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PROLOGUE

Ever since his debut on Saturday Night Live in 1975, Paul Simon looked forward to walking the narrow hallway to the stage at NBC Studios in Midtown Manhattan. Whether alone, or with Art Garfunkel, or with the high-stepping, show-stopping South African vocal group Ladysmith Black Mambazo, he enjoyed the well-wishes of the cast and crew as he made the walk—their smiles, shouts of encouragement, and even pats on the back.

This time—the night of September 29, 2001—it was different.

As soon as Simon stepped into the hallway, he saw a row of New York City firefighters and police officers, their heads bowed, still mourning the deaths of more than four hundred of their comrades in the World Trade Center terrorist assault eighteen days before. It made Simon wonder whether this tribute to the victims of the 9/11 attacks—some nine thousand killed or wounded—wasn’t premature. Many in the SNL cast of comedians asked themselves the same question. Would people really be ready for jokes?

Simon had already joined nearly two dozen musicians—including Bruce Springsteen and U2—in performing on a September 21 telethon that was broadcast around the world and raised more than $200 million for families of the victims. In one of the show’s emotional highlights, he sang his most famous composition, the gospel-edged “Bridge Over Troubled Water.” But that night wasn’t quite the same. The telethon was designed as a worldwide expression of solidarity and support. Artists performed on candlelit stages with no studio audiences, giving the event an intimacy that was somber and inspiring.

For SNL, Lorne Michaels, the creator of the culture-defining series, wanted to aim directly and unmistakably at the residents of New York City—opening with Mayor Rudy Giuliani standing with some thirty fire and police personnel who had just come off duty at ground zero, the dust of the site still visible on their uniforms. The plan was for the mayor to say a few words about the glory and resilience of New York and then have Simon sing a song, which would serve as a crucial step in Michaels’s goal of lifting the city’s spirits.

Michaels believed Simon was the perfect choice—the only choice. He was one of the all-time great American songwriters, inducted into both the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame (twice) and the Songwriters Hall of Fame, and the only artist to receive Album of the Year Grammy Awards for records made in three separate decades. His tunes had been recorded by a treasure chest of vocalists, from Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra to Barbra Streisand and Ray Charles.

Simon was also a New Yorker whose career reflected the triumphs and struggles of the city itself. He had come out of the borough of Queens with his schoolboy chum Art Garfunkel to enjoy superstar status around the world, and then exhibited the guts to walk away from the duo at the height of its popularity in 1970 to follow his own musical dreams. The first solo decade proved to be an even more creative period for him than the 1960s, thanks to his wider musical range, and the 1980s were equally commanding, including his masterpiece, Graceland. At the same time, Simon had felt the sting of defeat. He’d never been forgiven by a lot of Simon and Garfunkel fans for breaking up the partnership. He had also gone through two divorces and had failed in his ventures into movies (One-Trick Pony) and Broadway (The Capeman).

To Michaels, Simon had one other vital link to this special evening: he had been in the city on 9/11, and he knew the fear that gripped it. On that morning, he had walked two of his children—Adrian, eight, and Lulu, six—to school, about fifteen minutes along Central Park West. It was a lovely day with just a trace of prefall chill in the air. By the time he returned to his apartment just after nine o’clock, his wife, Edie Brickell, was at the door with the news that an American Airlines plane had crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center.

As Simon stared at the television screen, his first thought was that it was a tragic accident—only to watch in horror as a second plane, this one from United Airlines, smashed into the South Tower. There was now no question that the city was under attack. In panic, he raced back to the school to bring home Adrian, Lulu, and the children of some of his friends. To keep the kids calm, Paul and Edie turned off the television so they could play without hearing the frightful details of what was happening downtown, just a few subway stops away.

President George W. Bush soon confirmed the attack, and city officials closed the bridges and tunnels leading into and out of the city. Within minutes, a plane attacked the western façade of the Pentagon, and yet another crashed in a field in Pennsylvania. By the end of the day, there was a strange smell in the air in New York—not a normal smoke smell but all the chemicals from the crashes. “It was like we were all trapped, all helpless,” Simon said. “You wanted to help, but what could you do?” Days later, he got his answer with requests to perform on the two broadcasts.

Even with his concern about the timing of Saturday Night Live, there was no way Simon would turn down Michaels, who was one of his closest friends and whose judgment he trusted implicitly. Plus, Simon had been around the SNL set so much that he was like an honorary member of the cast. Still, it was daunting. As soon as he stepped into the hallway, he began to worry about maintaining his composure. Simon had sung at funerals and memorial services for friends and musicians, and he knew how difficult it was to look at grieving faces.

Giuliani, as solemn as the fire department and law enforcement officers at his side, opened the show with a statement about the city’s resolve: “Our hearts are broken, but they are beating, and they are beating stronger than ever. New Yorkers are unified. We will not yield to terrorism. We will not let our decisions be made out of fear. We choose to live our lives in freedom.”

As he finished, the TV audience heard a few gentle guitar notes, and the camera slowly panned from the mayor to Simon. Dressed in black and wearing an FDNY cap, Simon stood in front of a huge American flag as he began singing the song Michaels had chosen for him: not “Bridge Over Troubled Water” but “The Boxer,” a story of Simon’s own struggle and resilience, complete with New York City references.

Though recorded more than thirty years earlier when Simon was just twenty-seven, “The Boxer” was a song of remarkable craft and depth, its early verses written in the first person, but its final verse shifting dramatically to the third person to add a compelling ring of universality. That final verse:

In the clearing stands a boxer

And a fighter by his trade

And he carries the reminders

Of every glove that laid him down

And cut him till he cried out

In his anger and his shame

“I am leaving, I am leaving”

But the fighter still remains

Lie-la-lie . . .

The audience remained silent during the first two choruses, giving the moment an added poignancy. As Simon ended that final verse, however, scattered members of the audience whispered the “Lie-la-lie” chorus with him, adding to the emotion in the studio. Fifteen years later, Lorne Michaels called Simon’s performance the most moving musical moment in the history of Saturday Night Live.

“I was so proud of Paul and the show and the city,” he said, acknowledging his own tears that night. “The strength he showed with that song—standing in front of those firefighters and law enforcement officers and knowing what they had gone through, what the city had gone through—was just incredible. Even after all this time, I think he’s the only one who could have done it. He is as much a symbol of the show and of New York as there is.”

It was a defining moment for Simon because it underscored what had long been one of his quintessential qualities as a songwriter. Like “The Boxer,” so many of his songs moved past any inherent darkness to express consolation, optimism, and even faith. In a rock ’n’ roll world forged by rebellion, his music—from “America” and “Mrs. Robinson” to “American Tune” and “The Boy in the Bubble”—was founded on empathy.

Despite melancholy and self-doubt at points in his personal life, he avoided despair or hostility in his songs. “If all I have to say is how disappointed I am about whatever there is in life, then I don’t see what the contribution is,” Simon said. “There’s already plenty of that out there. I really don’t believe philosophically that’s my job. But I’m not lying when I go the other way. Love is amazing, and like I say on the You’re the One album, it’s something you want so desperately that it can make you laugh out loud when you get it. It’s like medicine for us.”



Indeed, Simon’s first great song was born during a period of trauma when he was in need of comfort himself. After years of toiling at the lower levels of the music business trying to write teen pop hits largely by copying what was on the radio, he felt in the fall of 1963 that he was at a dead end. Inspired by the emergence of the folk movement in New York’s Greenwich Village, he vowed to reach inside to find out if he truly had anything of his own to say in a song. If he was going to be a failure as a songwriter, he told himself, he was going to be a proud failure.

As he often did, Simon took his acoustic guitar into the family bathroom, where the tile made the sound all the more alluring, and he turned off the lights so that he could relax and feel totally at one with the music. “Ever since I was thirteen or fourteen, songwriting has always been a great place of security and comfort,” he said. “Songwriting never turned around and stabbed me in the back. I remember times when I was really sad, and I’d sit and play an E chord for a half hour. I wasn’t writing a song. I was just comforting myself with this instrument I loved.”

Night after night in November, he sat in the bathroom with his guitar, alone with his music and his future. Then his world changed with the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Simon, who’d just turned twenty-two, was on his lunch break from his job at a publishing company in Manhattan when he heard the news. His mother, Belle, remembered that he spent hours despondent in his bedroom.

Not long after the tragedy, Simon returned to the bathroom, switched off the lights per his custom, and started softly fingerpicking on the guitar. It was around then that he hit some warmly evocative notes that he played over and over again. Slowly, he began reflecting on thoughts that had been nagging at him for months: the way people ignored the words of those, from musicians to religious leaders, who preached against injustice and excess materialism.

As he sat alone, these words eventually burst forth: “Hello darkness, my old friend.”



For the next five-plus decades, Simon wrote with such ambition and craft that it looked easy from a distance. He’d deliver a prized album, tour, and then largely disappear for the three or four years it took to write and record another collection. Through it all, he rarely shared his personal story in interviews or engaged in the tabloid-ish episodes that contribute to many artists’ personas, which rival their music in the public eye. Yet Simon, too, had to deal with the struggles and challenges of a life in the pop world. He wasn’t a born songwriter. He spent six years writing one mediocre song after another until, through a series of pinpointable events, he finally became the artist who wrote “The Sound of Silence.” This evolution makes Simon an ideal case study of pop music excellence and longevity—how true artistry is achieved and how you then need to protect it against distractions such as fame, wealth, drugs, marriage, divorce, ego, rejection, changes in public taste, and fear of failure. Simon wasn’t immune to any of them.



PART ONE

The Boxer




CHAPTER ONE

The first sound Paul Simon fell in love with was the crack of a baseball against a Louisville Slugger, preferably one swung by a member of his beloved New York Yankees. He could even tell you the moment: the summer of 1948 when, at age six, he sat down with his father to listen to his first baseball game on the radio. Lou Simon was a professional musician, and he was out a lot, especially in the evenings, so Paul loved any chance to spend time listening to the radio with him, regardless of the program.

But this time was special. Paul immediately got caught up in the excitement of the announcer’s voice (most notably, the ebullient Mel Allen) and the cheers of the Yankee Stadium crowd. He later became enthralled by the team’s illustrious history of legendary players and more World Series championships by far than any other franchise. His allegiance was so strong that when his grandfather Samuel Schulman took him to see the rival Brooklyn Dodgers play at Ebbets Field, Paul wore his Lone Ranger mask as a disguise—on the outside chance that if he ran into anyone he knew, he didn’t want them to think he was a Dodgers fan. The games had such a powerful effect on Paul’s mood that his mother had to listen in to the afternoon broadcasts to keep track of the score. If the Yankees lost, she knew there was no point in defrosting a steak, because Paul would be so upset he wouldn’t eat.

One thing Paul loved as much as the games themselves was the Topps baseball cards that came five to a package, along with a stick of bubble gum. Each card featured a color photo of a major leaguer on one side and the player’s game statistics and personal data on the other. Where most youngsters cared only about the batting or pitching stats, Paul focused on another piece of information: the player’s height. He knew by junior high school that his dream of playing for the Yankees was threatened by an issue that would haunt him for years: his size. Thumbing through the cards, he hoped to find players close to his own height to give him hope that he might indeed be able to play pro ball—if he just got a big growth spurt. Paul was around five feet tall at the time, and the shortest players he could find were Yankees shortstop Phil Rizzuto and Philadelphia Athletics pitcher Bobby Shantz, both five foot six.

Paul was still so short his senior year at Forest Hills High School that the baseball coach, Chester (Chet) Gusick, wouldn’t let him try out for the team until some of the other kids told him that Paul was a terrific player. Given a turn during batting practice, Paul made the team by hitting a home run. Despite his size, he batted over .300 and showed enough speed on the basepaths to be put in the leadoff spot in the batting order. He was even named to the league all-star team.

His greatest moment on the field came on May 13, 1958, with the Forest Hills Rangers trailing Bayside High by a run in the seventh inning. Paul was on third base when he noticed that the opposing pitcher was taking his full windup rather than pitching from the stretch. In that instant, he knew he had a chance to pull off one of baseball’s rarest and most exciting plays: stealing home. After getting the go-ahead from the coach, he took off as soon as the pitcher began his windup, and he slid across home plate just before the catcher applied the tag. Two innings later Paul contributed a bunt single to a four-run rally, which gave the Rangers a 7–3 win. But it was the steal that Paul would always remember. The headline in the Long Island Press said it all: “Simon Steals Home.” Sixty years on, a reproduction of the article is still displayed on a wall in Paul’s Manhattan office.

As it turned out, that steal was Paul’s last hurrah in baseball. When he tried out for the team at Queens College the following year, he knew after a few days of practice that there was no way he could compete against college pitchers, many of whom stood over six feet and threw with blazing speed. “The coach didn’t say anything, but I realized I was done,” Simon said. The moment wasn’t as devastating as it might have been, because Paul, by then, was consumed by a new sound: rock ’n’ roll.



Simon was not a child prodigy who astounded the rest of the family by playing sonatas on the piano at age three or writing dazzling poetry in his grade-school notebooks, his lifelong pal Bobby Susser pointed out. Paul had little interest in pop music as a child—certainly not the bland mainstream hits that were on the radio in the early 1950s. Even when his father tried to stir an interest in music with piano lessons, Paul resisted.

It wasn’t until the summer of 1954 that Paul, quite by accident, discovered his calling. As he did each game day, Paul sat down to listen to the Yankees on WINS. But on this day, the radio was tuned to another station: one playing the mainstream pop that bored him. As he reached to change the station, the DJ’s remark caught his ear. “He said something like, ‘This record is becoming a hit around the country, but I think it’s the worst record I’ve ever heard,’ ” Paul said a half century later. “Now, that was interesting—the worst record he’d ever heard. I had never heard anyone say that on the radio.” Sure enough, DJs were always praising records; there was no point in saying they didn’t like the next record because it might encourage listeners to tune out. Curious, Paul kept listening and soon heard a doo-wop expression of romantic infatuation by the Crows, a black rhythm-and-blues group from Harlem. Called “Gee,” the record felt fresh and alive. The song’s giddy lyrics (supposedly written in ten minutes) were catchy, and the group’s lead singer, Daniel (Sonny) Norton, moved up and down the notes with acrobatic ease.

“Ohh-ohh-ohh, gee-ee,” Simon recalled, singing one of the tune’s opening lines. “The record sounded so young, and it had a good beat, and the lyrics were simple. I even liked the name of the group: the Crows. Immediately, I felt, ‘That’s my music.’ It’s not those big ballads you heard on the radio back then: things like ‘See the pyramids, along the Nile,’ and all that.”

Wanting more of this new sound, Paul turned the dial endlessly in the coming weeks, hoping to find a station that played it regularly. As it turned out, he didn’t need to turn the dial at all. Alan Freed, a disc jockey who had popularized rock ’n’ roll in Cleveland earlier in the 1950s, moved his show to WINS, the Yankees station, in September 1954. Paul began looking forward to Freed’s show with the same passion as the ball games. When he would say again and again over the years that he knew he wanted to be in music by the time he was thirteen, Paul was speaking about the lure of “Gee” and a handful of other extraordinary R&B songs he heard that year, including the Moonglows’ “Sincerely” and the Penguins’ “Earth Angel.”

He got so caught up in the sounds that he asked his father to buy him a Stadium acoustic guitar for his thirteenth birthday that October and teach him some chords. Lou, who played upright bass, didn’t care for this primitive doo-wop sound, but he was pleased his son was finally interested in some kind of music; it’d be a good hobby, ideally leading him to something more sophisticated, such as jazz or Broadway show tunes.

It wasn’t long before Paul wanted more. To capture the harmonies of the records, he needed another singer. He didn’t need to look far. Thanks to one of life’s wondrous twists of fate, Paul’s parents had moved into a home just two blocks from a family named Garfunkel.



Paul Fredric Simon was born on October 13, 1941, at Beth Israel Hospital in Newark, New Jersey, but the Garden State ties were short-lived. Before his second birthday, he was calling New York home—which is where fate comes in. Belle’s brother’s wife, Goldie, died on May 23, 1943, and Belle’s brother Lee Schulman, a graphic artist who lived in Kew Gardens Hills, Queens, asked her to stay with him for a while to help care for his young son, Jerry. Belle’s family was tight knit, and she didn’t hesitate, even though it meant that she and Paul would have to leave Lou behind temporarily in Newark, where he played bass on a music show that aired weekday mornings on radio station WAAT.

The move not only introduced the Simons to Kew Gardens Hills, which would be Paul’s home for the next two decades, but it also led him to his future singing partner. Lee Schulman lived on Seventy-Second Avenue, almost directly across the street from Jack and Rose Garfunkel, whose second son, Arthur, was born on November 5, 1941. Despite the proximity, there is no evidence that the children actually met until grammar school.

Kew Gardens Hills—adjacent to prestigious Forest Hills, home for years of the US Open tennis championship—was in the 1940s a picturesque middle-class neighborhood. To young couples, the rows of mostly attached or semiattached houses represented a coveted piece of the American dream. Yet there were moments of anxiety for Paul, including living in a house where a mother had just died and not having his father around except for occasional weekends. Looking back years later, Paul wondered if his long history of violent dreams wasn’t triggered by living in his uncle’s home. The dreams, which would become more frequent over the years, could be very gory and upsetting. Without ever finding a reason for them, he simply learned to accept them.

After a year or so of separation, Lou rejoined the family when he got a job playing bass on radio station WOR in New York. He and Belle rented an attached house at 141-04 Seventy-First Street, close enough to the Schulmans for Belle to walk over there to watch Jerry until Lee got home from work. “It was happy times again,” Paul said. “Dad was back.”

When the Simons’ second son, Edward, was born on December 14, 1945, Lou and Belle needed a larger place, and they bought their first home: an attached residence at 137-62 Seventieth Road. By this time, Belle no longer needed to help her brother because Lee had remarried. To make the Simon family reunion even more joyous at the time of Eddie’s birth, the nation was still caught up in celebrating the end of World War II.



In a photo of Paul standing in the driveway of the family’s two-story house—the same driveway where as a youngster Paul and his dad often played catch—the Simon house looks identical to the one next to it. If the camera had provided a wider view, we would see that every other house up and down the long block looked the same. This cookie-cutter approach caused Lou endless frustration. “My father used to drive into the wrong driveway all the time,” Paul said. The story is special to Paul because it’s one of the few times he heard his mother or father complain about anything. Paul’s acquaintances from those days agree: this was a loving family.

“Paul was such a good, happy baby,” said Beverly Wax, whose husband, Harold, played accordion at the Newark radio station with Lou, and who first saw Paul when he was just a week old. “He fit in perfectly with his mom and dad, who were the nicest people you could find.” Paul and Eddie enjoyed each other’s company so much that they eventually gave up their separate bedrooms to share what was Paul’s upstairs room. It was a bonding that continued into adulthood, when Eddie would eventually comanage his brother. “We all know people whose lives have been very much molded by trauma, but that wasn’t our case,” Eddie said. “If you were ever in trouble, my mom and dad would help you. They made it so you were not fearful. In his career, Paul’s never been afraid to move on.”

Fittingly, Paul’s parents met through music. While on a weekend getaway in the Berkshires with girlfriends in 1937, Belle Schulman met Lou, who was playing in a band. They began a courtship that led to their marriage on September 15 of the following year in Newark. Both were native-born Americans, children of immigrants who had come to the United States separately between 1882 and 1909. Paul’s father’s family came from small towns in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, in territory that is now part of Ukraine, while Paul’s mother’s family came from small towns—shtetlach in Yiddish—in Lithuania, which was then a province of Imperial Russia.

Paul’s paternal grandfather was born Pinkas Seeman, but he changed his first name to Paul before arriving in the United States in 1909, and he adopted the last name Simon before Paul’s father was born in 1916. Seeman/Simon was a successful tailor until he lost his business in the Great Depression, and subsequently opened a small deli in Newark. Belle’s father, Samuel Schulman, was for years a commissioned salesman at Phillips Clothing Company, a retail store in Manhattan. His future wife, Ettie Marcus, worked across the street in a clothing accessories store. They were married in 1902, and Paul’s mother was born in 1909, the last of two sons and two daughters in the family.

While Paul’s grandparents immigrated to the United States primarily in search of a better life, they were fortunate to leave Eastern Europe before anti-Semitism led to the butchery of the Holocaust. George Schulman, Paul’s cousin, traced his family roots to Lithuania, where he said bullet holes in a churchyard wall in the town of Trishik were still visible. In the early summer of 1941, Nazi SS troops rounded up seventy to eighty Jews, almost certainly including some of Paul’s relatives, and opened fire. Soon the Nazis moved through other cities, including Kalvarija and Vilkaviskis, where more relatives lived. Jewish men were typically rounded up and shot, and women and children were murdered within weeks.

In the safety of America, Lou, under the stage name Lee Simms, led his own dance band every Thursday afternoon for nearly twenty-five years at the landmark Roseland Ballroom in Manhattan’s theater district. He also did periodic dates with Lester Lanin, the society bandleader whose elegant dance music was featured at hundreds of parties for some of the world’s wealthiest and most celebrated people, from actress Grace Kelly’s engagement to Prince Rainier III of Monaco in 1956 to the sixtieth birthday of Queen Elizabeth II in 1986. On top of it all, Lou also played several seasons in the house orchestra for CBS-TV shows hosted by personalities such as Jackie Gleason, Arthur Godfrey, and Garry Moore. Paul and the rest of the family would watch the programs at home, hoping to get a glimpse of Dad.

That résumé, however, made Lou’s musical world seem more glamorous than it was. Aside from the freelance dates at CBS, he spent most of his time in music performing at social gatherings, weddings, and bar mitzvahs. The jobs didn’t pay all that much, and they were irregular, forcing Lou to spend almost as many hours lining up gigs as playing them. The stress may have contributed to his lifelong health problems, including numerous heart attacks.

One of Paul’s favorite childhood memories was accompanying his father to the radio station when he was around four and watching a live broadcast. As the musicians played, they read the notes from sheet music on a stand and then tossed away the top page to see the next one. Paul thought one of the musicians had thrown the paper by mistake, so he raced over, picked up the sheet music, and placed it back on the stand, causing everyone in the room to break out in laughter—a moment so embarrassing that Paul recalled his discomfort decades later.

While Paul didn’t respond to the piano lessons, Eddie enjoyed playing classical piano, especially when his father accompanied him on bass. What impressed Eddie was how his dad, even in the informality of their home, took the music seriously. There was nothing casual about his playing: he played in perfect tune, from the start of the duet to the end, and Eddie thinks Paul picked up on that dedication. Music was something to be treated with respect. Bobby Susser, his friend, also believes Paul embraced Lou’s dedication. “Lou always wanted to be a notch or two above the rest no matter what he was doing, and he wanted the same for Paul. With regard to music, there was no such thing as mastering it. The goal was always to get better—never settle.”



The Simon home on Seventieth Road was in such a new development that construction of the local elementary school, PS 164, wasn’t finished until Paul was ready for the third grade. That meant he attended kindergarten at PS 117 in the fall of 1946. That school was in Jamaica, Queens, just two miles away across the Grand Central Parkway, but any separation from his mother was difficult. When the bus pulled up for the first day of school, Paul refused to get on unless Belle came with him. She gamely climbed aboard for the short ride along Main Street.

Things went fine that day, and Paul stepped on the bus by himself the following morning. In the coming months, he adjusted well to school, and he received high praise from his teachers during his three years there—though one of them would later describe him as especially sensitive, noting that he tended to cry easily. Belle, too, remembered Paul’s sensitivity when he befriended a neighborhood boy with Down syndrome and accompanying speech problems. On his way home from grade school, Paul would often stop by the boy’s house and play catch with him. It got to where the boy would start shouting, “Paul! Paul!” whenever he saw Paul coming down the street. That was, Belle said, the first word the youngster learned.

Simon also had a tremendous imagination, said Beverly Wax, the family friend from the New Jersey days. “He was always making up games or stories. Even when he was little, I thought that he might become a writer. He was always observing things and then describing them in an original, thoughtful way. Even when he was ten or eleven, he spoke like an adult.”

Helene Schwartz Kenvin, who also attended PS 117 and PS 164, recalls Paul being well liked. She and Paulie, as she called him, were class president and vice president, respectively, for several semesters. She also believes Paul benefited from the high academic standards of his grade school, which required students to complete a three-year study program of the nation’s historical documents, including the Bill of Rights, the Gettysburg Address, and Patrick Henry’s speech to the House of Burgesses—papers crammed with complex legal and philosophical language. Kenvin said, “Can you imagine nine-year-old children reciting ‘on States dissevered, discordant, belligerent . . . on a land rent with civil feuds’—from Daniel Webster’s reply to Senator Robert Y. Hayne—and understanding what they were saying? We all became exceptionally literate, and I think that it shows in the poetry of Paulie’s lyrics.”

Despite getting high marks, Paul’s teachers sometimes mentioned to his mother that he could do even better if he paid attention rather than stare out the classroom window and daydream. But Belle, herself a popular elementary schoolteacher for years, defended her son. “I think she understood that the ones who are looking out the window are sometimes your best students, not the ones who always raise their hand and want attention,” Paul said. “I always thought that was embarrassing. I wanted attention, too, but I didn’t want to be seen as wanting it. I wanted it to come naturally, by doing something that warranted it, rather than me manipulating people to look at me.” Onstage years later, Paul tended to follow that same guideline. He wasn’t interested in being a showman; all he cared about was playing the music.

Whatever his manner in the classroom, Paul was placed into a special progress program at Parsons Junior High that enabled him to go through the school in two years rather than the normal three. If Paul needed any further assurance about his own intelligence, the word passed down in his family was that Lou, during high school, registered the highest IQ score in the state of New Jersey. “I went to two Ivy League universities, and I’ve often said I never met any group of people as smart as the kids I knew when I was a child,” said Kenvin, who would later teach advanced criminal-constitutional law and litigation at Rutgers Law School in Camden and handled several celebrated constitutional-law trial cases as an attorney.

The Simons belonged to a synagogue, but their lives didn’t revolve around religion, and the boys received different signals from their parents. Although Lou wasn’t religious, Belle came from a religious background, and she’d go to the synagogue by herself during the high holidays. They eventually agreed for Paul and Eddie to have their bar mitzvahs and then be free to decide their own religious paths. Paul didn’t embrace organized religion, but he developed a deep spirituality that was reflected in many of his songs, including occasional Christian imagery.

“I’m not religious, but I believe in God—at least I’m getting there—and I believe in spiritual powers,” Paul said. “I believe that the nonscientific and the nonrational world exists, and it’s powerful and valid. The thing I’m comfortable with is that if there is a God, and He created this planet and everything on it, I’ve got to say an incredible ‘Thank you so much—great job. I’m really grateful to be here in this marvelous setting.’ If it turns out there’s no God, I still feel the same way. I’m really grateful to be here. What a beautiful planet.”

Paul remembers first seeing Garfunkel in 1951 at an assembly at PS 164 when they were both in fourth grade. Artie, as Paul grew to call him, sang “Too Young,” a ballad that had been a hit for Nat “King” Cole, and Paul was struck by two things: the loveliness of Art’s voice and the strong impression he had on the girls.

Their actual friendship, however, didn’t begin until the closing weeks of sixth grade when they both performed in the school’s production of Alice in Wonderland. Oddly, Paul was cast in the main singing role, the White Rabbit, while Art, with that spectacular voice, played the nonsinging Cheshire Cat. During the weeks of rehearsal, they enjoyed each other’s company. They were both clever and shared a sense of humor that was a touch irreverent. They both loved Mad magazine, a new, wildly satirical look at popular culture. They also both liked baseball. There was no sense of competition over who was the better singer. In fact, it’d be a year before they even got the idea of singing together. While at PS 164, Simon’s world revolved almost exclusively around baseball.



Eager to do more than listen to games and daydream about playing in the majors, Paul, at the age of ten, began searching neighborhood playgrounds for pickup games. Hearing that a bunch of kids would gather almost daily during the summer to play softball at PS 165, he rode his Schwinn bicycle a mile or so to the paved school yard, where he first met Bobby Susser.

“Paul was the new kid, and some show-offs wanted to test him,” Susser recalled. “We were all wearing jeans, and Paul was wearing short pants, and someone said, ‘Oh, so Mommy made you wear short pants today.’ Paul got off his bike, just as cool as could be, and said back to this guy, ‘No, my mom didn’t force me to wear these pants. I chose to wear them. It’s a hot day, you’ll notice, and these pants are a lot more comfortable than your jeans. You ought to try it sometime.’ ” Susser thought, “Wow, this is a smart kid. No one is going to push him around.” From that moment, Bobby wanted to be on Paul’s side.

Susser, too, would become a songwriter, specializing in children’s songs. His albums have sold more than five million copies. He was also such a good pitcher that he was named the most valuable player in the New York City Baseball Federation League in 1957. One of the highlights of Bobby’s all-star season was striking out Joe Torre, the future Hall of Fame catcher and Yankees manager, twice in one game. It was all the sweeter because Torre and some of the other rival players—who’d laughed before the game when they saw how short Bobby was—walked over to Susser after the game and shook his hand.

Paul and Bobby would play pickup games two or three times a week at the school yard and invariably cap the afternoon by going to the Honeycomb luncheonette for tuna sandwiches or egg creams. They later had a bittersweet moment when their team went to the regional finals in the five-foot-and-under softball league, but Paul was disqualified on the day of the championship game. The opposing team’s coach complained to a league official that Paul was too tall—and, indeed, he had grown to five foot one.

Paul enjoyed competition so much that he and Eddie designed a series of games to play at home, especially on rainy days or when their parents were away. Though four years younger, Eddie was a scrappy kid who exhibited much of the raw skills and drive of his brother. As the contests grew in number and complexity, Paul and Eddie began calling them their personal Olympics. They ranged from bedroom basketball, where they’d turn a pair of socks into a tight round ball, to a version of baseball in which they’d swing a tennis racket at one of the fuzzy dice that teens in those days liked to hang from car rearview mirrors. Years later, Bobby Susser saw Paul approach music the same way he approached the games. “Whatever it was, Paul would outwork you, outthink you, and outpractice you,” he said. “He had this passion to be the best at whatever he was doing.”



Paul and Art were attending Parsons Junior High School when Paul heard “Gee” on the radio. Doo-wop, with its mostly sweet, wistful harmonies, is a long way from the rawness and ache of the blues or the bravado and fury of hip-hop, but it was a central step in the evolution of black pop in America and one of the kick starts of rock ’n’ roll. Though the records usually had musical accompaniment, it was really the vocals that mattered, making the music tailor-made for the streets of New York. Soon doo-wop groups sprang up on street corners—mostly in black neighborhoods, but also in Italian and Jewish ones—where they would try to re-create the vocals from the records.

Though they didn’t sing on street corners, Paul and Art did get together regularly to sing into magnetic wire recorders, the primitive devices that stored sounds on thin steel wires—the forerunner to the much more efficient magnetic tape recorders that became popular in the 1950s. The teens would listen to their vocals on the recorder to measure how well their voices blended. They soon felt good enough about their music to take it public by singing “Sh-Boom,” an R&B hit popularized by the Chords and the Crew-Cuts, at an assembly in 1954. The response was encouraging, and they began working even harder on their harmony. As Paul got more comfortable on the guitar, he and Art raised their ambitions again by trying to write their own songs—almost always patterned after something they had heard on the radio, which is how most young songwriters begin. After school each day, Paul couldn’t wait to get home to listen to the radio, and he was rewarded during the fall term with several marvelous tunes, including the Spaniels’ “Goodnite, Sweetheart, Goodnite,” the Drifters’ “Honey Love,” the Charms’ “Hearts of Stone,” and the Clovers’ “Your Cash Ain’t Nothin’ but Trash.” Still, Paul couldn’t convince his father that the music had any merit. When he played “Earth Angel” for Lou, his father deemed it “awful,” Simon said much later, and it hurt.

A year later, Paul and Art wrote a doo-wop song, “The Girl for Me,” that they felt was as good as most things they heard on the radio. They even sang the engaging song at a talent show at Forest Hills High School. Lou boosted their confidence when he registered it with the Library of Congress. They were encouraged, too, by Charlie Merenstein, the father of one of Paul’s baseball chums and, more importantly, the head of Apollo Records, an indie label with an emphasis on doo-wop, gospel, and jazz. Merenstein was so impressed by Paul’s ability to spot hits that he frequently played records for him just to get his opinion. He urged Paul and Art to take their songs to some of the record companies in Manhattan. “We didn’t go to any of the big places; they wouldn’t have let us in,” Simon said. “We just looked up the addresses of these little companies in the phone book, and we’d knock on the doors. Sometimes someone would listen to our song. Mostly they were too busy.”

The pair spent the rest of 1955 trying to write another tune as promising as “The Girl for Me.” When Paul brought new tunes to his dad, Lou was always honest. He saw no value in false praise, even if it sometimes upset Paul. “That was the only time Paul was obstinate,” Belle said. “My husband would say to him, ‘What are you doing there? You can’t put five notes into that sequence; there’s only four to that phrase, Paul.’ And Paul replied, ‘It’s my phrase, Dad. I’m gonna put as many in as I want.’ His dad would reply, ‘No, Paul, you’re driving me crazy. You can’t do that and call it music.’ ”

Some observers over the years have suggested that these early confrontations are what caused Paul to devote himself to music with such intensity—yet another example of a young musician obsessed with winning his father’s approval. But Paul’s story doesn’t fit the stereotype. Bobby Susser believes that Paul’s relationship with Lou was, indeed, a defining thread in Paul’s life, but it was more complex than simply wanting to win his dad’s approval. Susser spent a lot of time with Lou because he had communication problems with his own father and found in Lou the love and counsel he wanted so badly.

“Paul always wanted his father’s approval, but that wasn’t what drove his writing,” Bobby said. “He had this unending passion for the music. I think he realized that Lou’s early criticisms were right—that the songs weren’t very good, and Lou was trying to help him, and that honesty stuck with Paul. When he was working with people years later, he felt it was always important to be honest.” Unquestionably, Lou’s comments toughened Paul. “My father was very judgmental,” Simon said years later. “And I became judgmental, too.” Whatever his father’s comments, Paul maintained his search for exciting new records, and he was rewarded in the early days of 1956 with someone who would become his first real musical hero.



Elvis Presley’s dynamic young voice on the car radio, both sensual and immediate, reached through the speaker with the song “That’s All Right” and grabbed Paul as he sat in the backseat of the family car—a Buick or a Ford, he recalled—in the parking lot of the Grand Union supermarket in Queens. His parents were inside shopping, but Paul, as usual, preferred to remain in the car, checking out the latest sounds on the dial. It was the most transforming musical moment for the teenager since “Gee.” Paul was fourteen.

Fueled by a remarkable combination of physical and vocal charisma, Elvis arrived at precisely the moment that a restless, questioning generation of teenagers was looking for a defining figure. Overnight, millions of teens fell under his spell. Characters from youth-oriented movies had already been speaking to that emerging demographic. Marlon Brando’s edgy, rebellious tone as the motorcycle gang leader in the 1953 film The Wild One was one early touchstone. His character, defiant in his black leather jacket, summarized teen frustration and impatience in words as forceful as any in a rock record in the 1950s. Asked what he was rebelling against, Brando sneered, “Whaddaya got?”

Two years later, James Dean reflected the youthful Zeitgeist even more as a deeply troubled, misunderstood teen in Rebel Without a Cause. Young moviegoers identified with his memorable observation “If I had one day when I didn’t have to be all confused and I didn’t have to feel that I was ashamed of everything. If I felt that I belonged someplace. You know?” The case can be made that Brando and, especially, Dean warmed up the teen audience for Elvis as much as any Fats Domino or Bill Haley recording.

Though Elvis’s fame would be ignited later in 1956 by “Heartbreak Hotel” and his other RCA recordings, Paul responded most to the music Elvis made earlier with visionary Memphis record producer Sam Phillips on Sun Records. Elvis was only nineteen when he recorded “That’s All Right” in 1954, and he blended country and blues in a way that seemed at once mysterious and irresistible. Paul’s favorite of the Elvis Sun singles was “Mystery Train,” and echoes of the song’s seductive rhythm would show up decades later in “Late in the Evening” and “Graceland.”

“All I knew was I wanted to be this guy,” Simon said. “I wanted to be Elvis.” But reality hit when Paul was one of sixty million viewers who saw Elvis perform “Hound Dog” and “Love Me Tender” on Ed Sullivan’s television variety show that September. In an instant, he knew he couldn’t be Elvis, who was six feet tall, strikingly handsome, had this amazing voice, an exotic name, and hailed from a magical place in the South: Tupelo, Mississippi. “I realized I had to get as far from what Elvis was doing as I could with my music,” he said. “I wasn’t going to compete with him because I knew I couldn’t beat him. But I still felt I could make it. I just had to go softer. Besides, it was very important to me that I not be an imitator of anybody. I wanted my own parade. That’s a competitive drive I had, for whatever reason, whether it was in my nature or it came from my family or from my neighborhood—probably a father thing.

“When people asked me if the competitiveness is because I’m short, I’d say, ‘No.’ Simply wanting to make the best music can make you competitive. You have no idea how competitive John Lennon was around Paul McCartney. When I first met them, I felt like someone had taken all the oxygen out of the room. I almost couldn’t breathe, they were so competitive, and that’s what made them so great. They wouldn’t settle for just good. That was me, too.”



CHAPTER TWO

Paul’s search for a new sound to jump-start his writing arrived on the family radio one morning in May 1957 in the form of the Everly Brothers’ “Bye Bye Love,” a fresh, potent mixture of country, pop, and rock. As much as Paul loved doo-wop and Elvis, he had been content to listen to them on the radio. Records were expensive: nearly $1 for a single, or roughly the cost of twenty packs of baseball cards or ten comic books. But he didn’t want to have to wait until “Bye Bye Love” came on the radio. He wanted his own copy, and he rode two busses for nearly an hour to Tri-Boro Records in Jamaica, Queens, to get it.

Returning home, Paul put the 78-rpm record on the family’s phonograph player and listened to both sides, but chiefly “Bye Bye Love.” He had been playing the record for almost an hour when he accidentally scratched it with the needle. He immediately headed back to Tri-Boro Records to buy another copy. Careful not to scratch it again, Paul played the record constantly. Lou and Belle went along with it, still pleased that their son was into music but also continuing to remind him that he should think of music only as a pleasant pastime, not a real career like, say, law.

Art, too, was caught up in the exquisite two-part harmony. He and Paul soon began trying to duplicate the Everlys’ vocals themselves. Eddie had a front-row seat at the practice sessions. “I’d be sitting in the kitchen with them, and Artie would be hitting the backbeat on a telephone book, and Paul would be playing guitar, and they’d be singing those Everly Brothers songs,” he said.

Nothing explains Paul’s enthusiasm for this new direction better than the fact that he was willing to sell the bulk of his beloved baseball card collection to help pay for a $200 magnetic tape recorder. The new machine was a huge improvement over the wire recorder they had been using, and it led to even more intense practices. They’d sit nose to nose, looking right at each other’s mouths to copy diction, Garfunkel has said. He wanted to know exactly where Paul’s tongue would hit the top of his palate when he’d sing a certain letter or word to know exactly how to get the harmony right. Paul and Art both enjoyed singing so much that they rarely had an argument over it. “We would sometimes have a disagreement over something, but we had this thing we’d do where we would say, ‘Let’s just drop it,’ and we would,” Simon said. “We would just completely drop it. I don’t think there was any sense of competitiveness.”

Another source of inspiration was Alan Freed’s raucous rock ’n’ roll concerts at the Brooklyn Paramount Theatre. Paul would spend an hour on the subway to see stars such as Chuck Berry, Frankie Lymon, Jerry Lee Lewis, Bobby Darin, and the house band featuring jazz saxophonist Big Al Sears. Those shows contributed to Paul’s lifelong love of working with a well-trained, world-class band. In fact, he loved everything about those shows, including the clothes—notably the wild jackets. He thinks Art may have gone to one of the shows with him.

Starting in the fall of 1956, Paul joined some twenty million other eager rock ’n’ roll fans all over America who watched American Bandstand weekday afternoons on ABC-TV to see the biggest recording stars of the day, from Buddy Holly and Chuck Berry to the Everlys—mostly artists who, like Elvis, came from the southern United States. In fact, Paul was so enamored of Elvis and his new musical heroes that being from the South was part of his rock ’n’ roll fantasy.

But it’s wrong to think that Paul and Art were so single-minded in their pursuit of music that it squeezed everything else out of their lives. Paul took special delight in applying his baseball skills to stickball, a popular game played in the streets that used a rubber ball and a broomstick or pole. Kids played one another for neighborhood bragging rights or, in some cases, for money. Paul enjoyed going to adjacent neighborhoods, where his baseball feats weren’t known, and luring unsuspecting opponents into games by pretending he wasn’t very good, and then outscoring them and collecting on the bet. He also worked in the stockroom for a Kitty Kelly shoe store. In letters to friends from summer camp in Bellport, Long Island, in 1957, Paul also seemed very much a regular teenager. On August 9 he wrote Art, who was at another camp, and told him at length about the tomfoolery of his job as a waiter and his pursuit of girls:

“I swear I’ve never pulled so many weird stunts in my life as I’ve pulled up here. This place could be a sanitarium for the way we act . . . Now on to the girl situation. This topic is so confusing and crazy that’s it’s best left alone. I’ll just say that I’ve gone steady thrice (dig this crazy language, man). Right now I like a girl named Elaine.” In a PS, he also noted, “I’ve written a new song called ‘Bobbie.’ I think it’s real good. See ya.”



“Wake Up Little Susie,” written by Felice and Boudleaux Bryant, the same married couple who wrote “Bye Bye Love,” was a novelty about a teen boy and girl getting into trouble when they came home hours late from a date. Within days of hearing the song that September, Paul and Art wrote “Hey, Schoolgirl,” the story of a boy asking a girl in class to get together after school, complete with the Everlys’ opening guitar hiccup licks. To brighten things further, Paul tacked on some fractured, nonsensical syllables—“who-bo-a-boo-chi-bop”—like the ones in Little Richard’s “Tutti-Frutti”; words that somehow reflected the exuberance of 1950s teens. Believing again they had a chance at a hit, Paul and Art made another run at the small Manhattan record companies, but no one was interested. Undaunted, they decided to make a sample record themselves to better demonstrate to labels how the song would sound. After class on Wednesday, October 16, they went into Sanders Recording Studio on Seventh Avenue in Manhattan, where for $10 they made a temporary acetate copy. It was three days after Paul’s sixteenth birthday.

As it happened, Sid Prosen, who owned a record label named Big, was at Sanders that day. When he heard “Hey, Schoolgirl,” he must have figured he had found his own Everly Brothers. Prosen, whose chief claim to fame was writing one of pop singer Teresa Brewer’s biggest hits, “Till I Waltz Again with You,” told Paul and Art that he wanted to release the song on his label. Big was really a small company, but Paul and Art weren’t about to say no to any deal. Because they were both under eighteen, Prosen met with their parents two days later at his office in the Brill Building, the music business citadel that was home to numerous music publishers and labels.

Less than a month after first hearing “Wake Up Little Susie,” Paul and Art watched excitedly as their parents signed the contract, which was for one year with two one-year options. They would be paid two cents per record sold in the first year. The next day, Prosen took the duo into another recording studio, Beltone, to record “Hey, Schoolgirl” again. Unknown to Paul at the time, Beltone was the same studio where the Crows had recorded “Gee” four years earlier. “My dad drove us into the city, and he played bass on the record,” Simon said. “I think we also had a drummer and a second guitarist. It was probably a three-hour session because that was the minimum amount of time you could book, but it didn’t take us long to do the song and the flip side (another original titled “Dancing Wild”).”

One thing Prosen didn’t like about his new recording team was their names: neither Paul and Art, nor Simon and Garfunkel. He came up with Tom & Jerry, drawn from the popular MGM cat and mouse cartoon characters. For last names, Art (aka Tom) chose Graph, a whimsical nod to his fondness for making elaborate graphs that listed the titles of that week’s best-selling records. Paul picked Landis, after Sue Landis, a girl at school he had a crush on.

Not revealing the pair’s real names, a three-page bio offered some personal touches about Tom & Jerry. “Despite their sudden success, the two sixteen-year-olds . . . continue to lead normal teenage lives. They attend their regular classes at school, go out on dates, and hold down after-school jobs. [Tom] plans to study liberal arts at Princeton following his graduation from his school. Jerry is looking forward to going to Harvard Law School.” That last line surely brought a smile to Lou and Belle’s faces. The bio was accompanied by a press photo of Paul and Art posing proudly in their new flaming-red jackets and crew cuts—huge grins on their faces.



“Hey, Schoolgirl” was a hit—at least on the East Coast, where Prosen proved to be a tireless promoter. A review in the November 25 issue of Billboard, the leading music trade publication, predicted big things for the single and even compared Tom & Jerry to the Everlys. Paul delighted in this first rush of success. “If you were on the high school baseball team, you were famous in school and the whole neighborhood—the same went for basketball and football teams,” he said later. “To be on radio and television with a hit song . . . was beyond what anyone could have possibly imagined. It was overwhelming!”

The first in a series of thrills was hearing the record on Alan Freed’s radio show—thanks, the rumor was, to Prosen’s having slipped him $200 in payola, the widespread practice of paying DJs to play a song. Prosen told Paul and Art what day Freed was going to start playing the record, and they kept listening until, sure enough, it came on. Their hearts raced again when they heard “Hey, Schoolgirl” on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand, the nationally televised teen dance party. They watched kids dance to their record and give it a near-perfect score of 95 because it had a “good beat” and was “fun to dance to.”

The ultimate was when Tom & Jerry appeared on American Bandstand on November 22, 1957, and lip-synched “Hey, Schoolgirl” as well as met wild Louisiana rocker Jerry Lee Lewis, who was also on the show that day. Viewers got a chance to step inside Paul’s rock ’n’ roll fantasy when Clark asked Jerry (Paul) where he was from. Remembering his heroes all came from the South, he looked straight into the camera and replied: “Macon, Georgia.”

“I was just living out my Elvis fantasies,” Simon said years later. “I didn’t know if I’d ever get another chance to be on national TV. Macon just popped into my head, probably because Little Richard was from there.” Another thrill came a few weeks later when “Hey, Schoolgirl” climbed to no. 49 on the national pop chart, the same week the Top 10 included Elvis’s “Jailhouse Rock” and Buddy Holly’s “Peggy Sue.”

The single would have gone higher if Prosen had the money to promote it around the country the way he did in the New York area, where most of the single’s reported hundred thousand sales were made. For all the excitement, “Hey, Schoolgirl” didn’t do well enough to land the duo a spot on the multiact rock shows that toured the country in the late 1950s. But Tom & Jerry did perform a few live dates, including a promotional radio-sponsored show in Cincinnati, a music industry convention in Chicago, and a big-name concert at the State Theater in Hartford, Connecticut, headlined by LaVern Baker, the future Rock & Roll Hall of Famer best known for the R&B novelty hit “Tweedle Dee.” However, the fun didn’t last long.



The first time Paul and Art broke up was in the spring of 1958. The split caused a wound so deep in Art, apparently, that it would never heal fully. The break started innocently enough with Sid Prosen asking Paul if he had any songs for the second Tom & Jerry single. Most of the tunes Paul played for him were in the bright rockabilly vein of “Hey, Schoolgirl,” but some were closer to Elvis. Prosen got an idea: How about Paul recording a couple of the Presley-like tunes on his own? That would be in addition to another Tom & Jerry record.

Caught up in the excitement of the moment, Paul agreed. He and Prosen went into the studio with Paul’s father again on bass to record the lively “True or False” and a ballad, “Teenage Fool,” neither of which was close to noteworthy. But Paul’s vocals were colorful enough in an age of Elvis mania to explain why Prosen would think the single had a chance to make the charts. To avoid confusion with Tom & Jerry’s next record, Prosen wanted to use a new name for Paul: True Taylor.

The mistake Simon and Prosen made—and it was a massive one—was that they didn’t tell Art about their plan. He was crushed when he found out; Art felt that Prosen and Simon had betrayed him. Art knew he had a wonderful voice, but he also knew he was dependent on Paul for songs, which meant that Paul had all the power. Art realized he would always be in danger of being tossed aside. Some twenty years later, Art was still expressing privately his hurt and resentment about the Big Records experience in a long, heartfelt letter to Paul. Eventually he would express his hurt publicly. According to Belle, Art’s father tried to get Lou to sign a second contract, this one stipulating that Paul wouldn’t sing or record with anyone except Art. Lou’s response, Belle said, was, “Do you think I’m stupid? Why would I do that? Why would you be so sure that Paul could take care of your son for his whole life? Maybe Paul will do better on his own. Of course I wouldn’t sign anything like that!”

Big Records released the True Taylor and new Tom & Jerry singles early in 1958. Both songs flopped. Results were no better in May when Prosen issued a third Tom & Jerry single. By the fall, Tom & Jerry were history, personally and professionally. Though they would cross paths occasionally, Paul and Art wouldn’t have a meaningful conversation for five years.



Garfunkel enrolled in Columbia University to study architecture, his music career largely shelved. He even said over the years that he had never fully bought into the notion that music was a serious career option. Not so with Simon. He began classes that fall at Queens College. But Simon’s attendance at the college, located just two miles from the Simon house, was largely to please his folks. He had no doubt music was going to be his life.

For someone who would be described as “controlling” in the recording studio, Simon had a surprisingly casual approach when it came to college. In a move reminiscent of his choosing the stage name Landis, he picked English as his major in the fall of 1958 partially because he liked a girl who had that major. He did take time during his four and a half years at Queens College to join Alpha Epsilon Pi, an international Jewish fraternity, and although he was popular enough to be elected president, he said his only interest in the fraternity was the chance to write songs for the organization’s winning entries in the college’s annual Follies variety show competition.

Simon’s real day began midafternoon when classes ended, and he’d hop the subway into Manhattan. He marched from one indie label or publisher to another, taking advantage of whatever opportunity arose, whether it was trying to get his own songs recorded or singing on demonstration, or “demo,” records. The latter were designed to showcase new songs for record companies that were seeking material for their artists. “I loved to go into the studio and make demos,” Simon said. “I was learning all the studio stuff, how to overdub, how to sing harmony with myself, how to play bass, how to imitate other voices so that the record would appeal to whatever artist they were trying to get to sing their song. All that was an enormous help years later when I started making my own records.”

Burt Bacharach, the composer–record producer who was in the early stages of a hugely successful career with lyricist Hal David, said Simon stood out among the demo singers. “There was nothing casual about his approach,” Bacharach said. “He cut a demo for me on a song called ‘Gotta Get a Girl,’ which was intended for Frankie Avalon, and you could see right away he was going somewhere in the music world. I made a point of trying to get him again whenever I needed another demo.” The song was the B-side of a modest 1961 hit, “Who Else But You.”

Because he could play guitar and sing, Simon often collected $50 for a demo and sometimes did two a week, which was good money for a college side job. It’s not surprising that Simon’s grades at Queens College suffered that first semester, with an A in music offset by a D in math.

Simon spent hours upon hours in recording studios either making his own records, usually as Jerry Landis, or, mostly, demoing other writers’ songs. Hard-core Simon fans have spent decades trying to track down all that music, hoping for unreleased gems. But their energy was wasted; little of what Simon did was worth finding. There was no twinkle of future greatness in any of it. Even he called it mostly “crap.” The titles of the demo songs alone suggested their place in generic teen pop, such as “Two Hearts on a Chain” and “Teen Age Blue.” When he would complain to Lou when his latest tune didn’t receive any attention, Lou didn’t try to sugarcoat things. Recalled Simon, “He’d go, ‘Let me tell you something, Paul. They don’t give an A for effort. You win some, you lose some. If you lose, you can’t complain. This is the real world. Get back to work.’ ”

During this period, Simon certainly knew a good song when he heard one. Years later, he would look back and express great admiration for Chuck Berry and the team of Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, who wrote rock and R&B classics such as “Jailhouse Rock,” “Kansas City,” and “Yakety Yak” for the likes of Elvis Presley, Wilbert Harrison, and the Coasters, respectively. “I loved Chuck Berry’s great use of language, the way words just tumbled out so effortlessly and contained all sorts of surprising images,” Simon said. “He didn’t just use a lot of youthful vernacular, but he made up words himself, like in ‘Maybellene,’ where he wrote, ‘As I was motorvatin’ over the hill.’ And Jerry and Mike were also great songwriters and great record makers: white guys from Los Angeles who went into black culture and absorbed it and wrote about it on a very high level. They were absolute geniuses.”

Through it all, however, Simon’s own songs showed little if any of those writers’ influences. He kept writing in the style of the latest pop hit, however lame. That’s not to say all his time was wasted. Writing even bad songs helped him pick up pointers about the songwriting process. Mainly, the studio experience taught him the mechanics of making a record. In his mind, each recording was a learning experience. That apprenticeship also educated him in the business of music, including the importance of songwriters retaining the copyright on their songs. In the 1950s and 1960s, it was a common practice for publishers to pressure budding artists into giving up half their future songwriting royalties, or else no deal. The latter practice was a holdover from the prerock days when most songwriters needed publishers to get their songs to the attention of recording stars such as Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra. Even Bob Dylan and Lennon-McCartney started their careers with the old-fashioned publishing deals, thus surrendering their publishing royalties. Simon was one of the first songwriters to recognize he could publish his own songs and save, literally, a fortune. By retaining his publishing, he received 100 percent of the royalties on his songs, starting with “The Sound of Silence.” Over the course of his career, that simple but significant move would earn him tens of millions of dollars. By maintaining ownership, he also controlled use of his songs in commercials and films.



During a demo session his freshman year, Simon met another talented young singer and songwriter, Carol Klein, who was also a first-year student at Queens College. She had already recorded two singles under the name Carole King, but neither did much. At Queens, the teens became friends, and King even helped him with one of his math classes. In the spring of 1959, they worked together on a demo for “Just to Be with You” by a songwriter named Marvin Kalfin. Their vocals gave the doo-wop song enough charm to catch the ear of Jim Gribble, a manager whose white doo-wop group the Passions enjoyed a modest hit with it that fall. King recalled, “We didn’t go, ‘Oh, I wish that was us on the radio.’ We were proud our demo led to a hit.”

By the time of the single, King had met and married songwriter Gerry Goffin, a night student at Queens College. She was so caught up in the songs they were writing that she quit school to concentrate full-time on music. Her daring was rewarded a year later when the Shirelles’ version of the pair’s composition “Will You Love Me Tomorrow” became the no. 1 song in the country. They went on to become one of the most successful songwriting teams of the rock era. “I was glad for her, but it was also incredibly frustrating,” Simon admitted. “They were making big hits, and I was still trying to get a record deal or just make another demo. I kept asking myself, ‘How did they do that?’ ”

Yet remaining at Queens College was one of Simon’s wisest decisions. According to Mort Lewis, who would later manage Simon and Garfunkel, Simon most likely would have kept pursuing the path of teen pop hits if he had followed Carole King out the door. At best, he would have joined the ranks of songwriters who supplied the hit makers of the day with songs. But that was largely a dead end. “The arrival of Bob Dylan and the Beatles made almost of all those writers obsolete,” Lewis added. “The best of the new singers and bands wrote their own songs.”



Even without his college classes, the summer of 1959 was busy. Besides watching the Yankees struggle through a rare mediocre season, Simon followed two very different stories in the news.

Like much of young America, he fell under the spell of Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy, who was launching a bid to become the Democratic Party candidate for president. Just as Paul and other young people wanted to define themselves through their music, they also wanted new voices in politics. A leader. Kennedy offered a dramatic contrast from the old order as symbolized by President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who was born all the way back in 1890. For Simon, seeing Kennedy at the podium was a little like seeing Elvis onstage or the Yankees’ Mickey Mantle on the field. There was in each case a massive adrenaline rush. Decades later, Simon would cite Kennedy, Mantle, Presley, and comedian Lenny Bruce as the four great heroes of his teen years. “I was very, very taken with Kennedy,” he said. “I liked everything about him. He was like a rock star: sunglasses, drove a convertible, and he was progressive in his politics.” With his interest kindled, Simon embraced issues that were being championed on college campuses, including anxiety over escalating Cold War tensions and the increasingly urgent civil rights movement. Simon would rarely write overt protest songs in the future, but his youthful, compassionate, liberal leanings would eventually find their way into many of his tunes.

In a different way, Simon was fascinated by the unlikely account of Salvador Agron, a Puerto Rican teenager who came to New York City with his parents and got involved with a street gang, the Vampires. Searching for a rival gang to retaliate against after one of the Vampires was beaten up, Agron stabbed two innocent boys to death. Agron’s case was tabloid fodder for weeks, all the more intriguing because the sixteen-year-old was wearing a long red-lined black satin cape during the crime. Hence, the nickname “Capeman.” The story—including a lengthy trial and Agron’s subsequent repenting in prison—continued to intrigue Simon for years, leading him to think from time to time about possibly telling the story in a song.

In the midst of all this, Simon also was drawn that summer to a new, energetic sound that was beginning to be championed on college campuses and mainstream radio: folk music. The Kingston Trio was the hottest thing in pop since Elvis, thanks to a bright, accessible style of folk, which appealed chiefly to college students who had outgrown the narrow teen focus of fifties rock ’n’ roll. To discerning young listeners, however, the trio’s sound felt more like a slick reproduction of folk music than the real thing—and it would take a second wave of more challenging and original folk artists to ignite a movement among young fans. Meanwhile, Simon continued to go around in circles.



Simon’s first single after leaving Big Records came out in August 1959 on MGM Records. The 45, still under the name Jerry Landis, featured two Simon compositions, “Anna Belle” and “Loneliness,” but it was another flop. Despite the setbacks, there was some good news that fall. Like millions of young people during the Cold War, Simon was living under the shadow of the military draft. When he registered soon after his eighteenth birthday, he learned that he was 4-F; he was deferred. Doctors found a heart murmur, which continued to be detected for around ten years before it simply disappeared.

It was around that time that Simon bought the car of his dreams with his $2,000 in royalties from Big. “Paul didn’t know anything about cars,” Bobby Susser said, “but he bought a shiny, red 1958 Chevrolet convertible that had this feature every kid went crazy over: triple carburetors. It was just the coolest thing. He would use any excuse to drive around the neighborhood, usually with the radio tuned to the rock station. I’d often ride with him, and you just felt like every eye was on us. You couldn’t get any cooler than that.”

Unfortunately, Simon had only a few months to enjoy the car. He was cruising around the neighborhood with Bobby one day when he heard a strange noise from underneath the chassis. When Simon saw sparks, he pulled the convertible to the curb, and he and Bobby got out just in time to see flames engulfing the Chevy.

“What happened next tells you a lot about Paul,” Bobby added. “People around us are all excited: ‘Look at the car! Look at the flames!’ But Paul is very quiet—even though he loves this car. When someone finally asks him what he’s going to do, Paul replies, as calm as anything, ‘I’ll call the insurance company in the morning.’ It was typical. Paul saw there was nothing he could do about the car, so he didn’t anguish about it—at least not on the outside. He just figured out his next step.”



Simon got a break in January 1960 when Jim Gribble, the Passions’ manager, asked him to sing on a record with the Mystics, another of his young groups. The white doo-wop outfit’s lead singer had quit even though the Mystics had a Top 20 hit with “Hushabye.”

“Our manager was always looking for that diamond in the rough,” Al Contrera, the Mystics’ bass singer, said. “So on any given day, there would be dozens of guys and girls hanging out in his office, hoping to be put on a record. When the Mystics had to find a new lead singer, we tried a million guys. Nobody could sing the way we wanted, and then someone noticed little Jerry there in the corner.”

One of the songs Simon recorded with the Mystics, a ballad called “All Through the Night,” almost made it to the Billboard Hot 100 in the early weeks of 1960. Despite liking Simon’s voice, the other members of the Mystics felt he didn’t fit in with the group’s “tough-guy” sensibilities. “We were from the streets of Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. We were tough guys, and here was Jerry, this nerdy little guy from Queens with a guitar as big as he was, leading us,” Contrera continued.

Besides his height, Simon was now worrying about another aspect of his appearance: his thinning hair. He would eventually turn to various devices to try to camouflage the hair loss, before scaling back. “I know some people who don’t give a damn about their hair,” Simon said, “but I had these big rock ’n’ roll role models: Elvis, the Beatles, Mick Jagger. They were all skinny and tall, and they had a lot of hair. That’s what rock ’n’ roll was, and it was a big thing with me. I once had this conversation with John Lennon, and he really wanted to know how I knew enough to keep my own publishing rather than give half of it away like the Beatles did. I told him I grew up around the music business and saw how all the companies would take your publishing, which alerted me right away that there must be something valuable in that publishing. Then I asked him, ‘Who ever told you how to comb your hair like that?’ ”

Back in a solo role, Simon, still as Jerry Landis, made two singles for Warwick Records in 1960, the most notable being a novelty inspired by a Connie Francis hit, “Lipstick on Your Collar.” The new song, “I’d Like to Be (the Lipstick on Your Lips),” was written by Hal David and Sherman Edwards—the same Hal David who also teamed with Burt Bacharach. As Simon settled into his fall classes at Queens College, he was 0 hits for 4 singles. At nineteen, he wondered if he wasn’t a has-been in the music business. It was at that precise time that Simon’s career began to turn around.

Allen Toussaint, the respected New Orleans arranger-producer-songwriter who would become friends with Simon, believed that millions of musicians had talent, but few of them ever evolved into genuine artists who produced a unique body of work. To achieve that level of accomplishment, he felt, a person needed a “trigger” in his or her life that set high, unyielding standards. For Simon, that trigger came in three stages—the first of which was in the classrooms of Queens College.



CHAPTER THREE

Dr. Rosette (Rose) C. Lamont taught comparative literature and French at Queens College, and played an invaluable role in Simon’s creative development. A one-woman ambassador of the arts who was born in Paris, she loved spreading her joy of reading and performing, and Simon was an ideal pupil: intelligent and eager to learn. In turn, it’s easy to see how he would fall under the spell of someone so charismatic and sophisticated. The first class he took from Lamont, in the fall of 1960, was “19th and 20th Century French Literature,” during which he read major existential figures, including Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre, and sat through lectures by Lamont that made the works come to life for him.

From that point, Simon began responding to other literature classes, delighting in the words and craft of Robert Frost, James Joyce, T. S. Eliot, and Emily Dickinson. His courses included “Major American Writers,” “The Bible as Literature,” and “Pope to Blake” on the English lit side, and “Around the World in Song,” “American Ballad and Song,” and “20th Century Opera” on the music side. All of a sudden he was stepping into new worlds, trying on identities, the way adolescents do to see what fits. Simon started reading the literary journal Granta and even took a couple of acting classes. Years later, he would list Frost and W. B. Yeats as his favorite poets from the first half of the twentieth century and Philip Larkin, Seamus Heaney, W. H. Auden, Anne Carson, Stanley Kunitz, Paul Muldoon, and Billy Collins from the second half.

Simon was still bored with what was passing for rock ’n’ roll. The music that once excited him had turned into a wasteland. Many of rock’s greatest talents were, in essence, missing in action. Buddy Holly died in a 1959 plane crash. Elvis was in the army from 1958 to 1960. Jerry Lee Lewis was ostracized after the scandal of his marriage to his thirteen-year-old cousin. Chuck Berry faced criminal charges of having sexual relations with a fourteen-year-old girl and eventually served a year and a half in prison.

“By the end of the fifties, rock had run out of genuine creative stuff, and it was stupid,” he said. “The records I was making were stupid. They were just gimmicky, and I gradually lost interest in it. When I started taking those literature classes, I began to feel, ‘That’s who I am.’ I discovered it there.” Despite his feelings, Simon continued to write tunes in that vapid teen pop style as if his college experience and recording gigs were totally different parts of his consciousness. It would take another trigger or two to fully redirect him.

In early 1961 Warwick Records released another Jerry Landis single, and it was quickly forgotten. The next time the name Jerry Landis appeared on a single was that fall when Canadian American, another small indie label, released two more of his ballads, “I’m Lonely” and “I Wish I Weren’t in Love.” His record as a solo artist was now six singles, zero hits.

Around this time, Simon’s friends, and even his parents, started noticing changes in his personality. The generally upbeat preteen on the playground at PS 165 had become moodier or, some would say, melancholy. “We’d often hang out on the weekends, and everyone would be having a good time, and you’d look over and see Simon off by himself, sort of staring into space,” Bobby Susser said. “Eventually he’d come over and join in, but you felt a part of him was somewhere else.”

Simon acknowledged a personality change, but he didn’t trace it to a single moment or event. “There was always something about me, about my face and my expressions,” Simon said. “When I was an infant, my aunt Roselynd said they used to call me Cardozo”—after Benjamin Nathan Cardozo, a Supreme Court judge with a dour look—“because I looked so serious. When I was nine or ten, people would ask me all the time, ‘What’s wrong?’ Even my mother once asked me, ‘What happened? You used to be so happy, and now you look sad.’ All I know is that this feeling of melancholy entered into my personality somewhere in adolescence. Artie says I was angry about height, but I wasn’t angry. I was melancholy. But nothing happened, except whatever happened chemically—a hormonal change that brought something out of me. Adolescence is kind of a moody time anyway.”



With his solo aspirations sinking, Simon stepped back from the performer role in hopes of moving ahead by writing and producing a hit for a group. Stopping by the old Honeycomb luncheonette that spring, he noticed three teens singing doo-wop on the street. “He comes up to us and says he wanted to make a record and wondered if we were interested—just like that, very direct and businesslike,” said Marty Cooper, the leader of the trio. “We didn’t know who he was, but we jumped at the chance. He was really into it. He bought me stage clothes and had professional pictures taken by Bruno of Hollywood.” Simon had not only a song for the trio but also a name: Tico and the Triumphs. Tico was the name of his favorite Latin music label, and Triumph was a line of motorcycles; Marlon Brando rode a Triumph Thunderbird 6T in The Wild One. The song, “Motorcycle,” had two things going for it commercially: motorcycles were a big part of the rock ’n’ roll rebel imagery, and Simon used the actual roar of a motorcycle on the record to better catch the ear of radio listeners. He found a minor label, Madison, willing to release the record in the fall of 1961, and the motorcycle roar caught on with DJs on the East Coast. But Madison folded suddenly, and the single was switched to Amy Records, where it was lost in the shuffle.

Throughout their time together, Cooper marveled at Simon’s drive. “He was constantly monitoring the radio, looking for new ideas, and he was always talking about something he had heard,” Cooper says. “One day he’d tell us about the gentle way that the leader of the Fleetwoods [Gary Troxel] sang, and then he’d play us a new record by the Tokens, ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight.’ ” The song, best known for its “Wimoweh” chant, was an early indication of Simon’s interest in world music. Soon after mentioning the record, Simon showed up at rehearsal with a song, “Wildflower,” that combined elements of his old rockabilly interests with a new, exotic, international feel highlighted by a series of Hawaiian lyrics. The song went on to be the Triumphs’ second single, but it failed to catch on. Neither did a third single, “Get Up & Do the Wobble,” which was a flagrant attempt to create a new dance craze.

Simon’s final attempt at making a pop hit as Jerry Landis came in the fall of 1962. It was a novelty titled “The Lone Teen Ranger,” which was inspired by the 1958 hit single “Western Movies,” a great, goofball record by the Los Angeles vocal group the Olympics. In his song, Simon complains that his girlfriend is obsessed with the masked Lone Ranger, a hugely popular Western radio-TV hero. To get her back, Simon vows to put on a mask of his own, ride a horse, and carry a six-gun, hence the Lone Teen Ranger. He threw everything into the recording, including the sounds of ricocheting gunshots, galloping horses, and even the vocal gibberish that worked on “Hey, Schoolgirl.” It was probably the catchiest record Simon made since “Hey, Schoolgirl”—and the Amy single got enough airplay to push the record to no. 97 on the pop chart in January 1963, but no higher.

Simon’s spirits continued to languish. Fortunately, Arthur Yale, the head of Amy Records, offered him a job that gave him time to regroup. All he had to do for $75 a week was come into the office and listen to the stacks of demo tapes from publishers or songwriters who hoped to interest the label in recording the songs. Simon knew the chances of anything good arriving at Amy’s doorstep were minimal. If someone had a good song, it’d be sent to the big labels. Freddy DeMann, who joined Amy Records in 1962 as national promotion director and went on to manage Madonna, recalls meeting Simon and thinking he had an awful lot of self-confidence for someone who hadn’t had much success in the music business. Beneath the brash exterior, however, Simon was feeling increasingly insecure. “I was still confident in my ability to hear a hit,” he said later. “But I had begun to lose faith in my ability to write a hit.”

By this time, new developments in folk music helped redirect Simon’s thinking, notably Joan Baez, whose records touched him on two levels: the beautiful, angelic quality of her voice and, perhaps most of all, the striking presence on the album of the acoustic guitar. Since “Hey, Schoolgirl,” Simon had been playing mostly electric guitar on sessions because that was the instrument of choice in the teen pop world. But the Baez records made him yearn for the intimacy and warmth of the acoustic sound. He was also drawn to folk music’s heavy focus on social issues. As Simon drew closer to this style, he was lucky to have the heart of the movement in America headquartered in and around New York City’s bohemian Greenwich Village. Gradually Simon started spending more of his free time in the Village, soaking up the atmosphere and admiring the commitment of the musicians. “That was tremendously attractive to me, not to try to have a hit by imitating people who were on the radio,” he said. “These musicians in the Village just seemed to be in love with what they were doing. It wasn’t all about chart position.”
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