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Introduction:
Welcome to the Party


Perhaps my favorite time of the year is the period at the beginning of February leading up to my pre-Grammy party. For that entire time I’m holed up in the bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel that is my second home and, during this time, the Grammy Party War Room. My son Doug, who is a music industry lawyer, is at my side, and we’re intermittently surrounded by other family members and party-planning strategists. We have the layout of the ballroom at the Beverly Hilton Hotel on a large easel in front of us, with the names of the guests at the ninety or more tables each appended by magnetic tiles. I move those tiles from table to table as new inspiration strikes and news about cancellations and new RSVPs comes in. Along with the people who have already responded, we have to deal with the hundreds angling for last-minute invitations. It’s the hardest thing in the world to say no, but the ballroom is only so big. What I value most about the party is how eclectic the guest list is, so it’s not necessarily a question of how important a person is but what he or she can add to the mix. Guests of the artists who are performing for free obviously need to be accommodated to as great a degree as possible, but other than that it’s simply a question of creating an unforgettable night. If people see the same folks that they see at every other music event, we’ve failed.


My first Grammy party took place in 1976 as a way to honor Barry Manilow’s nomination for Record of the Year for “Mandy,” a milestone for Arista Records, the label I launched in 1974. For years now the party has taken place the evening before the Grammy Awards in Los Angeles, but that year it was a brunch on the day after the event. That year I experienced the anxiety that everyone throwing a party goes through: Is anybody going to come? Happily, when Stevie Wonder walked into the room, I knew that we were onto something. Stevie, an artist whom I’ve always loved and, unfortunately, only occasionally worked with, would become a regular at the parties, often taking the stage during the finale and seeming as if he would never stop playing to say good night, because he was having such a great time. Back then, I had no idea that the party would grow into the event that it’s become. It soon symbolized a celebration of music and the music industry, a night for once-in-a-lifetime performances capable of stirring a crowd that, for the most part, thinks they’ve seen it all. Watching the likes of Gwen Stefani and Donald Trump leap to their feet as Aretha Franklin, backed by Whitney Houston and Toni Braxton, tears into “Respect” is just one such unforgettable moment. That the event is not televised only makes it more private and personal for the attendees.


Each year I try to seat people at tables where they’ll be with people they ordinarily wouldn’t meet socially. A couple like Jane Fonda and the producer Richard Perry provides an excellent opportunity to intermingle musicians and actors. Someone like Al Gore wouldn’t be seated among politicos, but artists and executives who admire his brand of activism. Someone like Paul McCartney might be placed alongside acclaimed young R&B or hip-hop artists. Every celebrity is also a fan, so I look for opportunities for people to meet their heroes, or perhaps to discover new heroes and learn a bit about the history that preceded them. It restores everyone’s sense of why they got into show business, and especially music, in the first place. Suddenly they’re as wide-eyed as the people waiting outside the hotel for autographs.


The Grammys are almost always in Los Angeles and the timing of the party takes advantage of the fact that, along with the many musicians who live there, many artists will be in town for the ceremony. As mentioned, no one gets paid to perform, so we totally rely on the desire of artists to play for their peers. It’s important that the show keep moving so, with rare exceptions, every artist is limited to two songs. The opening spot is often reserved for a rock band, like Mumford & Sons recently, because once the show has started, it’s harder to change the set and pop artists can more easily take the stage and perform with the house band. And regardless of genre, the musical director, Rickey Minor, ensures a level of quality that no one could match. Between sets, I like to speak to the crowd as if they’re in my living room. I relate anecdotes from my own experiences with the performers and introduce various people in the audience, both to pay respect to industry titans like Quincy Jones, Mo Ostin, Berry Gordy, and the late Ahmet Ertegun, or to let people know that a reclusive superstar like Prince or the legendary Sly Stone is on the scene. I love for younger artists to meet veteran Hall of Famers, who in turn are moved to hear from the newcomers how important an influence they’ve been.


When I was starting out in the music industry, I was impressed by the shows Bill Graham used to stage at his Fillmore venues in San Francisco and New York. He wasn’t afraid to challenge people’s tastes and expose them to styles of music they might never have otherwise heard. He went for the highest common denominator, not the lowest. I have tried to do that with the labels I’ve run, and at the party I ignore all considerations of demographics and genre distinctions. And through the years everyone has loved it! What a treat to see Lou Reed backed up by Slash or dueting with Rod Stewart, or to hear Pink, sitting on a stool at the front of the stage and accompanied only by a guitar, deliver a beautiful and haunting rendition of “Me and Bobby McGee.” And sometimes it’s just so exciting to see artists rock the hottest song of the moment, as when Busta Rhymes and Puffy Combs lit up the room by opening the show with “Pass the Courvoisier.” I never announce the performers in advance of the party so that the audience gets genuinely excited by the introduction of each new act.


As I’ve said, the hardest part is saying no, even to people I socialize with regularly. I had a good friend of many years write to me asking that I provide an invitation for her son, who had just gotten his first job in the music industry. His father was a prominent music business executive, so he was very well connected. Because she was a friend, I wrote her a long letter explaining that I believed it was important for her son to earn his way into such events, that it would diminish him in people’s eyes if they felt that he was getting access and other perks simply because of who his father was, not what he had done. I pointed out that many accomplished, longtime colleagues request invitations, and how would it look if I turned them down but then admitted her son? I ended by saying how much affection I held for her and her son, and hoped she wouldn’t take this personally. The result? She didn’t speak to me for three years!


Of course, like all parties, things occasionally go awry. The most devastating tragedy, needless to say, was Whitney Houston’s death on the afternoon of the party in 2012. I could barely think straight, I was so distraught, but I ultimately made the decision that it was important for the party to proceed. Whitney was a guest every year, had often performed, and would have been the first to insist that the show must go on. The evening transformed into an unforgettable tribute to her and the music that she loved so well. And then there was the year that the fiery music business attorney Brian Rohan, infuriated by something David Geffen had done in the recent past, kicked the chair out from under David, sending him to the floor, prompting Paul Simon to exclaim, “You can’t do that—that’s David Geffen!” The famous agent Sue Mengers, sitting at the same table, shrieked, the press stampeded out of the room, and I sat there mortified at this sneak attack on my dear friend. I must say David is one cool cat. He kept his dignity and aplomb intact and clearly won the admiration of the crowd.


And smaller, vexing problems arise until the very last minute. Fire marshals interrupted me as I took the stage to start one evening, announcing that the show couldn’t begin until several tables were dismantled in order to bring the ballroom in compliance with the fire code. A potentially awkward thirty-minute delay was turned into a not-to-be-forgotten memory when Robin Williams spontaneously quieted the crowd and launched into a hilarious stand-up comedy improvisation that made everyone there forget all the hustle and bustle going on around them to satisfy the fire chief. Artists scheduled to perform get ill, and last-minute substitutions have to be made, affecting the entire order of the show. Inevitably, Branden Chapman of the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences, which now co-sponsors the party, and I begin urgently to make calls, and somehow everything always works out in the end. Hopefully we’re the only ones who realize there even was a problem. Meanwhile, as the big night approaches, I’m constantly checking the enormous board on the easel in my bungalow to make sure that the seating arrangements will make for lively conversations and interactions.


In a few years my party will mark its fortieth anniversary. My own time in the music business extends back even further than that, to 1965, when I began to run Columbia Records. It’s been quite a ride, and all the stories—from signing Janis Joplin to discovering Whitney Houston, from helping to make Santana a star in 1969 to overseeing his dramatic comeback thirty years later—will be told in this book. My Grammy party will come up often because its spirit of celebration is what has animated my entire career. As you’ll discover, I started out my professional life as a lawyer and grew a little disillusioned with that profession. I never had any aspirations or thought I had any particular talent that would enable me to be part of the music industry, and I didn’t know what I could do that would really provide fulfillment and satisfaction. Discovering my love for music and my ability to find and develop artists has been the greatest gift of my life. It’s filled even hard days with moments of excitement, and made it possible for me to have thrilling experiences that I never could have imagined. Hosting the night before the Grammys epitomizes the elements of surprise and delight that the best music always delivers. Over the course of nearly five decades amid plenty of hard work, I have never grown the least bit jaded about the powerful effect that music can have, how it can make all distinctions among people disappear and unite them in energy and pleasure.


Like the difficulties of staging this complex party, there are events in this story that were profoundly painful for me, and I talk about them in depth. But the overall journey has been an ongoing joy, and I welcome this opportunity to share all of it with you.





Straight Out of Brooklyn


I’m a Brooklyn boy. I was born on April 4, 1932, and grew up in Crown Heights, in an apartment at 1321 Union Street, one block south of Eastern Parkway, a wide, two-way thoroughfare with benches and greenery down the middle. We moved there when I was about five. This was the first apartment in which we had a refrigerator, not an icebox. Before that, I remember the iceman coming every week. That was typical in those days.


Both my mother and father were born in the United States, a significant fact given the waves of Jewish immigration to New York in the early decades of the twentieth century. My father’s parents were born in Russia. My mother, however, jokingly referred to herself as a “Yankee,” meaning that her parents were also born in this country. Both her parents died before I was born, so I never met them. My mother’s family lived in Williamsburg, another Brooklyn neighborhood, and worked primarily in the fruit wholesaling business. Part of her family also were connected to the Russeks, who had established a prominent women’s clothing store bearing that name in Brooklyn, as well as on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. Perhaps for that reason, my mother, a lovely brunette, had a wonderful sense of style. She had a regal air, and was considered a great beauty. When she walked out wearing a fashionable hat or a suit, everybody on the block looked at her, which always gave me a rush. Her family—she had three brothers and three sisters—believed, correctly, it turned out, that in choosing to marry my father, who was an electrician and later a traveling tie salesman, my mother relinquished the opportunity to take up with wealthier suitors, many of whom pursued her because of how attractive she was.


My father’s parents lived in Brighton Beach and they spoke only Yiddish, no English at all, so I never really was able to converse with them. Very often on Sundays about a dozen of us would gather at their apartment for a family feast. My father’s rule was that I had to greet my grandparents first whenever I entered their home. Zadie and Bubby, who came to the United States from Minsk and Pinsk, respectively, always greeted me warmly in return, but, because of the language barrier, I had very little communication with them beyond that. I never knew how we got the name Davis. It was my grandfather’s name when he arrived here.


Because Brighton Beach sits right next to Coney Island, every two or three weeks I would romp on the boardwalk there. I’d ride the scarifying Cyclone roller coaster, and the legendary mechanical “flying horses” that wound their way through Steeplechase Park as if you were in a horse race. In the summer, when we’d arrive at the beach, my father would put his fingers in his mouth and blast a high-pitched, highly distinctive whistle that would announce to the rest of the family who might already be there to come find us.


Our Sunday-night dinners were another ritual that framed my childhood. On those evenings I would accompany my parents to meet their friends, Anne and Bob Antis, and their two boys for Chinese food. Perhaps once a month we’d go to a restaurant in Chinatown in lower Manhattan that was simply called 48 Mott Street. More typically we stayed in our neighborhood and went to Mee Wah on Eastern Parkway and Nostrand Avenue. We didn’t have Chinese food at any other time. To this day it’s strange to me not to have Chinese food on a Sunday night, and equally strange to have Chinese food on any other day of the week.


On Sunday mornings we would have bagels and “appetizing,” a Jewish term that essentially means the food you eat with bagels, like lox or sturgeon. We rarely had the money to afford more than an eighth of a pound of lox, which we had to share. Each of us would spot our bagels with just one or two dots of salmon. Even now, whenever I see people lift off whole slices of Nova Scotia to put on their bagels, it seems very extravagant. You never forget your childhood.


Neither of my parents went to college, and my sister, Seena, my only sibling, didn’t, either. None of my mother’s six siblings had gone to college, and, other than a nephew on my father’s side who became a doctor, our family was not at all academically inclined. Perhaps because she was seven years older than me, Seena and I were not terribly close when I was growing up. She got married during the war and moved out when I was about twelve, so we never spent very much time together, except at family events.


Both of my parents were highly sociable, however, with engaging sparkles in their eyes. They were jovial, genial, likable, warm, and loving. My mother’s name was Florence, and my father’s name was Herman, but everyone called him Joe—“Good Old Joe.” I never even knew his name was Herman until the first time he signed the back of my report card. Together they were Flo and Joe.


My father, who was nine years older than my mother, had a salesman’s knack for making friends wherever he went. He was always ready with a joke, a glad hand, a slap on the back, and a smile. He was also a tireless practical joker. Once, for example, when my great-aunt fell asleep at a movie with him, she woke up with an unlit cigar in her mouth. Still, while we were never poor, we always had to struggle to make ends meet. I think that strain accounted for an element of sadness that seemed to underlie my father’s characteristic good cheer.


As you can no doubt tell from Seena’s name and mine, my parents clearly believed in odd names. Believe me, there were not many kids named Clive in Crown Heights. My mother, whose maiden name was Brooks, loved the movies and was particularly fond of a distinguished English actor of the period named Clive Brook. In accord with Jewish religious practice, the first letter of a child’s name had to mirror that of a deceased family member, and her mother’s name was Celia. Respect for tradition conspired with the fantasy world of the movies, and that’s how I became Clive.


The youngest male child in a Jewish family, I felt very much cared for, and I loved my home life and neighborhood. I always liked school as well. I attended P.S. 161 on Crown Street between Nostrand and New York Avenues, so I’d walk to school every day. From the very start I fell in love with learning and became a straight-A student. Although we were not religious, I did go to Hebrew school to prepare for my bar mitzvah. The Yeshiva, as it was called, was right next to P.S. 161, and I went there after school for two or three years before I turned thirteen. My bar mitzvah was held at the Twin Cantors, which was something like a local nightclub setting. There must have been close to a hundred people there. That was a momentous day.


Although higher education was not part of my family background, it turned out that I was academically inclined. I enjoyed reading and what we now call public speaking. My school had an annual elocution contest, in which you would recite either poetry or a story, and I vividly remember winning that competition. I also developed an ability to sight-add numbers with lightning speed—a talent that not only impressed my teachers but came in handy over the ensuing decades. I attribute that skill to Miss Campbell, a teacher I had in the third and fourth grades. She would make a game out of her tests, putting columns of numbers on the blackboard and awarding stars to whoever got the most right answers the quickest. The challenge appealed to my competitive instincts, and I was a consistent winner. I would play that same game with my own kids in later life.


While I was deeply drawn to my studies, my parents’ practicality exerted a decisive impact on me as well. I could have disappeared into my reading and assignments every afternoon, but my parents, and particularly my mother, were concerned that I be well rounded. My mother would also always say, “You know, book knowledge is good, but it can be dangerously narrowing. You’ve got to get out among people, and find ways to apply your knowledge. Common sense and people skills are vitally important.” I took that advice to heart, and every year I was elected mayor of my class. My mother’s views were typical of the striving ethnic communities in New York at that time. Education was viewed as the path to a better life, and that meant a profession, becoming a doctor or a lawyer. Abstract learning was fine, as far as it went, but that wasn’t far enough. You needed to make your education count in the world.


Life in Brooklyn was very self-contained, and I felt completely at home there. Our neighborhood was about 80 percent Jewish, but there were enough Irish and Italians to make it somewhat of a melting pot, and we were all in the same economic bracket—working class, or lower-middle class. Your neighborhood was your block. Mine, like almost all of Brooklyn, was lined with four-story brownstones or low apartment buildings. The neighborhood teemed with so many children that if a kid was a couple of years older or younger, they were part of a different group from you. Because there was no air-conditioning, whole families would sit out on the stoops when evening came. The men would crowd outside the candy store waiting for the early editions of the next day’s newspapers to arrive, and the women would chat with one another and watch the children play. Every night you’d solve neighborhood, local, personal, and world problems sitting on the stoop.


My father was often away, doing electrical jobs outside the city, and, later, working as a traveling tie salesman, so, along with wanting me to be well rounded, I think my mother also wanted to ensure that I engage in some typically athletic activities after school. That was fine with me. Every day, after getting my homework done, I would go out. I enjoyed hanging out with my friends and playing all the street games of Brooklyn—punchball, stickball, stoopball, touch football, and the like. Everything we did was competitive. Whether you played box ball, hit the penny, or whatever, somebody would win and somebody would lose. It wasn’t mean-spirited, but everybody kept score and knew who had come out on top.


When my father was around, I would go with him to Prospect Park on Sundays to watch local and regional football games. More important, since we lived just a short walk from Ebbets Field, the immortal home of the Brooklyn Dodgers, I became an avid Dodgers fan. Back then, the city hosted three major-league baseball teams—the Dodgers (lovingly known, in true Brooklynese, as “dem Bums”), the Giants, and the Yankees. Loyalties ran deep as blood. (After the Dodgers’ owner Walter O’Malley moved the team to Los Angeles in 1957, a joke in Brooklyn ran: “Q: What would you do if you were in a room with Hitler, Stalin, and Walter O’Malley, and you had a gun with only two bullets? A: Easy. I would shoot Walter O’Malley twice.”)


I would go to Ebbets Field with my father when I was younger and then, when he was away more often as I got older, I’d go with my friends. Television didn’t exist, of course, so if you wanted to see a game you had to go to the ballpark. On the radio, the Dodgers’ announcer Red Barber re-created games from telegraph reports, evoking the sights, smells, and sounds of the game with extraordinary color, warmth, and insight. But going to the stadium itself was a magical experience, and I fell completely under its spell.


Teams played seventy-seven home games in those years, and I saw the Dodgers about twenty-five times a season. We always sat in the bleachers, which cost something like a quarter or fifty cents, though my father would often tip an usher and get us into the grandstands. In the bleachers, Hilda Chester, the Dodgers’ biggest fan, led the cheers with her resounding cowbell, and we would all respond. Duke Snider and Dixie Walker were my Dodger heroes, but Dolph Camilli, Cookie Lavagetto, Joe “Ducky” Medwick, Pee Wee Reese, Carl Furillo, and Jackie Robinson also inhabited my pantheon. I tracked the team’s statistics with enthusiasm and rigor.


Beyond the Dodgers, a big event would be going to downtown Brooklyn—not Manhattan, which seemed like another universe. My father did electrical work for one of the grander theaters downtown called the Albee, so we would sometimes go there.


More typically, we’d go to local movie houses like the Kameo Theater on the corner of Nostrand Avenue and Eastern Parkway or the Savoy on Bedford Avenue. I went to the movies on Saturday afternoon because there was always a double feature. Two movies for the price of one: It seemed like an incredible boon. Why didn’t everybody take advantage of that? I was perplexed. It never occurred to me, of course, that adults might not want to watch movies in a theater packed with hundreds of kids.


I’d sometimes go to the movies with my mother, who dragged me to a never-ending series of films starring her favorite actress, Bette Davis. As a result, even as a kid, I was familiar with the complete Bette Davis oeuvre, along with Abbott and Costello comedies, horror flicks like The Wolf Man, and the rest of kids’ matinee fare.


Every summer, our family would go to the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York, just a couple of hours outside the city. We could never afford one of the fancy hotels like Grossinger’s or the Concord, but we’d go to a modest one in Kiamesha Lake called the Fairmount. When money was particularly tight, we’d rent rooms in what was called a kuchaleyn, a boardinghouse in which you would share the kitchen with other visitors and cook for your own family to save money.


The Catskills became known as the Borscht Belt, and not just because of the favorite soup among the Russian and Eastern European Jewish immigrants who vacationed there. Life at the hotels was about food, food, and more food. At mealtime in the dining room, there was no limit on what you could order. The food was delicious, the courses endless, and the clientele of connoisseur eaters satisfied far beyond reason. Three bagels and lox for breakfast? You got it. Two steaks for dinner? No problem.


I so much looked forward to those two-week vacations. To a city kid like me, the Catskills were wondrously rural, a marvelous world unto itself. There were pools, lots of kids and loads of athletics during the day, and wonderful shows at night. You always heard about Brown’s Country Club or the Concord Hotel, where well-known entertainers would appear. The Borscht Belt earned a deserved reputation as the proving ground for such comics as Milton Berle, Henny Youngman, Jack E. Leonard, and Red Buttons. The Fairmount would get the scaled-down versions of shows like those, but still with credible singers and comedians.


I had a wide range of interests, but no single overwhelming passion. Unlike some of my friends, I did not collect records or comic books, but I enjoyed them both. I collected stamps, but I was not obsessed. I did love listening to music on the radio. The favorite program in our house was The Make Believe Ballroom on WNEW, which was hosted by Martin Block, a preeminent DJ in those days. Block would play records while pretending to be broadcasting from a dance hall in which the singers were actually appearing; hence, the title of his enormously popular show. (It was not that different, in a way, from the audio re-creations of baseball games on the radio.) He played the likes of Frank Sinatra, Kay Starr, Dinah Shore, Bing Crosby, Dick Haymes, and Perry Como in his dance palace of the imagination.


When I was eleven or twelve, friends of mine began celebrating birthdays in Manhattan, and I would be excited to go to Radio City Music Hall, the Roxy, the Capitol Theatre, or the Paramount. They all featured stage shows as well as films. It’s amazing to think about today, but performers like Sinatra or Ethel Waters would do five or six shows a day. You could see a movie and then a performance by a prominent singer.


Because Sinatra was so adored by his audience of female bobbysoxers, I remember quixotically supporting Bing Crosby against him in the musical debates of the day. It seemed as if you had to take a side, and apart from his considerable talent, I liked Crosby because he was the underdog. Of course, as my ear grew more sophisticated, I came to realize how truly incredible a singer Sinatra was, deservedly honored as the master pop vocalist of his age. Whether working with big bands or in smaller settings, his effortless blending of jazz and pop, his innate musicality, and his natural gift for phrasing were spellbinding.


Until television came along, our family evenings would be spent sitting around the radio and listening to the prominent shows featuring comedians like Jack Benny, Fred Allen, Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, Groucho Marx, George Burns and Gracie Allen, and Bob Hope. In their insight, wit, quips, and repartee, they defined funny. To this day, I can laugh out loud remembering the notoriously tightfisted character Jack Benny used to play. In one of his famous routines, he got held up at gunpoint, and the robber demanded, “Your money or your life!” The radio would be silent for a long time, and the thief would grow agitated and insist, “I said, your money or your life!” With perfect deadpan timing, Benny would respond, “I’m thinking, I’m thinking!”


When I was thirteen I saw my first Broadway musical with a classmate of mine to celebrate his birthday. It was an operetta called The New Moon, with music by Sigmund Romberg and book and lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein, Frank Mandel, and Laurence Schwab. That was the beginning of my love affair with musical theater. I often couldn’t afford to buy tickets myself, but my generous friends and their families quickly identified me as a most appreciative and enthusiastic guest.


When I saw Follow the Girls with Jackie Gleason and Gertrude Niesen, the audience demanded that Niesen come out for something like ten curtain calls after she sang “I Wanna Get Married.” She added new bawdy verses with each succeeding call. It was intoxicating. The show-stopping numbers in Broadway musicals completely exhilarated me, and I came to love original-cast albums, stunned that so many classic songs could come out of one play. Such shows as Oklahoma!, Carousel, and The King and I, all written by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein, were crammed with so many great songs, each one more compelling than the next. They were instantly memorable, and a lesson in the immediate and enduring value of aesthetic quality.


Within our family, I grew particularly close to two of my aunts: Jeanette, who lived with us for a while before she got married, and Dorothy, both of whom were younger sisters of my mother. I was at my aunt Jeanette’s apartment on Lefferts Avenue on a Sunday in December 1941, having slept over, when we got word that Pearl Harbor had been bombed. I was only nine at the time, but I clearly remember it. As the war unfolded, I followed the daily progress. We underwent air-raid drills, and talk of the war was everywhere. One night I was kept awake by the continual, inconsolable cries and whines of our next-door neighbor’s dog. The following morning our neighbors learned that their son had been killed in action.


I was transfixed and greatly inspired by the speeches of Churchill, and by the bravery of our allies in Britain as they endured ravaging bombing raids. It was so hard to imagine having to live through that. My hero was our president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. To me, and pretty much everyone I knew, he was a benevolent father figure. It was an article of faith that he had guided us out of the Depression by ushering in the visionary and humane programs of the New Deal, and now he was commanding us to victory in war. Our faith in him was total. Then one day, as I was walking along Nostrand Avenue after school, I heard that he had suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and died. It was shattering.


After the war ended in 1945, we began to become aware of the horrifying magnitude of the Holocaust. It just seemed too staggering to comprehend. With the publication of books like Anne Frank’s diaries, we learned more of the gruesome details. It was disorienting because I personally had never experienced anti-Semitism. It would be spoken about, but all the rich textures of Jewish life were so intrinsic to my sheltered existence in Brooklyn that it seemed like an abstraction.


When it came time for high school, I enrolled at Erasmus Hall in Flatbush, a beautifully ornate campus school where I got a first-rate education. I commuted every day by subway. Barbra Streisand, Neil Diamond, Mickey Spillane, and Bernard Malamud are among its many notable graduates. Erasmus was demanding academically, which enlivened me and made me thrive. I was grilled and drilled in spelling and grammar, and to this day I diagram sentences in my head, and I’m innately distracted by grammatical errors. Watch those flying apostrophes! Does no one know the difference between its and it’s anymore? (Once in a while I’d slip, and this occasional inability to resist correcting an egregious mistake in grammar in my executives’ reports would later become a staple among the “Clive stories” that circulated in the music business. Fair enough.)


I did very well at Erasmus, and was active socially. As I did in elementary school, I ran for office and was elected lieutenant governor. I graduated in three and a half years, when I was seventeen. Beyond that, my life during high school remained much the same as before. We still lived in the same apartment, and I stayed friendly with the kids I grew up with on my block. Our family still enjoyed our two-week summer vacations in the Catskills.


I got my first summer job at sixteen, through a friend of Seena’s. I was hired to work at the switchboard of the complaint department of Sears Roebuck. That entire summer, I listened to housewives lament that their Kenmore washing machine or dryer or refrigerator had broken down, and I dutifully scheduled the service calls. I also worked as a soda jerk for a while, at a candy store on the corner of Nostrand Avenue and Union Street. It was a dream job, because I loved ice cream.


There was an ice cream parlor in our neighborhood known as Schaffer’s that made its own ice cream, and people from all over Brooklyn would go there. They used to serve quarter pints, which they called “gills.” My mother’s favorite was coffee ice cream, and that became my favorite, too. It would be a great night when either she or my father would bring home a gill of coffee ice cream. To this day, ice cream remains my favorite dessert. You can put pies, brownies, and cakes in front of me, and I’m perfectly content to leave them alone. But I do love ice cream.


It was almost subliminal, but at some point I became aware that people in my mother’s family tended to die young. High blood pressure ran in her family, and that was deadly in those days. Both her parents died before I was born, and she lost her sister Esther at thirty-eight. Her two older brothers, Willie and Abe, both died at around fifty. Her brother Lou had a congenital heart problem, and died when he was forty-one. My father, meanwhile, had one brother who died in his fifties, though his parents lived into their late eighties, and his three sisters lived nearly that long as well.


In my mid teens, I became aware that my mother had high blood pressure. She was hospitalized for it at least twice that I recall, and I learned about the numbers and what they meant: If they rose above 200, it was threatening. They lacked effective treatments for hypertension, so she was put on a strict rice diet. Occasionally her pressure came down to 170 or 180 over 100, but it was never eradicated. I didn’t completely understand the seriousness of it, but I was frightened by her condition, knowing the family history.


My father, meanwhile, continued to travel a great deal. His comings and goings weren’t disruptive, exactly, but they made for a strange rhythm in our family dynamic. For the most part, he would just reenter the domestic flow whenever he returned. When I was about sixteen, however, it became apparent that a strain had developed in my parents’ relationship. It was unspoken, but palpable. There was concern that my father had developed a relationship with another woman.


It was profoundly unsettling for me, even traumatic. I’d hear whispers. I’d walk in on arguments. Much against my own wishes, I began to believe it might possibly be true. Then one of my mother’s sisters became suspicious of the widow of her brother—of their brother. She believed that my father was having an affair with their sister-in-law Ruth, who lived in the building next door to us.


One night, while I was playing punchball on our block, I saw Ruth walk out of her building, and I followed her. With my heart racing, I trailed her the two and a half long blocks to Bedford Avenue, and then watched, devastated, as she climbed into my father’s car. I went back to her building and waited for her to come home. When she did, I confronted her. She couldn’t deny that she had gotten into my father’s car, but she denied that there was a relationship between them.


I couldn’t bring myself to speak directly to my father about it, so I wrote a letter, confronting him with what I saw. My father loved me, there’s no question about that. He was proud of me. I was the light of his life. But this situation came between us. I was furious with him for betraying my mother, and I was angry with my aunt as well. It was unheard of. This was Aunt Ruth, the wife of Uncle Lou, who had died at forty-one. We had gone on vacations with them. I was so close to her two daughters, my first cousins.


After my father read my letter, he came to speak to me. He, too, denied everything. “You jumped to hasty conclusions, and it’s just not true,” he said. “On certain trips, when I was away, yes, I might have been with other women. But it was never meaningful. My relationship is with your mother. When you grow older, you’ll understand. For now, you’re being too judgmental. The best thing for you to do is to forget about this.”


To this day, I don’t know what the full nature of their affair was. But I have never forgotten it. My father continued to live at home, but the underlying tension that had developed between us never abated. I did always feel protected and loved by him but there was a permanent rift.





Recovering from Shattering Losses


Despite the strain that my father’s affair had introduced into our family, on the surface our lives continued as they always had, in part because he continued to travel a great deal. Most significantly, I graduated from Erasmus and, on the strength of my academic performance there, was awarded a full-tuition scholarship to Washington Square College, as the downtown undergraduate campus of New York University was then known. I was ecstatic, and my parents were extremely proud. I could never have afforded to attend a school like NYU without a scholarship, so the achievement had importance well beyond its prestige. I still had to live at home, because my scholarship didn’t cover room and board, but that was fine with me.


My parents took great personal pleasure in my successes, but I was hardly spoiled. I always did my share of household chores. I cleaned the windows, waxed the floors, and helped around the house in general. It was hard work, but it was made clear to me that it was important and, indeed, necessary that I pitch in. That said, my mother, by nature, was openhearted, giving, loving, and selfless. I probably was indulged by her to some degree. As a kid, you don’t even realize it. But my primary responsibility was to be a good student. That and that alone was regarded as the key to rising above one’s station. Consequently, my doing well in that arena made everyone happy.


College entailed a certain amount of pressure, since I had to maintain a B average to keep my scholarship, but, fortunately, that didn’t prove difficult. As for choosing a professional course for my studies, that wasn’t too hard to figure out, either. My father the electrician was extremely handy, but his talents totally skipped my generation. My fix-it skills were nonexistent, so anything technical was out. Nor did I have a scientific bent, which I would have needed to study premed—plus I was a little squeamish about blood.


My parents had instilled in me the notion that the goal of education was to prepare for a profession. I just seemed to have a self-starting drive from birth. Because I enjoyed public speaking and had been elected to student council positions in both elementary and high school, I chose political science as my major, with the goal of eventually going to law school. Not that I had any particular idea about what that meant, or what lawyers actually do. I didn’t know any lawyers. But I had to choose a profession, and law made the most sense.


Eager to participate in the social and political life of NYU, I ran for president of the freshman class. One day as I was campaigning in a motorcade around the Greenwich Village campus, my father, in another of his characteristic pranks, drove by in his car and loudly honked his horn. I was embarrassed and pretended not to hear him, though I can see now that it was his way of supporting me and expressing his pride. I did win the election.


My mother, meanwhile, had taken a job as a saleslady in a women’s clothing store on Avenue J in Flatbush to help out with money at home. Then, in November 1950, when I was eighteen and in my sophomore year, I got a call that my mother had suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and was being taken to Kings County Hospital in Brooklyn. It was late afternoon, and I was home alone; my father was traveling for work. There was no one I could ask to take me to the hospital. Eventually, I managed to get there, and I saw her lying on a mobile bed. She turned, saw me, and waved me away as if she didn’t want me to see her so ill. And then she died.


Needless to say, that was a devastating, life-altering loss. I had been so close to her, and, despite the warning signs about her health, her death at forty-seven seemed sudden and irrevocable. I was in shock. She was my emotional support system, my ultimate closeness. For the longest time, I couldn’t even think of my mother without feeling myself go numb; the pain of losing her was too much to bear. It was the most profound loss of my life, no question. Over the decades that followed, I made a point of keeping in touch with her two closest friends, just to maintain whatever tie with her I could.


Beyond its emotional impact, my mother’s death raised important practical concerns. The primary one was where was I going to live? Would I stay in our apartment with my father, who was away so much? I was still a teenager, just a sophomore in college. Should he stop traveling to stay there more often and take care of me? How would he make a living? Even more to the point, the nature of his relationship with Aunt Ruth had never been resolved, and that remained a source of unspoken tension between us. Then, stunningly, just three months after my mother’s death, my father suffered a heart attack. He survived, but now high blood pressure and potentially fatal heart problems clouded his life as well.


We decided that the best solution was for me to move in with my sister, Seena, her husband, Jerry, and their infant daughter, Honey. They had bought a small, semidetached, three-bedroom house in Bayside, Queens, for perhaps ten or fifteen thousand dollars, and I was able to take the third bedroom.


As I mentioned, Seena and I had never been especially close, primarily because she was seven years older than me and had moved out of our family’s apartment when I was just twelve. But I became extremely grateful to her for sharing her home with me at this critical time, and it substantially deepened our relationship. People joke that family consists of the people who have to take you in when you have no place else to go, but it’s a far more serious story when you really need help like that. That’s when you know what “blood is thicker than water” actually means. When adversity hits, that family ethic establishes itself. Seena’s automatic assumption of responsibility for me, her reaching out for me when I needed her most, is something that has stayed with me all my life, and profoundly impressed on me the true significance of family.


Eleven months after my mother passed away, my father had a second heart attack and died. He was fifty-six. It was another crushing loss. That there was so much unfinished business between my father and me only made it more difficult. Regardless, I had loved both my parents very much, and felt deeply loved by them. Losing them so close together at such a young age was like a violent entry into adulthood. It made me feel that anything, however cherished and secure, might be taken from me at any time.


Again, there were also practical matters to address. My sister didn’t have much money, and I had none, beyond the little I could save from summer jobs. I knew that my father had a life insurance policy for ten thousand dollars, and I assumed that Seena and I would be the beneficiaries. Instead, I got a call from my cousin, a daughter of my father’s sister. She said, “Clive, I know you’re expecting ten thousand dollars, but over the last year or two, your father borrowed money from my mother against his life insurance policy. So there’s only four thousand dollars coming to you and your sister.”


It may have been naïve of me, but I was shocked that my aunt, who was quite well-to-do, would have repaid herself before giving the money to us. Obviously there are two sides to that story. I can see it now, but at the time, I couldn’t believe it. Seena, with characteristic grace, gave her share to me. That was all the money I had in the world, and there was much of college and all of law school looming.


After those jolts to my world, my life went on, though with a tremendous hole in my heart. Bayside was a pleasant community, something of a placid, leafy suburb in those days, and I commuted to NYU every day from there. My sister lived on 214th Street near Horace Harding Boulevard, which is now the Long Island Expressway. I would take the bus from there to the 179th Street subway stop in Jamaica, Queens, where I would then catch the F train to NYU. The journey was somewhere between an hour and ninety minutes each way, which gave me plenty of time to read and study—and to shoot the breeze with my new best friend, Harold Lubell, who was in my year at school, and made the trip with me each day.


I grew closer with my sister as I lived with her, and luckily, Aunt Jeanette and Aunt Dorothy and their families had also moved to Bayside and lived just a few blocks away. I would have dinner at Aunt Jeanette’s a couple of nights a week, which made for a nurturing, ongoing family life, however fragmented. It also eased the pressure on my sister of having me in such close quarters with her husband and a baby.


Jeanette had two children: Carol, who was eight years younger than I, and Jo Sue, who was five years younger than Carol. I often babysat for Carol on weekends. I’d bring friends over to Jeanette’s house, and we’d play cards or other games while looking after Carol and, eventually, Jo. I grew so close with Jeanette that she became like a substitute mother. To this day, her daughter Jo is like a sister to me, and my closest friend.


I also developed a strong nucleus of friends at college. I joined a house plan, which was like a fraternity but didn’t require living in a communal house or indulging in the excesses and biases of many frats. The house plan involved a good deal of socializing, which was great for me, and some of the friends I made then remain close to me today. Two school friends lived nearby in Bayside. One was Harold, who was in my house plan, and the other was a girl named Lola Fiur, whom everybody called Rusti because of her fiery red hair. I dated Rusti for a while, and she and I and Harold and his wife, Ruth, remained bonded over the years and continued to have dinner together every few months until Harold died just this past summer.


To make my travels a bit easier, I bought a very used car, a Chevrolet, for about a hundred dollars, so I could get around on weekends. The car also helped with one of my summer jobs—as a Scripto pen-and-pencil salesman. I would sell to stationery stores, candy stores, and the like, and I made good commissions.


Mostly, though, I threw myself energetically into life at NYU, in part to distract myself from my grief. Somewhere in the back of my mind I was always aware that I was an orphan, and I needed to find ways to fill that feeling of emptiness. As close as I became with my sister, her home was not my home.


Academically, I worked hard and maintained an A– average, keeping my scholarship safe. From being president of the freshman class, I went on to become secretary of the student council, vice president, and then president. And I kept my social life busy. The house plan always had events on weekends, and I actively dated.


Campus politics enlivened me as well. It gave me causes and a purpose, along with a kind of home. I felt imbued with the issues of the time, and it felt important to participate, to govern and have an impact, to help shape events rather than merely be governed by others. It provided the opportunity to deal with the most interesting and intelligent doers on campus. I felt that it lifted me out of the pack. Back to the advice of my parents again, it appealed to the part of me that was people-oriented, rather than just academic.


I was a political science major after all, and was genuinely fascinated by government and politics. I joined the Young Democratic Club of New York. I was a Roosevelt Democrat, and, like so many young progressives in the Fifties, a huge supporter of Adlai Stevenson, the liberal Democrat from Illinois who ran against Dwight Eisenhower for the presidency in 1952 and 1956, unfortunately losing both times. I thought that Stevenson, who was so witty, articulate, and principled, was the second coming, embodying everything a politician should be. He looked back to Roosevelt, but he also foreshadowed the farsighted domestic policies of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson in the Sixties.


Ever practical, I also was aware that all of my prominent activities were enhancing my résumé. As with college, I would need a scholarship to be able to go to law school, and everyone knew that you couldn’t just rely on a stellar academic record. I needed to distinguish myself; these were my extracurricular activities, and I wanted them to be as strong as possible. So I was simultaneously bolstering myself against the losses I had suffered, working hard and enjoying myself as much as I could, and setting the stage for the next major adventure of my life.





A Harvard Man


With studying, student politics, and socializing, my remaining years at NYU passed happily and successfully. I did extremely well academically, and graduated Phi Beta Kappa. I was president of the student council, and was elected president of my alumni class as well. Best of all, I had a choice of first-rate law schools to attend. NYU Law School offered me a prestigious Root-Tilden-Kern Public Interest Scholarship, but I felt that it was time for me to explore life outside New York. Other than my family’s vacations in the Catskills and a car trip I had made with some NYU friends to Miami Beach, I had hardly spent any time at all outside the city.


Also, Seena was pregnant with her second child, my nephew Fred, so it really would not have been easy for me to continue to live with her family in Bayside. Even if I had stayed in New York, I would have had to live in a dorm, which made the idea of leaving more enticing. Besides, as close as I had grown to be with my sister and my aunt, they were not my mother. I still felt that huge loss, and very much needed something to fill the void. Perhaps a change of scenery would provide it.


The idea of leaving New York took on vivid life when I was offered a full-tuition scholarship to Harvard Law School. So much lore surrounded Harvard that I felt it was a crowning achievement just to be accepted. To win a scholarship to go there was over the top, the epitome of everything I had worked for to that point in my life. Turning it down was inconceivable.


My accomplishments at NYU, capped by the scholarship to Harvard, had masked my characteristic insecurity, my subconscious expectation that something bad could happen at any moment. Harvard delivered on that expectation, and made those insecurities a reality. Suddenly I was in a world where it seemed that all my classmates had graduated at the top of their class, where everyone was Phi Beta Kappa. Every student, let alone the faculty, seemed polished and well spoken. At the same time, everyone felt the potential judgment of that classic line that incoming students would hear about Harvard Law: “Look at the person on your right, and look at the person on your left. One of you won’t be here next year.”


Similar to when I started at NYU, I was very conscious of my vulnerable scholarship status at Harvard. I needed to maintain a B average to keep my funding, and no wealthy relative was waiting in the wings to foot the bill if I fell short. I still had four thousand dollars to my name. I was not getting an allowance from anyone. The stakes were very clear and very high: If I didn’t make the grade, I was out. I literally couldn’t afford to slip up.


While I had consistently been an A student, I always ran scared and never took that level of performance for granted. I was all too aware that each grade had to be earned each time, and Harvard was going to be a crucial test in that regard. You had no formal exams until the end of your first year, so you never really knew where you stood. I had a wonderful professor named Warren A. Seavey, and we learned by the Socratic method, in which every question is answered by another question. It was intellectually exhilarating, a true stretching of the mind, but also very unsettling. Nothing was definitive, and it felt as if you could never be certain of what you knew or didn’t know. It was excruciating, the most anxiety-ridden year I’ve ever spent.


Everyone around me at school was tense for the same reasons, but there were other reasons why I was tense. NYU had been an important step in my development, but Harvard really made me aware of the degree to which I had grown up on the block in Brooklyn and how small and narrow that upbringing was. Even in college, I’d had very little exposure to anything outside the cultural frame provided by my Brooklyn years, which revolved around school, street sports, family, and the Dodgers—and not necessarily in that order! My environment was lower-middle class at best, and overwhelmingly Jewish. A background like that was far more common at NYU than at Harvard, and I felt the difference acutely. It was a growing-up experience for me, a tremendous opening-up of my eyes. Leaving my hometown. Leaving the womb.


To this point in my life, my friends, my family, my activism, and my attainments had all shaped and shored up my identity, and all of them were either unavailable or didn’t seem quite so special at Harvard. This was the first time that I was living outside New York, and, in a kind of delayed reaction, I was no longer able to insulate myself from the crushing loss of my parents. I was used to going home to my sister’s house, with my beloved aunt just a few blocks away. Now I knew maybe three or four people in my entering class. When I’d go back to my room and close the door, I felt alone. The normal loneliness that you feel when you leave your family and home and go off to school was intensified by coming to grips with the death of my parents. I felt the enormity of the loss from the day I began Harvard Law School. I felt alone in the world.


I lived on campus that first year, in Hastings Hall, the law school’s oldest residence. My roommate was from Wisconsin. He was bright and charming. We got along fine until we took our practice exams at the end of the first semester. I got Bs and Cs, which was terrifying, the lowest grades I’d ever received. Even worse, he got Ds and Fs. After that I never saw him. He would get up at six, go to his classes, and then hit the library until two in the morning. It was like living alone. On the rare occasions when I did see him, he looked stricken with panic.


The scuttlebutt at school was that you could expect to score a grade or two higher on your actual exams than on the practice ones, but there was no guarantee of that. I never assumed anything anyway, so I just bore down harder. It was horrendous. Everyone was worried. As the spring semester progressed, I grew increasingly anxious, the issues at school intensified by my inner feelings of loneliness.


Then, for the first and only time in my life, I began to experience anxiety attacks. Unlike now, very few people talked about this sort of thing in the early Fifties, and I felt as if I were completely losing control. I was studying hard and, as exams approached, I felt nervous and experienced an irrational, overarching sense of dread. I wasn’t sleeping well, and I had difficulty concentrating. I began to be afraid that I was going to pass out, as if I might faint while taking my exams and would consequently fail. I was deeply frightened.


Things got serious enough that I made an appointment to see a psychologist at the health services center on campus. He was empathetic and reassuring, emphasizing the circumstantial nature of my complaints and the degree to which nearly everyone at Harvard Law was going through some version of what I was experiencing. There was no way to make the situation less of a strain, he admitted, so there was no magic fix. He simply encouraged me that if I hung in there and got through my exams, things would settle down and I would feel better.


I saw him once a week for eight or ten weeks as I was preparing for my exams, and he turned out to be right. I did very well, and got outstanding grades. I qualified for Law Review, but I was given another option, which I decided to accept. I was offered a spot on the Board of Student Advisors, which ran the school’s moot court competition. What made the difference to me was that if you joined the Board of Student Advisors, you were considered a faculty member and you got paid five hundred dollars. That sounded good to me. I needed the five hundred bucks, so that decision was made.


No one’s life is one-dimensional, so at the same time I was undergoing all that emotional turmoil, I actually also loved being at Harvard. I felt a certain exhilaration just walking around the university’s main campus, which was separate from the law school, and Cambridge was a total delight. Hastings Hall, where I was living, was beautiful and evocative, the classic vision of what life at college might look like.


Though Jews were a distinct minority in the law school, they were still better-represented than in the general population—we’re talking lawyers, after all! But Harvard was much more of a gentile society than I had ever encountered, with the eating clubs and those kinds of social organizations, and it definitely took some getting used to. It was very preppy. Everybody wore khaki pants and a tweed jacket. I liked that look, though, and had no problem adapting it to my own tastes. Boston is a great town. Radcliffe and Wellesley were nearby in the suburbs, and there were other schools close by as well. There were lots of young people around, and affordable places to eat and socialize, whenever I could spare a minute to do so.


I moved off campus for my second and third years, which lowered the heat on the law-school pressure cooker. Happily, my traumatized first-year roommate ended up passing, so he moved on as well. I was feeling much more comfortable and secure, having survived the first-year gauntlet and gotten a little used to life away from home. In the course of the year, I had made some like-minded friends at school, most of them New Yorkers, and four of us moved into a house at 54 Wendell Street, just a short walk from the law school.


We had a great house, and we all got along well. It was a really valuable learning experience. We took turns cooking, and shared responsibilities for the house, which I’d never done before outside a family or institutional setting. I began dating a woman named Leah Epstein, who was going to Boston University, and we saw each other for a year or so.


I also remained close to my family. I called my sister Seena and my aunt Jeanette every week, and saw them when I went home for breaks. Jeanette’s younger daughter, Jo, became like a sister to me. I still kept in touch with my college friends, principally Harold Lubell and Rusti Fiur, my Bayside commuting partners. Whenever I came back to Queens, we would all get together with our other NYU friends, many of whom had also gone on to law or medical school. All of that kept me grounded and connected to my roots.


Finally, however, Harvard made me begin to wonder whether I was cut out for the law. A lot of the course work was dull, in my view, and the grind seemed implacable. Interestingly, though, I took a copyright course that required us to subscribe to Variety, the bible of the entertainment business. The paper had its own jargon and perhaps it was never going to win any literary prizes, but the writing in it was very lively, and I found myself drawn to all the statistics about hit movies and TV shows. I’d loved numbers ever since my days tracking the daily ups and downs of the Dodgers, and this seemed similarly enjoyable and precise—a measurable way to determine the impact of something that might otherwise seem ephemeral. At the very least, my devoted reading of Variety provided welcome relief from my law books—and an intriguing harbinger of things to come.


As I had at NYU, I continued to work over summer vacations and during semester breaks in law school in order to make money. After manning the complaint line for Sears Roebuck and doing sales for Scripto, I worked as a day-camp counselor one summer and as a busboy at the Avon Lodge in the Catskills. Then, after I finished my first year at law school, I took a job as head waiter at Camp Equinunk in the Pocono Mountains in northeastern Pennsylvania. The job paid well, and I got good tips, so I took the job again the following summer. Camp Blue Ridge was Equinunk’s sister camp for girls, and it was there that I met my first wife, Helen Cohen, who was a counselor there.


Helen was eighteen at the time, and I was twenty-three. She was a student at the University of Michigan, and totally different from any girl I had ever dated before—pure, idealistic, innocent—and we fell in love. She was five feet seven inches tall with light brown hair, twinkling hazel eyes, a fair complexion, and a very appealing collegiate look, evocative of the girls I would see at Radcliffe and Wellesley. It was especially fun, because one of Helen’s sorority sisters, Diane Intriligator, was working with her at Blue Ridge, and she fell in love with my housemate Steve Jacobson, whom I had convinced to come work at Equinunk with me. We all spent the following year, my third and final year at Harvard, traveling back and forth between Boston and Ann Arbor, and being in touch nearly every day.


Helen’s family lived in a lovely home at 25 Grymes Hill Road on Staten Island, and they were quite well-to-do. I liked her father, Julius, although he was an archconservative Republican, and it was hard to take his political pronouncements, given my own decidedly opposite views. Her mother, Cherie, was a beautiful, gracious person whom I genuinely loved. Missing my own parents, I found Helen’s family’s obvious closeness very comforting and appealing.


Clearly, Helen and I were going to move back to New York after I graduated, so I spent my third year applying for jobs and interviewing with law firms. I decided that I wanted to go with a smaller firm, thinking that I would learn more, rather than simply doing the basic work that a larger firm would give to their regiments of first-year hires. Plus, after the upheavals in my personal life and the intense competitiveness of Harvard, I was in no hurry to plunge into the Manhattan legal rat race. I thought a smaller firm might be a bit easier-going in that regard. Coming out of Harvard, I had strong academic credentials, and assumed that I would end up with a range of attractive options.


It was during this job search that I experienced my first personal encounter with anti-Semitism. I had an interview with a prestigious Manhattan law firm. The conversation seemed to have gone well, and my interviewer was writing some notes when he got a call from a partner and had to leave the room. He left his notepad on his desk, and I couldn’t help but peer over to see what he had written. Essentially, he noted that I had an outstanding record and that my interview had been good, but he wasn’t sure I was—and these are his words and his quotation marks—“ ‘right’ for the firm.”


Maybe I’m doing him an injustice, but those quotation marks seemed damning. To me it meant that this was a white-shoe firm and perhaps as a Jew I wouldn’t fit in. I can’t imagine what else it could have signified. In any event, I accepted a job with Hale, Kay & Brennan, a small downtown firm where I would be doing nonlitigation work. Despite their size, they were willing to pay the going rate for top law school graduates, which in 1956 was, hard as it is to believe today, $4,500 a year. We had a deal.


Helen and I got married on September 2, 1956, shortly after I graduated. Her parents arranged a beautiful wedding at the Savoy Plaza, which was located in Manhattan at Fifty-ninth Street and Fifth Avenue, where the General Motors building is today. We couldn’t have been happier, though one problem remained. I had been drafted, and without a student deferment there was a good chance that I would be called for service.


Given that uncertainty, we stayed with Helen’s parents on Staten Island as we waited to see what would develop. I could easily commute to work from there because Hale, Kay & Brennan was located on Wall Street. Also not far from Wall Street, coincidentally, was 39 Whitehall Street, the Army Building later made famous by Arlo Guthrie as the place where new draftees go to get “injected, inspected, detected, infected, neglected, and selected” in his classic song “Alice’s Restaurant.” I said good-bye to Helen, her parents, my sister, and my aunts, and showed up at Whitehall Street for my physical.


My only hope for deferment was that I had bad allergies to certain foods, cats, feathers, and dust. My doctor wrote a letter describing my condition, and I brought it with me, not really giving it much thought. I went through the hours-long process Guthrie described, and finally was at the stage where I was about to be “selected.” The man there looked at me, looked at my various forms and papers, and simply said, “Okay, you can leave.” I said, “Leave? Where do I go?” He said, “You go home.” I had gotten rejected based on my doctor’s letter.


When I came home, Helen burst into tears, but we were euphoric. We immediately started looking for an apartment that we could afford.





A New Life Back in New York


The formula for figuring out an affordable rent at the time was one week’s salary after taxes. Since my weekly salary was less than one hundred dollars, we were somewhat limited, to say the least, in terms of the type of place we could get. We certainly couldn’t afford anything decent in Manhattan. I was familiar with Queens, of course, from living with my sister, and I knew that Jamaica Estates was a beautiful area with lovely apartment houses. So we rented a place at 182–25 Wexford Terrace for $125 a month. Its prize feature was a flexible dining room that could be made into a bedroom if necessary.


Understandably, that $125 outlay was much discussed between Helen and me, and among our families. “Don’t take on more than you can afford” was the economic watchword, and I was so used to watching every penny that the last thing I wanted was to have to worry about my monthly rent. I knew that there would be a bonus at the end of the year, and I was confident that things would work out. But, absurd as it might sound now, it was a real issue. Once it was decided, we arranged to move, and settled in. Helen transferred to NYU from Michigan and set out to complete her BA. I commuted to Wall Street to work at Hale, Kay & Brennan. Our social lives revolved primarily around our families and friends from college and law school.


Things were a bit dull at work, but I was learning a great deal. Hale, Kay & Brennan handled estates and did corporate and tax work, and that’s where my efforts were concentrated. I hadn’t examined their client list closely enough to realize that a large percentage of their business came from one company, a firm called Cary Chemicals, for which I did no work. One day I learned through the grapevine that Cary was going to merge with another company, and Hale, Kay & Brennan was going to lose the account. The firm had started up in 1952, and had only three or four partners, and maybe three or four associates. I was the most recent associate to be hired, and therefore the most vulnerable.


As it happens, the firm lost Cary and another account, and did let two associates go, but kept me on. I was relieved, but rudely awakened to how precarious my situation was at such a small firm. I made up my mind that I had to protect myself. I consulted the Martindale-Hubbell law directory and wrote to twenty of the larger firms that had interviewed at Harvard in my last year there. One of the firms I applied to was Rosenman, Colin, Kaye, Petschek and Freund, which was among the most prominent so-called Jewish law firms in New York at the time, with about forty lawyers. Sam Rosenman had been a lawyer and speechwriter for both FDR and Harry Truman, and was a powerful figure in Democratic politics. His son Robert had been my classmate at Harvard. I met with Murray Cohen, one of Rosenman’s nonlitigation partners, we hit it off, and I got hired.


Going to work at Rosenman was the first real lucky break of my career, not so much for the job itself but for the firm’s client list and the particular work I was able to do. I’m not a fatalist. I believe that hard work makes things happen and helps you be prepared to take advantage when luck comes your way. But sometimes life just drops good things in your lap with no effort at all on your part, and without your even realizing it. This was one of those times.


Among Ralph Colin’s clients were prominent painters and artists, but his biggest and the firm’s most significant client was the broadcasting giant CBS and its pioneering founder, William Paley. I was doing some estate planning and tax work, but I was primarily handling the contractual work for Columbia Artists Management, Inc. (CAMI), which had been a part of CBS until antitrust laws forced a dissolution. CAMI mainly represented classical artists from overseas. I was doing immigration law to get temporary visas for the Russian Ballet or the Russian State Symphony Orchestra, and for renowned figures like Rudolf Nureyev or Mikhail Baryshnikov, if they were going to perform in the United States.


CAMI also had a subsidiary for which I did contracts, called the Broadway Theater Alliance, which ran the bus-and-truck troupe tours of Broadway shows that would perform around the country. It was far more interesting work than I had been doing, and, however unaware I was of it at the time, it was a significant step along the road that I would eventually travel.


In a truly life-changing moment, Helen gave birth to our son Fred in 1959, and, thrilled as we were, his arrival made things a bit crowded in our Wexford Terrace apartment, flexible dining room or no. By this time, I might have been making $9,500 a year, so we had a little breathing room. We looked around and bought a lovely home in Roslyn, Long Island. It even had a backyard, a basic amenity for most homeowners, but a much-appreciated luxury if you’ve lived in apartments most of your life. Helen loved to read, and we formed a book club with some of my colleagues and their wives, including a fellow associate at Rosenman, Walter Yetnikoff, who would eventually go on to a tumultuous career in the music industry. We’d all get together once a month to socialize and discuss the book we had chosen to read.


My boss, Murray Cohen, was a very special man, and I was getting invaluable, intense training under his aegis. I remember his coming into my office once after reading a will I was preparing, and saying, astonished, “You know, you missed two semicolons. How did you miss two semicolons?” I’ll never forget it, and to this day I don’t have a satisfactory answer for him! I know he thought a lot of me, and his perfectionism and attention to detail reminded me of what I enjoyed about my grade school grammar drills. It was a lesson I would apply throughout my career. Sure, vision and big ideas are important, but the smallest details matter, too. If someone is careless in that regard, they’re likely to overlook big problems as well.


I liked the work at Rosenman, and it’s a good thing, because I had to bill fifty hours a week, which meant working very long hours. The commute to Long Island didn’t make matters easier. An additional complication was that, before too long, the ceiling of possibilities at Rosenman came into view. For a variety of reasons, the firm discouraged associates from bringing in new business. The name partners moved in a world where they were attracting multimillionaires and major corporations, and nothing else was needed beyond their efforts. As I was learning the rules of the game, that was fine. I wasn’t moving in those social circles, so it’s not as if I had a line on potential clients on that level anyway. But eventually I began to think, What will my life be like if I stay here? I really can only be a service partner; that is, I would be made partner, but my work would consist of supporting the business Sam Rosenman, Ralph Colin, and the other name partners brought in. My job would be secure, but not especially exciting, distinguished, or lucrative.


And I did still have to think about money. While my economic position had steadily improved, I had not been able to save very much, and now I had a family. Helen, by this point, had graduated from NYU, but she had a son to take care of, and some of the necessary constraints on her own life began to weigh on her. It wasn’t easy for her. She had been a literature major, and was very interested in philosophy and poetry. To put it mildly, those pursuits weren’t widely shared by our Long Island neighbors, and she felt isolated. We would socialize in Manhattan with our friends, but moving there was still out of the question. Helen was nineteen when we married and twenty-two when Fred was born. Though she had the responsibility of a family, she was still finding her way in her own life.


And then one morning I felt an overpowering sadness as I was walking to work along Madison Avenue, nearly enough to bring me to tears. The doubts I’d had about being a lawyer when I was at Harvard reemerged, exacerbated by the shrinking horizons of my job at Rosenman. I still hadn’t found my niche. Something had to change.


Fortunately, my trend of lucky breaks continued. The chief lawyer for Columbia Records was a man named Harvey Schein, who had previously worked at Rosenman. The president of Columbia at the time, Goddard Lieberson, was planning to establish overseas subsidiaries of the company for the first time, specifically in the U.K. and France. Previously, they had only worked with licensees. Schein was working closely with Lieberson on the project. They were traveling together, and doing the planning for what a more international Columbia Records might look like.


Believe it or not, Columbia had a two-man law department at the time, Schein and an assistant. With the new plans for expansion taking shape, Schein wanted a stronger person in his assistant’s slot, and he asked his contacts at Rosenman for a recommendation. Specifically he asked, “Who handles the CAMI account?” because that was the closest work Rosenman did to what he would need his assistant to do at Columbia.


The answer, of course, was me, and so, out of the blue, Schein came to see me. He asked if I enjoyed the CAMI work, which I did. I’d done a good job with the account, and Ron Wilford, who is still the head of CAMI today, and I got along very well. I knew he would vouch for me. Then Schein got to the heart of what he was thinking about. He said, “I’ve got a great opportunity for you. We’re getting closer to doing this deal in the U.K. and France, and when it goes through, I know that Goddard is going to make me the head of International for Columbia Records. When I get that job, my assistant will take over my position, and the person I have now isn’t capable of that. If you come in and replace him, I’ll teach you everything about how the department works. If it all works out, I guarantee you that within a year you will be the chief lawyer for Columbia Records.”


It was now 1960, and he offered me $11,000 to start. “I also guarantee you,” Schein continued, “that when you become chief counsel, you’ll make twenty-five thousand dollars a year.” That had always seemed like a fortune to me, and it was only a year away. It triggered the memory of a real experience of mine. When we were first married, Helen and I were out with Steve Jacobson and his wife, Diane. We were all in a car one night speculating about the future, and Steve asked me what eventual permanent salary would satisfy me as a career goal. I was then earning $4,500 a year and I thought long and hard about it and remember my answer to this day: $25,000 a year! See, Harvard doesn’t teach you everything.


Unfortunately, I knew nothing about music to speak of, not that it was a requirement of the job. When I was a teenager, I liked music, and had even studied it a bit in college, but it was never a hobby of mine or a craving. I enjoyed singing, and was a member of the glee club at NYU. I still listened to the radio, but my tastes remained the conventional adult tastes of that era: Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, Dinah Shore, Kay Starr, Broadway theater albums—nothing out of the ordinary that would predict a career in the music industry, even as a fantasy or an “if only” desire.


As for early rock ’n’ roll, I had little interest in it. Today, rock musicians tour and record into their sixties and seventies, and fans in their forties, fifties, and sixties seek out new music, even if only the latest releases by the artists they grew up with and love. In the Fifties, though, rock ’n’ roll was for teenagers. It was inconceivable that an ambitious, married New York lawyer in his late twenties would seriously discuss the latest records by Elvis Presley, Little Richard, or Buddy Holly, let alone adopt their fashions or hairstyles. That would all come later. Unlike many people my age and older, I didn’t see rock ’n’ roll as the end of civilization. It just wasn’t for me, any more than Hula-Hoops or coonskin Davy Crockett hats were. That music was for kids, and I was a grown-up with grown-up things on my mind.


Nonetheless, the prospect of working in the entertainment business was intriguing—particularly at the salary Harvey Schein had mentioned! But I wanted to make sure that going to Columbia Records would be the right move for me, so I talked it over with Ralph Colin, one of the two major partners in the firm, who handled CBS and oversaw CAMI, so he knew my work. He discouraged me. He viewed the New York showbiz world of popular music as tacky, filled with loud Broadway players who were gaudy and possibly even unsavory. I wouldn’t fit in.


To some degree, I’m sure, his advice was premised on his perception of me. I came to work every day still wearing those khaki pants and tweed jackets I had developed a taste for during my sojourn in the Ivy League. He understandably viewed me as a Harvard Law grad who wanted to better my position in the world, not mingle with dubious characters who could only reflect badly on me. He assured me that I would be considered for partner at Rosenman in five years.


I appreciated his advice, and certainly weighed what he said carefully. No question, he had my best interests at heart. But I finally thought, He doesn’t really know me. I knew that I came from Brooklyn, and that I could get along with all kinds of different people. Running for political office at NYU taught me how to balance the varied interests of a large, complex, and outspoken student body. The “people skills” my mother encouraged and my father’s salesmanship and gregariousness, after all, were as much a part of me as the more refined world of the Board of Student Advisors at Harvard. Ralph Colin would not necessarily have any way of knowing that, but it was something essential for me to remember, something that was true and that remains true.


The decision ultimately turned out to be pretty simple. I could either stay at Rosenman and accept my likely future as a service partner, or I could leave to become the chief counsel for Columbia Records. I took the job.





The Offer That Changed My Life


As soon as I started at Columbia, I jumped in with both feet. True to his word, Harvey Schein began grooming me to take over his position and involved me in everything he was doing. I suddenly found myself flying to London and Paris with Harvey and Goddard Lieberson to set up Columbia subsidiaries. Harvey was traveling so much that, back at the office, I often functioned as Columbia’s general counsel in his absence. I was formally offered the title in 1961. All in all, the entire process was exhilarating, but so intense and rushed that I felt a little insecure. There was no time for settling in, no learning curve, no lingering on the runway. As soon as I strapped myself in my seat, we were in the sky. But I was flying.


Apart from all the work on the European subsidiaries, the Columbia Record Club, a monthly subscription service that made new releases from a variety of labels available to consumers at discounted rates, was being sued by the Federal Trade Commission as a monopoly. The club had started in 1955, and now controlled 60 to 70 percent of mail-order record sales in the country. At the time, mail order was often the most convenient way for suburban and rural music fans to buy records, as it would remain for another decade or so.


Columbia had been so successful that RCA and Capitol Records had started mail-order clubs of their own in 1958. They were eager to get a piece of Columbia’s huge market share, and the FTC had sided with their claim that Columbia was acting in restraint of trade by selling the products of other labels. The reasoning, however feeble, was that artists would be tempted to leave their labels for Columbia if the record club demonstrated that Columbia could sell their music more effectively. The FTC, therefore, was trying to force Columbia to divest itself of the club, which had become a major source of revenue for the company. Rosenman, my former employer, was representing Columbia in the suit, so I was working with the litigation team there and familiarizing myself with the various contracts involved. It was a highly prominent suit that got a good deal of media coverage, and I was right in the middle of it.


While working on that case, I realized how little I actually knew about unfair competition and antitrust law, and I hated that feeling of not being at the top of my game. I believe in completely immersing yourself in whatever you’re doing and preparing with absolute thoroughness, so I took night courses at NYU Law School in copyright, patent, trademark, and unfair-competition law in order to be more firmly grounded in this aspect of my work. As a result, I was working long hours in the office every day, going to school two or three nights a week, and occasionally traveling to Europe for a week or ten days at a time. In the meantime, Helen was back home in Roslyn. Our daughter Lauren was born in 1961, so now we had two very young children. We had a car, but I parked it at the train station in Roslyn and commuted on the Long Island Rail Road to Manhattan. As my own horizons were expanding, Helen was feeling trapped.


The schedule was intense, but, because of the FTC suit, I was not merely supervising contracts, I was learning everything I could about every facet of the record business and thoroughly enjoying it. It was a unique opportunity and I took full advantage. I attended all the interviews with retailers and distributors involved in the case. I started going to the annual meeting of the National Association of Record Merchandisers, an extremely important music industry gathering, because I had met so many of the key players in that domain.


I was also meeting with artists who were called to testify in the case. Through that, and through my work on artists’ contracts, I became friendly with Mitch Miller, who was the head of A&R at Columbia. A&R stands for “artists and repertoire,” the part of the business that deals directly with the artists signed to the label and helps select the material they record if they don’t write for themselves. It’s the very heart of the music industry: If you can’t find great performers and songs, you have nothing. Miller eventually became an artist in his own right with the hugely successful Sing Along with Mitch series, which led to a highly rated television show that made him a major national celebrity. Ordinarily, a lawyer would never have the opportunity to learn those sides of the business or move in those circles, especially back then. If you want to rise in a business setting, it’s important to understand that every aspect of the business is important, not just the parts that inherently interest you. I was getting an essential three-dimensional view of how music was conveyed to its audience, and it would prove invaluable.


The FTC suit was dismissed, a major victory that preserved an important profit center for Columbia and boosted my standing there. None of the company’s rivals ever made much of a dent in Columbia’s dominance of the mail-order market, though more comprehensive changes in the business and in the culture at large eventually made that segment far less significant than it had been. But that wouldn’t happen for quite some time.


Along with winning the antitrust case, we successfully established the Columbia subsidiaries in the U.K. and France. I was now solidly entrenched at Columbia, and I needed to find a number-two man myself. As Harvey Schein had done, I went back to Rosenman to find a suitable candidate, and recruited my old friend Walter Yetnikoff. Like me, Walter was no music expert, but he worked in litigation and had experience in antitrust law and other specialties that would be useful at Columbia. He had gone to Columbia Law School, and was extremely bright. Even in the early Sixties, he was a radical thinker—outspoken and rebellious, a nice counterbalance to my own analytic pragmatism. I told him how much I was enjoying Columbia and was delighted when he agreed to come on board.


Interestingly, my legal work at Columbia brought me into contact for the first time with Bob Dylan, with whom I would eventually develop a very good relationship. He was just a promising artist starting out at the time, nothing like the icon he would become. Regardless, we certainly got off to a bumpy start.


Dylan had been signed to Columbia by the legendary A&R man and producer John Hammond, who, among other accomplishments, had discovered Billie Holiday and Aretha Franklin and worked with the likes of Benny Goodman and Count Basie. Dylan’s first album, simply titled Bob Dylan, came out in 1962 and had not sold particularly well. His determinedly untrained voice and irreverent attitude had won him few fans among the more conservative elements at the label. Yet Dylan had received rave reviews in The New York Times and elsewhere, and his reputation as a songwriter had already made him an esteemed figure in the folk music world. So when Hammond came to my office in a panic because Dylan was threatening to leave Columbia, we knew we needed to find a way to keep him. It turned out that Dylan was a minor when he signed his contract with the label, and he had written a letter to Hammond disavowing the agreement on that basis.


Hammond was upset for both personal and professional reasons. Not only did he deeply believe in Dylan as an artist, he regarded him as a friend. He assumed—correctly, I believe—that Dylan had been persuaded to send the letter by his legal and business advisors, on the assumption that if they shopped him around they’d be able to land him a better contract than the standard deal he had with Columbia.


Legally, Dylan had the right to walk away from the agreement, but only if he did so before he turned twenty-one. That birthday had already passed. I asked John if Dylan had recorded in Columbia’s studios, as all the label’s artists were required to do, since he had turned twenty-one, and John said that he had at least half a dozen times. As far as I was concerned, that, along with his age, had confirmed his acceptance of his status as a Columbia artist. But John was still worried. And it’s true that when dealing with artists, it’s often best not to rely on strictly legal arguments if you can help it.


I asked John to be objective about how strong his relationship with Dylan really was, and he insisted that they were on excellent terms. I then suggested that he get Dylan to come to his office to discuss the matter, and that John strongly reaffirm Columbia’s support for Dylan, in the present and in the future. I drafted a statement, essentially disavowing the disavowal, and told Hammond to ask Dylan to sign it when they were done. I believed, and John agreed, that if we went through Dylan’s handlers, things would only get more difficult. I wasn’t sure by any means that this more personal strategy would work. But John’s meeting with Dylan went smoothly, and by the end of it, Dylan signed the statement. I can’t imagine that the real authors of his original letter were pleased.


My other early run-in with Dylan was even more uncomfortable, in part because it involved a tense meeting with him—our first, an unfortunate way to get to know anyone, let alone an artist. It was 1963, and Dylan wanted to include a song called “Talkin’ John Birch Society Blues” on his second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. The song was a satiric attack on the John Birch Society, the ultra-right-wing anti-Communist organization that had been much in the news since its founding in 1958.


In the song, which is sometimes titled “Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues,” Dylan humorously imagines being someone joining the group and searching for Communists “under my bed,” “in the sink,” and even “deep down inside my toilet bowl.” In the end, after nosing into the backgrounds of everyone else, including former president Eisenhower, for Communist sympathies, the singer is left with only himself to investigate. “Hope I don’t find out anything,” he muses hopefully at the end of the song.


All of that was fine, well within the scope of humorous political commentary, but two lines in the song were clearly libelous in my view. In them Dylan says that all John Birchers hold “Hitler’s views,” despite the fact that he annihilated “six million Jews.” Technically, in legal terms, Columbia could have been sued by any member of the John Birch Society who felt slandered by Dylan’s accusation. I couldn’t allow the company to run that degree of risk, so I had to rule that Dylan could not include the song on his album.


I was in a terrible bind. As an avowed liberal, someone who had worked for Adlai Stevenson in the Fifties, I certainly was no admirer of the John Birch Society. I also was a free-speech advocate and a fan of Dylan’s. But I had to take the legally responsible position for Columbia. Dylan was infuriated and asked to meet with me. He was just twenty-two at the time, and I was only nine years older. John Hammond accompanied him to my office, but for the most part left it to Dylan and me to argue the matter out—or, more accurately, for Dylan to argue, and me to apologize but hold firm.


“What is this?” Dylan exclaimed. “What do you mean I can’t come out with this song? You can’t edit or censor me!” I stayed calm. I emphasized the clarity of the legal issue as much as I could. I explained, “I hate to do this. I feel awful. It has nothing to do with my being conservative, or the company being conservative.” For whatever it was worth, I outlined my liberal background and views.


None of it settled Dylan down. He clearly saw me and Columbia as toeing the Establishment line, the same way he viewed the CBS network executives who refused to allow him to perform the song on The Ed Sullivan Show around the same time. In later years, when we had occasion to work together very cordially, I don’t think Dylan remembered that I was the lawyer who delivered this bad news to him. If he did, he never brought it up, for which I’m forever grateful.


More personally, in 1964, I was grieved to learn that my wife Helen’s unhappiness was deeper than I had previously believed. She told me, first of all, that she couldn’t live in Roslyn anymore. That wasn’t much of a surprise, but then she explained that the life we had been building together was not really what she wanted. She said she loved me, and, of course, loved our children, and she knew how much I was enjoying the dynamism of my life at Columbia and all the new opportunities I had. But she felt that being the wife of a corporate mover and shaker was not how she saw herself or who she wanted to be. She didn’t like living in a big city; she would prefer to live a more agrarian life. She was restless and wanted to travel, to see the world as I had been doing, but on her own terms.


She was clearly undergoing major emotional upset. And yet, apart from the separate directions our lives had taken, there was no discord between us. We weren’t fighting. Quite the opposite, we were getting along very well. But she kept repeating that she didn’t want to be a drag on my career, and she was in deep turmoil between her desire to travel and her devotion to our children. Difficult as it was, I felt her dilemma, and it was searing to watch her go through it. I really didn’t know what I could do to help. That said, I had been happy, and to me it seemed that our idyllic world was collapsing, and I feared that its demise couldn’t be prevented. I never pictured myself divorced, and I couldn’t at all picture myself living without my children.


After many long discussions, I said, “Let’s see if a therapist might be able to bring some clarity.” She did see a therapist and she worked on this nightmarish conflict between being a wife and mother and her need to travel and discover herself. We tried to live through it for about a year. We both held on as she veered pretty wildly from one emotion to another. We loved each other, but her unrest was deep. Attempting to resolve all this was excruciating. Usually I don’t love solitude, but I remember taking our car and driving by myself for a weekend at Lake George. I’ll never forget my loneliness and my tears flowed endlessly. I finally had my own family and I didn’t want to disrupt it, but I could feel the inevitability of change. When I got back, with great pain we agreed to divorce. Loving my kids, who were then three and five, very much, this was intense for me. Helen’s parents were also distraught. We had all been one family. In those days it was virtually impossible for a father to get custody of the kids, so our separation agreement granted custody to her, but she could not take the children more than fifty miles from Manhattan. We also agreed to sell our house in Roslyn, and we moved separately into Manhattan.


Among her prospective travels, Helen, who was now twenty-seven, wanted to spend time in Israel, which really scared me because of the kids. It seemed dangerous, and having lost my own parents when I was young, just the thought of it petrified me. She explained to me that she wanted to go there for six months. It was a bit odd because, although her parents were Jewish, she had no particular religious leanings. It was more about the utopian dream of what Israel might be like, a desire to leave city life behind and live on a collective farm.


As she was formulating her plans, I bought a flexible three-bedroom apartment at the Pavilion, an apartment building at 500 East Seventy-seventh Street, between East End Avenue and the East River. I enlisted my mother-in-law to help me hire a live-in nanny from England, Mrs. Woolley, and I made the dining area into a bedroom for her. I enrolled both kids in the Town School, a private school right around the corner on Seventy-sixth Street. Helen got a small apartment a block or so away.


I came home every night to have dinner with the kids, even if I had work commitments afterward. For about six months, Helen was at our apartment all the time, because she was torn and couldn’t bring herself to leave the kids and take her trip. Actually, for a while that was okay with me. This wasn’t a war, we were still getting along fine, the kids enjoyed having her there, and she obviously was in tremendous conflict.


Eventually, though, this daily domestic scene, a kind of shadow play of what had been our very real marriage, became just too tough for me. I needed to get on with my life, and it was obviously going to be impossible with her constantly being around. I finally said to her, “Look, we’re separated, but you’re here all the time. There’s got to be some boundaries. There’s got to be visitations at certain times. I’ve got to start dating.” Deep down she understood. She could see that the kids were settled and in school, and she decided that it was finally time for her to leave on her journey. She was gone for about nine months, the divorce went through, and during that time I met the woman who would become my second wife, Janet Adelberg.


In the meantime at CBS, things continued to change rapidly. Goddard Lieberson and William Paley embarked on an ambitious reorganization and diversification program in 1965, and anything involving music was fair game on the most spurious grounds. Synergy became the byword, and somehow, because CBS was involved in the record industry through Columbia, it was thought that the acquisition of musical instrument and equipment manufacturers like Fender Guitars, Leslie Speakers, Rogers Drums, Steinway Pianos, and Creative Playthings, which made musical toys, was a superb idea. How there could be synergy between records and musical instruments was beyond me, but suddenly, there I was doing all the contract work for those deals. Fender was located in Santa Ana, California, and I traveled a great deal between there and New York to get the deal done.


So Columbia Records was now about to have a musical instruments division, and diversification was taking place in other parts of the company as well. I remember working with some other lawyers to prepare William Paley for the annual CBS stockholders meetings at which cranky investors could be expected to ask tough questions about the diversification program. Theoretically, it all sounded great. CBS looked as if it was expanding and growing. But economically, it was not doing that well, so Paley needed ammunition to defend himself and the company. That involved a little sleight of hand.


CBS had bought Columbia Records in 1938 for $750,000, a bargain price, to say the least. The label had long ago earned that investment back, and there were years in which it did quite well. But since CBS was primarily in the broadcast business, and Columbia was a record company, it was counted as part of the company’s ongoing diversification. Its profits counterbalanced the relatively poor performance of other acquisitions. It was a shell game, to be sure, but it got Paley through his interrogations.


One day in June 1965, Goddard called me into his office and announced that, because Columbia was expanding so rapidly, he was going to be made a group president, and he wanted me to head up the new musical instruments division. He knew I’d handled all the deals for those acquisitions, and had good relations with all the executives on that end of our business. It would involve a raise to $40,000, not a dramatic increase, but welcome nonetheless.


It was an attractive offer, needless to say, but it had a couple of drawbacks from my perspective, and I didn’t leap to accept it, awkward as this was. For one thing, the wonders of synergy aside, all I really knew about the musical instruments business was that it didn’t seem nearly as much fun as the entertainment industry. Traveling to Europe, meeting artists and the people who worked closely with them, attending Broadway openings when I’d handled the contracts for the shows—I loved all those aspects of my work. I knew I would miss them.


Even more important, the new job might entail my moving to California, because Fender was the central piece in our musical instruments business, and I would need to work closely with the executive team there. Goddard assured me that I wouldn’t have to move, but I had the sense that, regardless of what he said, it might become inevitable. If that happened, my agreement with Helen stipulated that I would lose my share of custody of our children, and that was unacceptable. Even if I didn’t move, I’d be in California a good deal of the time, and away from the kids, and that wasn’t acceptable to me, either. Still, I felt that I couldn’t simply turn down the job on the spot. So I thanked Goddard, but requested a little time to think about it.


And then pure luck once again entered the picture, making the issue moot. Lieberson had kept busy moving his own pieces around the political chessboard at Columbia, and less than an hour after our meeting, he called to retract his offer. He was apologetic, but Columbia’s executive vice president Norman Adler, who had previously been general counsel there and who had also headed the record club, was eager for the opportunities he envisioned in the musical instruments division, and also he wanted to move to California. Boy, was I relieved! It had been hard for me to find a handle on how to turn that position down. And then, stoking my curiosity, Goddard went out of his way to assure me that he would be coming up with something good for me.


A week or so later, Goddard called me at about nine thirty in the morning, and asked me to come see him. After I sat down, he explained again why he had given the musical instruments job to Adler, and then concluded, “So I’m going to give you Columbia Records.” I sat there in shock.





Running Columbia Records


The position that Goddard Lieberson offered me carried the title of administrative vice president, but it essentially meant that I would be overseeing all of Columbia Records, including A&R, the driving engine of any record label. It was a daring move on his part that rested, somewhat paradoxically, on what he perceived as my judicious temperament.


Partly because of the reorganization that he had set in motion, Columbia was a hotbed of political maneuvering. Goddard understood that, despite—or perhaps even because of—my lack of musical background and training, I was unlikely to make rash or unnecessarily provocative moves simply because I now had the power to do so. He had liked my work in helping to establish the Columbia subsidiaries in France and Britain and in leading the successful fight to get the FTC lawsuit against the Columbia Record Club dismissed. And while we had never discussed music, he had seen me at Broadway openings and other events whenever I had a legitimate business reason to be there. He was certainly observant enough to surmise that, while I wasn’t a music expert, I obviously enjoyed music and got along well with both creative people and executives.


Goddard was in a unique position to be able to trust his judgment in that regard. By the time I joined Columbia in 1960, he was already a legend in the music business, a man who had raised the label to the very pinnacle of the industry. Born in England, he had studied classical music at the University of Washington and the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, and had been a composer himself. He took a $50-a-week job at Columbia in the late Thirties only after concluding that serious composers “could not make a living in the United States.” He had been far-seeing in his ability to lead Columbia to preeminence in the worlds of classical music and Broadway show recordings, and, as a result, he was a towering figure in New York’s cultural life. He and his stunning wife, Vera Zorina, a ballerina and actress who had previously been married to George Balanchine, were a glamorous power couple well before the term was invented.


In his manner and interests, Goddard epitomized the precise opposite of the jivey, finger-snapping music-biz types that Ralph Colin at Rosenman had warned me about when I was first offered a job at Columbia. Goddard was elegant, informed, incredibly witty, and very articulate, as attractive a figure to the high-end media as many of the artists on the label. He was always very handsomely turned out. Matching his pocket handkerchief with his English-made shirts was a signature element of his style, a touch I have adopted to this day.


He greatly appreciated and admired talents like Leonard Bernstein and Richard Rodgers, and moved comfortably in their circles. Without being pretentious or arrogant about it, however, he carried himself as if he were their peer, not simply the man who ran the label that put out their work. Indeed, he was as accomplished and well known a producer as he was an executive. His stature reflected on the entire company, and when he spoke at Columbia’s annual conventions, he was invariably eloquent and always hilarious, and we were rapt. Everyone at Columbia was devoted to him, proud to have him as our standard-bearer. I felt that as keenly as anyone; none of it was lost on me.


What impressed me most about Goddard, though, is that, although he was a thorough product of Columbia Records, having joined the company in the late Thirties and worked his way up to the presidency in 1956, he never relinquished his identity to the corporation. He was his own person, exactly who he was at all times. In 1965, the nation was still coming out of the Fifties in many ways, and the notion of the faceless “man in the gray flannel suit” who loses his soul to the business world was still current. Goddard’s charm, individuality, and personal command rendered him a superb counterexample of that stereotype of anonymity. If you walked into Goddard’s office, he might be studying Japanese because his travels had begun to take him to Japan. If anything he remade Columbia Records in his own image, rather than the other way around.


But Goddard was far from a dilettante, and he took his corporate role extremely seriously. All of his interests, however erudite, produced concrete, and often groundbreaking, results. By urging Columbia to be an early and ardent adopter, he is widely credited with introducing the LP format—the vinyl, 331/3 “long player” that replaced 78s, which held far less music—to the American public. Not coincidentally, the more expansive LP was ideally suited to the classical music and original-cast recordings that Goddard loved.


Eventually Columbia could boast of having the New York Philharmonic with Leonard Bernstein, as well as the Philadelphia Orchestra with Eugene Ormandy and the Cleveland Orchestra with George Szell, on its roster. The 1949 LP release of the original-cast recording of South Pacific, featuring songs by Rodgers and Hammerstein, was an industry milestone, as was the 1957 release of the classic West Side Story original-cast album on which Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim collaborated, and the 1959 release of the original-cast album of the landmark Rodgers and Hammerstein musical The Sound of Music. He produced the original-cast album of I Can Get It for You Wholesale, in which Barbra Streisand made her debut in 1962, and then signed Streisand to Columbia.


Important as those innovations were, they were hardly the whole story. The success of Columbia’s original-cast recordings led Goddard to think about finding a way to record musicals that had been hits but that had never been recorded. These studio-cast recordings, in which leading performers sang the songs of popular musicals, became equally successful. In Goddard’s hands as producer, those albums were sequenced and presented in such a way as to not merely compile great songs, but to evoke the musical’s narrative and story lines. Columbia’s release of the studio-cast recording of Pal Joey in 1951 is widely credited with sparking a successful Broadway revival the following year.


But perhaps Goddard’s greatest triumph was persuading CBS to invest $400,000 to become the sole backer of the stage production of My Fair Lady, which premiered on Broadway in 1956. Let’s momentarily set aside the show’s extraordinary quality as, in my view, the best musical ever made. Not only did My Fair Lady set records for the longevity of its run, but the cast album, filled with Lerner and Loewe classics, sold millions of copies—and earned tens of millions of dollars—for Columbia. Indeed, in the first three years of his presidency, Goddard doubled Columbia’s sales to $50 million.


Finally, Goddard was inspiring because he saw Columbia in three-dimensional terms. He was the founder of the Columbia Record Club, which had more than a million members when I joined the label. He responded to historical events with projects like the I Can Hear It Now series, which combined speeches, news reports, and narration by such CBS broadcast titans as Edward R. Murrow and Fred Friendly to summon the drama of, for example, the decisive developments of World War II. After President Kennedy was assassinated in 1963, Goddard oversaw the publication of John Fitzgerald Kennedy: As We Remember Him, a dignified and beautifully designed book that had the full cooperation of the Kennedy family. If he believed that something was important—like, for example, recording everything that Igor Stravinsky had written—he found a way to do it.


As I went on to work closely with Goddard, my respect for him only grew. Along with, in my experience, John Hammond at Columbia and Ahmet Ertegun and Jerry Wexler at Atlantic, Goddard was one of the very rare people who responded to music with a completely unalloyed passion. When he was listening to something he loved, all distinctions of age, class, race, and background evaporated. If you happened to be there with him, you could not help but feel the connection. Suddenly he was no longer the eminent Goddard Lieberson, but just a person being moved by what he heard and wanting to share it. It evinced an almost childlike openness, and I believe it’s an important part of what made him relate so well to artists. Experiencing that with him was an important lesson for me.


We would have our differences later, but I owe Goddard a tremendous debt. I’m sure he didn’t offer me Columbia Records because he believed I had some special musical talent. Hell, I didn’t realize I had any special musical talent back then. I looked up to him and, in ways I didn’t understand at the time, he was close to a model for what I would go on to do. And, before I saw it myself, he sensed a unique ability in me, and for that I’m deeply grateful.


For all that, my new title of administrative vice president would lead to some problems. I was all of thirty-three years old, and, given the scale of the opportunity I was being offered, I certainly wasn’t going to make an issue of my title. But it did clearly suggest that the job was administrative, rather than creative, and it contributed to an impression that Goddard wanted to hold on to the real power himself—at least until I had demonstrated what I might be able to do with my position. At the start he was most likely hoping that my business and legal acumen would enable me to keep the political struggles at Columbia under control while he defined his own new role as group president.


In any event, I wasn’t about to make any dramatic moves when I began the new job. I certainly hadn’t been given any mandate to do so, and I’m not sure what I would have done if I had. I wanted to get a clear sense of the state of the company, determine what we were doing well and where we needed to make changes, formulate plans on the basis of what I learned, and then systematically put those plans into practice. I also needed to settle the waters that had been stirred when the label’s veteran executives, many of them men with significant reputations, learned that they would now be reporting to a young lawyer with no musical background. A lot of executives feel that they need to kick the applecart over as soon as they take their job, but I think it’s essential to take some time and diagnose the situation thoroughly. Even in circumstances that have gone bad, not everything or everyone is a problem. You want to make the right moves, not just make moves for their own sake. So at first my approach was simple: listen, watch, observe.


Columbia was a storied name in the music industry, but the styles of music that had raised the label to that prominence were no longer in ascendance. That much was clear. Consequently, one of the first things I learned was that the company was flirting with serious financial problems. Classical music and Broadway cast albums had been mainstays of Columbia’s success, but by the mid-Sixties sales in those categories had begun to stall. Mitch Miller’s Sing Along with Mitch series, a blockbuster success in the Fifties and early Sixties, had completely bottomed out. The weekly NBC television show of that name, which Miller had hosted beginning in 1961, got canceled in 1964, and Miller left Columbia in 1965.


His departure was timely. Goddard had first met Miller when they were both at the Eastman School of Music, and he brought him in to head Columbia’s A&R department in 1950. Miller had an excellent run in that slot, and such artists as Tony Bennett, Ray Conniff, Percy Faith, and Johnny Mathis came to the label under his aegis, and all of them sold well. He produced hits for Doris Day and Rosemary Clooney, each in her own way a definitive female voice of the Fifties. It was a commercial golden age for pop music, and Miller took that gold straight to the bank.


Miller’s taste for mainstream pop music, however, blinded him to the appeal of rock ’n’ roll, and, with the notable exception of Johnny Cash, Columbia was entirely out of the running as the first generation of rockers made their mark in the Fifties. More problematically, Miller became an outspoken voice in opposition to rock ’n’ roll. He famously described it as “musical baby food” characterized by “the worship of mediocrity.” He declared that “much of the juvenile stuff pumped over the air waves these days hardly qualifies as music.” As a result, Columbia came to be perceived as not merely indifferent but hostile to the music that was increasingly defining young America. Nobody at Columbia was looking at what the label didn’t have, because the party line was that it was not significant and it was not going to have a long life.


Miller’s views were hardly isolated opinions in 1958, and as long as pop music, Broadway show tunes, and classical music were rivaling or exceeding rock ’n’ roll in sales, they didn’t even make a meaningful business problem. It’s the rare record company that generates hits in every style of music. More often you’re performing well in some areas, lagging a bit in others. It’s a continual process of evaluation and adjustment, and as long as your strengths consistently outweigh your weaknesses in sufficient measure, you can ride through the inevitable shifts in the public’s tastes.


By 1965, however, the situation had become something of a crisis. Despite its stellar reputation, Columbia’s pretax profits were about $3 million dollars, roughly 3 percent of sales. That’s pretty precarious, and didn’t leave the label much room for any bold new moves at a time when it was seeming that some might soon be necessary. In addition, it was becoming undeniable that rock ’n’ roll was not going the way of other teenage fads, but was in fact becoming the soundtrack of the age.


The Beatles, who were signed to Capitol Records, had arrived in the United States in 1964, and their impact had been cataclysmic. Not only had their music dominated the charts, but they were influencing every aspect of culture, from books to film to fashion. For the first time, even adults were beginning to take their style cues from this youthquake. Men began wearing their hair a little longer, women began wearing their skirts a little shorter, and Beatle boots and collarless jackets became trendy. A wave of English bands, most notably the Rolling Stones, followed the Beatles to this country, and suddenly America’s unquestioned preeminence in popular music was no longer a foregone conclusion. Everything was changing, and lines were being drawn.


Where was Columbia Records in this rock revolution? Not entirely absent, but nowhere near where it should have been, either in terms of sales or significance. The most important exception in that second category, of course, was Bob Dylan, who in a few short years had become the most influential songwriter in the world. His sales had not risen to the level of his stature—they still haven’t for that matter—but he nonetheless was a prize that any label would envy. In addition, Columbia had also signed the Byrds, whose electric cover of Dylan’s “Mr. Tambourine Man” had just risen to number one, a fateful moment in the burgeoning history of folk-rock.


Simon and Garfunkel were also on Columbia. After their first album, Wednesday Morning, 3 AM, had not made much of an impact when it was released in 1964, the duo split up. To everyone’s surprise, however, a track from that album, “The Sound of Silence,” began to garner radio play, and inspired by the success of the Byrds, the Columbia producer Tom Wilson then overdubbed the song with electric instruments and drums. It became a massive hit, and Simon and Garfunkel, of course, went on to take their deserved place among America’s foremost musical artists.


Interestingly, though, Columbia’s best-selling rock act during this period was Paul Revere and the Raiders, whose outlandish Revolutionary War garb came to symbolize America’s resistance to the British Invasion that the Beatles had unleashed, even though the Raiders had formed before the Beatles landed on our shores. They were mainstays on an afternoon music show produced by Dick Clark called Where the Action Is, and their raw, instantly accessible garage rock found a ready home on AM radio.


Epic, Columbia’s sister label, was also part of my brief and boasted the Dave Clark Five, who came to the States right on the heels of the Beatles, and scored a run of Top 10 hits in 1964 and 1965 that would eventually earn them election to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Another Hall of Fame group, the Yardbirds, a hard-hitting English blues band that featured on guitar Eric Clapton, then Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page, were also on Epic.


So that’s what Columbia had going for it, but we needed much more. And we needed more not simply for aesthetic reasons. Nobody outside the company, and very few people within it, really knew what kind of financial shape Columbia was in. When a company’s pretax profit is marginal, you keep it quiet. It’s true for all industries, but the music business, in particular, is a business of talking hits, not precarious P&Ls. It is a business of creating the illusion of records bulleting up the charts, not enumerating the problems inherent in the company that have to be fixed, and fast.


So after a while I knew what the problems were, but I didn’t yet know how to fix them. It’s not as if I had taken the job because I was chomping at the bit to make Columbia Records over. I just knew that change had to take place at some point. I wanted to keep the best of what existed, but to be able to be much more competitive in areas that looked more vital for the future. We were very thin in the music of tomorrow.


It was an important lesson. When the music scene changes, you can’t be content with just doing more of what you’ve been doing all along, however good you may be at it. You can’t just relive your former glory. That’s the hardest thing for executives, even very creative executives, to understand. For that matter, it’s the hardest thing for artists to understand. You’ve got to know when you’ve got to build for the future. You can’t just look in the mirror and see the embodiment of all the chart success and positive reviews you’ve gotten. You have to see yourself and the market as objectively as possible, as hard as that can be in a field as subjective as music. It’s essential for a long, productive career.


It’s become a cliché to say that change is good, but it is. However, it’s also incredibly difficult and typically requires very hard work. It was during this early period that I began my lifelong habit of bringing home and listening to all the major records on the charts every week, just to develop a clear sense of what’s going on. I do that to this day. You can never take your understanding of the market for granted. The market changes, and you need to absorb and comprehend the nature of those changes. You don’t necessarily need to conform to them. If you believe in something strongly enough, you can defy them. But you can’t act in ignorance of them. To break the rules creatively you have to know what the rules are. Your own taste is not the issue. At every moment you have to ask yourself, Is music changing? Is radio changing? Is the change coming, or is it here already? What was a hit five years ago might no longer be a hit today. Music is always evolving, and it’s essential to understand how and when it does, and what you need to do about it.





Making A&R Moves


Before I could even begin asking those questions, however, I needed to solidify my position, which was the second most powerful spot at the company, with Goddard at the top. Goddard’s extensive reorganizing had been enacted in accordance with the recommendations of a Harvard Business School study of Columbia that the company had commissioned. In a move that really surprised me, given that he had always regarded A&R as sacrosanct, the creative heart of the company, Goddard had given direct control of A&R at Columbia and Epic to two men who had previously been running their marketing departments: Bill Gallagher at Columbia and Len Levy at Epic. Neither man was especially equipped to handle A&R, though they were both determined to do so. And neither was particularly happy that they would now be reporting to me. Gallagher angrily went to Goddard with his complaints, but stopped short of issuing an ultimatum. Goddard, in turn, tried to placate him, but held firm in support of me.


Then there were the A&R men themselves. Like creative people in all businesses, A&R executives in the music industry understand that there is a reporting structure at their company, but in their own minds they regard it as a mere technicality. For the most part, they try to function as if they have to answer only to themselves. If they’re good, they soon develop their own reputations for having the magic touch, for having ears, for making hits. Inside the company smart bosses give them as much leeway as possible in order to get the best out of them. Outside the company they’re often treated like stars themselves. They get close to the artists they work with, come to identify with them, and often begin to regard the artists’ perquisites as their own. For those reasons, as well as the veneer of glamour they offer, people vie aggressively for those jobs, whether they’re qualified for them or not. That was certainly the case with Gallagher and Levy.


Columbia had its share of powerhouse A&R talents, none of whom were wild about their department being merged with marketing. Beyond that, having a lawyer with no music experience in charge of the company, as opposed to the exalted Goddard Lieberson, was a real blow. Musical tastes may have been changing, but that took nothing away from the work those men had done, and they were fiercely proud of it.


The A&R lineup at Columbia was truly a murderers’ row. At the top, of course, was John Hammond, who had brought Billie Holiday, Bob Dylan, and Aretha Franklin to the label. Teo Macero, a jazz innovator in his own right as a musician and composer, had produced classic albums by Miles Davis and had brought Charles Mingus, Thelonious Monk, and Charlie Byrd to Columbia. Bob Mersey had enjoyed great success with Andy Williams, one of Columbia’s biggest-selling artists. Ernie Altschuler had worked with Tony Bennett, Jerry Vale, and Ray Conniff. And, while still in his twenties, Mike Berniker had in a one-year span produced Barbra Streisand’s first three albums, one of which, The Barbra Streisand Album, won the Grammy for Album of the Year. Clearly, regardless of new musical trends or Harvard Business School studies, these were not people who were used to being told what to do.


Len Levy at Epic was really not a problem. He was talented, hardworking, and cooperative, and, perhaps because it had less of a history to live up to, Epic seemed more willing to take risks and try new things than Columbia. Eventually, though, with so much at stake, I explained to Levy that I thought marketing was unquestionably his real strength. To run A&R at Epic I appointed Dave Kapralik, who used to work at Columbia (where, among other credits, he had made a spoken-word album called I Am the Greatest with Cassius Clay, soon to be Muhammad Ali). Kapralik had just discovered a band in San Francisco called Sly and the Family Stone that he was very excited about, an enthusiasm I shared. Levy left to become the president of Metromedia Records.


Gallagher was a different story. Running sales at Columbia was an extremely important and influential job, and Gallagher had used it to build a loyal following not only within the label but throughout the company’s wholly owned, nationwide branch distribution system. He was a bright, street-smart, charismatic executive who had earned a substantial reputation in the industry. He was a power player, and he knew how to parcel out favors and motivate people—people, that is, in sales and marketing. Around Columbia he was known as “The Pope,” and he was certainly capable of Vatican-scale intrigue as far as office politics were concerned. He also was earning a higher salary than I was—$45,000 to my $40,000—which encouraged his thinking that I was performing an administrative function for Goddard, not stepping into a true leadership spot.


Gallagher was probably the industry’s best head of sales. What he lacked, however, was the creative gift that makes for a great head of A&R, as well as the ability to recognize and accept his own true talents and limitations, a must for real long-term success. It’s one thing to push yourself out of your comfort zone, quite another to let ambition take over and drive you to become someone you’re not. In a dead giveaway of the superficiality of his notions about the job, he began turning up at A&R meetings wearing neither a tie nor a jacket—this, from a man who had never previously been seen not wearing a suit. The eye-rolling in the room was practically audible. For my part, I continued dressing as I always had, and devoted my time to learning as much as I could.


Meanwhile, members of Gallagher’s A&R staff were coming to me complaining about having to report to a salesperson, even as he was complaining to Goddard about having to report to a lawyer. To turn the screw one more tightening notch, Goddard was concerned, given his storied history, with maintaining his own A&R prerogatives. When Goddard spoke to me, he would say, “Now look, I’m giving Gallagher a shot at A and R, but he’s reporting to you. In effect, everyone is reporting to you.” When he spoke to Gallagher, he would downplay my authority in order to avoid a direct confrontation. It was a delicate situation, to say the least.


I laid back for a while as the office rumor mill churned, but finally I had no choice but to face the issue head-on. I met with Gallagher and told him that I wanted him to hire a head of A&R who would report to him, but who would inject fresh energy into the label. Predictably, Gallagher wanted to keep that title—and its attendant prestige and power—for himself. Presiding over it simply wasn’t enough. He tried at first to convince me that such a hire wasn’t necessary. When I didn’t budge, he dragged his feet.


His first recommendation for the job was one of his loyalists from sales, which I flatly rejected. Nine months had now gone by. I told him I would give him three more months to find somebody acceptable, a first-rate talent. He then asked if he could keep A&R and instead hire a head of marketing to take over that portion of his duties. He made that hire, but I made it clear that I still wanted a new head of A&R.


As all this wrangling was going on, Goddard changed my title to vice president and general manager, which brought no new responsibilities (or money) but at least got rid of the word administrative and finally made it clearer that I was running the show. On the A&R front, rebellion among the staff continued, and I finally told Gallagher that he had to hire a major figure to run the department or, very reluctantly, I would have to let him go. Finally, in the fall of 1967, he announced that he had received an offer from MCA to head their Decca and Kapp labels and he was going to accept it. I breathed a tremendous sigh of relief.


As I began to develop a firmer grasp of the situation at Columbia, I started to make some creative moves myself. Listening to Top 40 radio more consistently, primarily WABC and WMCA in New York, AM stations that were dominant forces in the market, had further convinced me that Columbia and Epic needed to get more in tune with the changes taking shape in music. (FM stations had not yet begun to make their decisive impact, though they would soon.)


My first signing, in 1966, was the Scottish folksinger Donovan. He wasn’t especially well known in America, but I can’t claim to have discovered him. He already had a Top 40 hit in the States with a beautiful ballad called “Catch the Wind,” and in Britain he was being touted, however controversially, as a rival to Bob Dylan. He was signed to Pye Records there, and a small label called Hickory handled his distribution in this country. His contract was coming up, and I believed he had great potential, both artistically and commercially. Furthermore, he seemed exactly the sort of contemporary signing we needed to make. I asked John Hammond to approach Donovan and his manager, Ashley Kozak, at the Newport Folk Festival, and they were interested.


It might seem counterintuitive that we would be pursuing Donovan since we already had Dylan, but I’ve never liked to think that way. Complete originality only goes so far, and is rarer than people think. It’s even rarer that it has commercial potential. Every artist, however groundbreaking, is similar to some other artist. One of the jobs of a record company is to identify the unique qualities in each of their artists, encourage those aspects in the music they make, and market them on that basis. And there were plenty of original qualities about Donovan. I thought the Dylan comparisons were unfair and superficial, based largely on a cap and a harmonica rack, Dylan touches that Donovan had affected. By 1966 every folk artist could be seen as influenced by Dylan, but Donovan was sweeter and more melodic, more drawn to the mystical elements in the Anglo-Celtic folk tradition. If he wasn’t the revolutionary talent that Dylan was, he was more accessible and uplifting. I believed that he could have an important career.


When I met Donovan in New York, he seemed much like his music—gentle, smart, and engaging. He was filled with enthusiasm and ideas—about how the artwork for his albums should be handled, about creating music for children, about getting involved with theatrical projects. All of that was fine with me. I had always loved musicals, and told him about Columbia’s long history with the theater. The label had also just added a line of children’s books and records.


He then mentioned an interest in working with the English producer Mickie Most, who had created hits with the Animals and Herman’s Hermits. Columbia had just arranged a production deal with him, so that was fortuitous as well. I felt that a producer like Most could play an important role in bringing Donovan’s music to a larger audience, which turned out to be true. We ended up signing Donovan to Epic Records for $100,000 up front, with a guarantee of $20,000 a year for the next five years. Going with Epic rather than Columbia, which was Dylan’s label, was our one concession to the Dylan issue. Putting that bit of distance between them seemed to make sense.
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