parties, bar mitzvahs at the Brentwood Temple, then we’d run across the street and do the Catholics’ lonelyhearts club crap at the CYO. But when those guys played, we’d be out stripping cars in the parking lot and giving beer to kids our age and younger. We got wallflowers to let us use their houses; we’d give ’em money, set ’em up in a hotel with hookers, and we’d have our own house parties. Or sometimes we’d roll queers in Hollywood for beer money.”

Spector’s group was arrow-straight, clean-nosed Fairfax boys. In time, it grew to include various configurations built around Phil and Marshall and the doo-wop and Everly Brothers songs the two would choose for their gigs. Spector was always looking for people who could sing with him. He joined a Fairfax High music club called the Barons, and out of its ranks he plucked what became a rotating carousel of strong-throated singers to take on gigs, which usually paid less money than what it cost in gas to get there in Marshall’s old Dodge. Among the singing partners were Spector’s next-door neighbor, Steve Gold, as well as kids named Steve Price, Donnie Kartoon, Bart Silverman, and Harvey Goldstein. None but Phil played an instrument well, and Spector would play guitar and sometimes piano if Mike Spencer wasn’t around, at which time Marshall would do a turn on guitar. One gig, by far the most profound for these nice Jewish boys, was at El Monte Legion Stadium, where they managed to place themselves in one of the shows hosted there by Johnny Otis himself. This was in the middle of black and Mexican ethnic L.A., a hotbed of purebred R&B, and while they played to a lukewarm response, Phil and Marshall had a giddy exhilaration simply standing on the hallowed ground of Johnny Otis’s stage.

In the spring of 1957, Spector could actually swagger up the steps of the Fairfax High auditorium stage and perform on his guitar “Rock Island Line,” the British skiffle tune popularized by Lonnie Donegan, at a talent show. It surprised nobody that Spector won the contest. Not long after, Spector and Lieb went on a late-night television program on KTLA called “Rocket to Stardom.” Sponsored by an Oldsmobile salesman named Bob Yeakel, and broadcast from Yeakel’s showroom, the program was a showcase of young amateur talent in Los Angeles. Spector and Lieb performed “In the Still of the Night” and won the night’s competition. There were many talented people in Spector’s circle now, but he was fulcrum; his moves were the ones all the others were watching.

“We all were moving, with our own ambitions,” Michael Spencer said. “But it was Phillip who moved fastest.”

Phil Spector, Marshall Lieb, and their loose conglomeration of soulmates continued gigging after graduation day at Fairfax High in June of 1957, but the world was smaller now, less open to flights of fancy. In the fall, Phil and Marshall enrolled at Los Angeles City College, and Michael Spencer was at UCLA. Marshall chose political science as a major, but Phil was undecided. With Paris-born Bertha as an influence and tutor, he had taken French in high school, and studied it with such a frenzy that he was now fluent in the language—fomenting what Michael Spencer thought was “a tremendous desire to master something, anything, to prove to himself he could do it.” A more functional outlet for that urge in college became court reporting, a natural dalliance for fingers as nimble as his. With his usual abandon, Spector rapidly progressed; practicing at home, he spent every afternoon in front of the television, watching Dick Clark’s “American Bandstand” and transcribing the dialogue onto his stenotype machine.

During the winter months, it grew more evident that the last link in Spector’s music chain had to happen now or be lost forever. Phil Spector knew he’d have to cut a record.
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Everything was organized in a way that on the first run-through we’d do this, on the second we’d do these parts, on the third these parts. All those things we did took on names years later, like stacking and overdubbing. We innovated all that.

—MARSHALL LIEB

In the late spring of 1957, kids all over Los Angeles were descending on recording studios in such numbers that this buffalo run had emerged as the hub of the West Coast rock scene. The western record labels were mostly shoestring operations; they signed kid acts by the truckload, on the cheap, hoping for one record that would click. The demos the kids were coming in with were frequently sent out as-is to radio programmers. Major rock-and-roll record sessions were atypical in L.A., and most of the records produced didn’t have the tight, clean sound of the expensive union sessions in New York and Memphis. In the mid-fifties, L.A.-based labels began issuing hits that were the product of a few instruments rattling around in a drafty studio. The echoey, muddy sound, though an accident of deprivation, was effectively a musical duplication of the wide, smoggy expanse of California, and people began imitating and extending it using artificial echoes and tape overdubs—both of which became staples of the newborn “West Coast sound.”

Phil Spector, as was his habit, was knee-deep in the industry trends and techniques. He had begun to show up at studios around town, introducing himself and saying whatever would enable him to be allowed to watch sessions. A favorite haunt was Gold Star Sound Studios on Vine Street in Hollywood. This was the hot studio in town. The Hi-Los recorded at Gold Star, and the Four Lads, and their lushly echoed harmonies were a primer on the white-and-light sound. Gold Star had not one but two echo chambers, built with great foresight by the studio’s owners, Stan Ross and Dave Gold, in 1950. That, too, was an accident of fate. Renovating an old store into two small studios, Ross and Gold had to conform to the store’s dimensions, including a very low ceiling, fourteen feet—most studios cleared twenty feet—and a good way to keep the music from flattening out was to goose it in a reverberating room. At Gold Star, with its studios a thimble-sized thirty-five by twenty-three feet, the best echoes were heard in the bathroom, which became the primary echo chamber. Furthermore, Stan Ross was an engineer as well, and a graduate of Fairfax High School, and Phil thought he might be generous with time and advice.

“He was always looking for an open block of time, but while I let him stick around, I wasn’t gonna give him time,” Ross recalled. “That would’ve started a stampede. You would’ve had fifty thousand Phil Spectors coming in.”

Ross grinned at Spector’s big talk and liked the kid, but he had no inkling of what he could do with a record. Studio time, he kept telling Spector, was only $15 an hour, plus $6 per roll of 1/4-inch recording tape. “Okay, I’ll be back with it,” Spector told him, but when he came back it was with empty pockets. But Spector wasn’t idling. He simply wasn’t ready for the studio because he knew he would have to make the product good and he wasn’t confident he had mastered the techniques he wanted to use. Working those techniques on a smaller scale, Spector and Lieb would record their voices on a small tape recorder and sing over it.

“What we wanted to do was double ourselves—not just by making a track, hearing it played back in the headphones, singing over that, and mixing the tracks. Everybody was doing that,” Lieb explained. “We wanted the sound of the first track played back over the speakers in the studio and to sing to that—everything into the mike at once. That would make the sound bigger, fuller. There was a lot of overdubbing going on, but no one had stacked voices like that. But we knew what we could do. Believe me, we knew what the studio would be capable of.”

The song Spector decided he wanted to take into the studio was entitled “Don’t You Worry My Little Pet.” It was built around a Chuck Berry-style guitar lick, a “wah-do-wah” background vocal. As with all the songs he sang on gigs, Spector wrote the lyric as strict harmony—no lead vocal. What he really wanted was to get it sung in the studio, so that he could work on overdubbing, bouncing the lead and background parts off each other.

When Phil went about trying to get the money to pay for a session at Gold Star, he knew an hour wouldn’t do it, that he’d likely need twice that. Bertha, though, couldn’t spare $40. She did promise him $10, and Marshall could get $10. Canvassing his singing friends, only Harvey Goldstein—who had gone on with Phil and Marshall to Los Angeles City College—was moved to contribute to the cause.

One more candidate came onto the scene as well. It was a shy, cherubic brunette named Annette Kleinbard, who was Donna Kass’s girlfriend. Annette, who was tiny as a buttercup, lived in another school district, on Stearns Avenue south of Pico Boulevard, but she attended Fairfax High School so she could be close to Donna. By association, she came to know Phil, and Phil was more than interested in Annette’s singing voice. This was her release, and, in her soprano voice, she belted out songs at Fairfax High talent shows that belied her small size. Phil had had little use for girl singers—in the rules of rock, girls sang with girls, like the McGuire Sisters or the Chordettes—and Annette was just a kid, like Donna. But Annette was constantly on the periphery of his music; when he’d rehearse songs in Donna’s garage, Annette would be standing right there, learning the song and the harmony parts. Soliciting contributors for his first session, Phil half-idly asked Annette—but didn’t tell her about the session, saying only that it would be a loan.

Her first reaction was to laugh. “Ten dollars! I don’t have ten cents.” “Well, can you get it?” he persisted. “Why do you want it?” With reluctance, he replied, “We re gonna go in and cut a record.” Assured that she would be included, Annette secured the money from her mother. Spector took the $40 to Gold Star and reserved two hours for the afternoon of May 20.

Stan Ross engineered the session at which “Don’t You Worry My Little Pet” was cut, and it was not an easy assignment. Phil was like a water bug in the studio, frantically racing from the control booth to the studio and back again. Unmistakably the point man for this group, he sang, he played guitar and piano, and when he ran into the booth to hear the playback, it was he who judged it acceptable or not.

When Phil wanted to do tricky things with tape—overdubbing a second clangy guitar part and a supplemental background vocal—Ross’s own skills were tested. Much of what Spector wanted to do was unworkable on Gold Star’s equipment or simply impossible, the product of a naive youthful spirit. Still, some of his ideas broke practical ground. Ross had not engineered a session before in which the playback coming out of a speaker was rerecorded live with the overdub. But he knew it could be done, and tried it.

“We were experimenting, too, in those days,” Ross said. “Every time engineers went into the studio, we were feeling our way, trying to find out what rock and roll was.”

The process Spector and Lieb envisioned, however, was tougher than they thought it would be. Wearing big, bulky headphones as they overdubbed, “We couldn’t hear what we were singing live,” Lieb recalled. “It wasn’t being printed on tape and coming back fast enough, because they didn’t have the technology for that then. We had to feel around it until we got it.”

In spite of the long, painstaking two hours, though, Phil gained energy. “He loved it; he’d never spent that much time in command of something,” Lieb said. “Phil was at the top of his game when he was in the studio.”

When it was over, Stan Ross cleaned up the tape, made a master, and cut a lacquer—an acetate, the first copy—for Phil. After leaving Gold Star, Phil and Marshall took the demo into the first record store they saw on Vine Street. “We just made this record,” Phil told the clerk, hoping he might play it. “So what?” the clerk said.

The fact was, as much as they knew about cutting a record, getting it played was something Phil and Marshall didn’t have a clue about. But the acetate they had was a valuable piece of goods, as it might open a few doors. Mulling over his options, Phil thought he might have an in—Donnie Kartoon, one of the people who occasionally sang at gigs with him, lived next door on Alfred Street to the co-owner of Era Records, Lew Bedell. In business less than three years, Era had hit pay dirt with Gogi Grant’s massive No. 1 hit in 1956, “The Wayward Wind,” a song written by Bedell’s cousin and co-owner, Herb Newman, and the label was looking to make a move into rock and roll. Almost immediately after making his record, Phil asked Donnie if he could get Bedell to hear it. Donnie called him, and Bedell said to bring the record to his office on Vine Street.

“I took Phil down there and, as soon as we got to the reception window he tried to ace me out,” Kartoon remembered with a giggle. “He said, ‘Wait here,’ and tried to get into the office by himself, like 1 don’t need Kartoon.’ He tells the receptionist, ‘Phil Spector’s here’—not ‘Don Kartoon is here,’ and I’m the guy Lew Bedell knew—and she tells him he can’t go in. It was like ‘Who the hell are you? I don’t know you.’ So I told her who I was and I was there to see Lew, and it was ‘Oh, come right in.’ ”

Lew Bedell was a garrulous man who masked a hardheaded business sense with endearing and sometimes annoying bluster. He had been the host of a television show in New York in the early fifties when Newman—working with another cousin, Si Waronker, the head of Liberty Records—had a falling out with Waronker and left Liberty to start Era. Bedell kicked in $7,500, lured Gogi Grant away from RCA Victor, and took her into the studio to record “The Wayward Wind.” Bedell’s charm and pushiness had gained Era strong distribution, and he had vital contacts in radio and television. Though not a music man, he could also pick a good record.

OEBPS/images/ack.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg
Wl
MARK KIBOWSKY

HE'S A REBEL






OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/int.jpg
INTRODUCTION







OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781461661030.jpg
#l Rock and Roll'sibegendﬁrg Produ

(G

MArk Ribowsky








OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
I Cooper Square Press





