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Standing (left to right): Lester Sill, Jerry Wexler, The Coasters (Carl Gardner, Will “Dub” Jones, Billy Guy, Cornell Gunter), Ahmet Ertegun. Seated: Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller.









You know, gentlemen, no matter how many beautiful songs you write or how many other major achievements you may realize in your lifetimes, you’ll always be remembered as the guys who wrote “Hound Dog.”

—Nesuhi Ertegun
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Hound Dog








1

East Coast Roots




Leiber “Hey, man, how ’bout a poke?” I asked.

“Here you go, bruz. Just keep it dry. Know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I know what you mean—dry.”

We slapped each other five and laughed. Dunbar was my asshole buddy in life, a black dude who taught me how to fight the Polacks down the street.

 

Stoller I slipped in the back door of the barn. I slipped in quietly because I didn’t want to be noticed. And I didn’t want to disturb the man playing the piano. I was eight years old, at a sleepaway camp in New Jersey, and hearing boogie-woogie for the first time.

The piano player was a black teenager. He seemed to rock with the rhythm as he played a beat-up upright piano. He was playing for himself—playing his heart out. Boogie-woogie was a new and magical world for me. I was instantly in love with it. I wanted to be able to play it and be part of it.

I stood in a dark corner of the barn, hidden from the pianist. I thought if he saw me, he’d stop playing, and I didn’t want him ever to stop. I stayed for his entire solo session. Time flew. The flying notes made me dizzy. So much was happening at once.

I can’t explain why, but the music was changing me. If sounds could be this exciting, I had to be part of the excitement. Camp was exciting because of the ethnic mix. In 1941, only a strong, politically left-leaning kids’ camp would implement the integration of black and white children. Only a strong left-leaning kids’ camp would invite Paul Robeson to sing Negro spirituals and Hebrew folk songs. And only a strong left hand could play this boogie-woogie that was changing my life.

 

Leiber One afternoon I went to the home of Uncle Dave, who had a large gray stone house in the Druid Hills section of Baltimore. Uncle Dave had always looked down on my dad, a door-to-door milkman who died penniless. He looked down on my mom, and he also looked down on me. Still, Uncle Dave gave students room and board in exchange for small chores, such as giving piano lessons. And I wanted to learn piano.

It was springtime. I ran up the four flights of stairs that led to the attic where he stored an old Bösendorfer upright. Through the panes of the octagonal window, I could see the spreading branches of the great oak tree, alive with green buds. I was alive with green buds, too. I was taken with my teacher, Yetta Schlossberg. She was seriously ugly, but she had the most beautiful gams in Christendom. Her knees were peeping out from the piano. When she crossed them, the sound of nylon rubbing against nylon excited me, even if I was too young to understand why.

“Before we start,” said Yetta, sensing my excitement at the sight of her legs, “let me hear a little bit of that boogie-woogie you’ve been playing.”

I tried my best to play boogie-woogie, but I couldn’t.

“Try again,” said Yetta, “only this time, slow down the tempo a bit. Your left hand is playing faster than your right. It’s racing.”

I tried again as best I could. A couple of minutes into it, though, the door burst open and there stood my uncle, his eyes popping out of his head and neck veins bulging. Without warning, he violently slammed down the wooden keyboard cover. I almost didn’t get my hands away in time. If I hadn’t, he would have crippled me.

“Out of my house!” he roared loudly enough for half of Baltimore to hear. “I want you out of here this minute. I give this woman room and board to teach you how to play the piano like a mensch, and you reward me with this garbage? These lessons are over. Take this music back to the gutter where you found it!”

 

Stoller In my home, music symbolized the stratification between my father’s and mother’s families.

Mom was born in Pittsburgh. Shortly after her mother died, a suicide, my grandfather took his five children off to Vienna, his native city, where he hired a governess and promptly abandoned his family. The governess raised them. Mom’s older sister, my aunt Ray, was a musical prodigy who graduated from the Vienna Conservatory at age twelve. She played harpsichord, organ, and piano. When World War I broke out, Travelers Aid sent the children back to Pittsburgh and located my grandfather. A few years later, the five kids wound up living on their own on Riverside Drive in New York City.

My aunt became a concert pianist, and also a recluse. My mother, Adelyn Endore, was quite beautiful, and dated her neighbor George Gershwin. Mom became a model and actress and appeared in the chorus of Funny Face on Broadway. In Vienna, she had been fluent in German and French. Except for a smattering of French, those languages were lost to her in America. Later in life, she painted landscapes imbued with haunting loneliness. When scrutinized carefully, those paintings could point to the great crucible of her life: a debilitating depression that was undoubtedly rooted in her trying childhood.

My mother married my father, Abe Stoller, during the Great Depression. My sister, Joanne, was born in 1929; I was born in Belle Harbor, Queens, in 1933, a few weeks before Jerry Leiber. When my dad saw he was going to lose our house, he built with his own hands an apartment for us in the basement of my grandfather’s house next door. The thing I remember most about those living quarters is the Victrola console. Over and over and over again, even before I could read, I played the 12-inch 78 rpm RCA Red Seal recording of Richard Strauss’s Salome’s Dance. Until boogie-woogie came along, Strauss was my favorite.
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Belle Harbor, 1935. From left, Mike, Dad, Joanne, Mom.

When I was four, the family moved to Sunnyside, Queens, where we lived until I was sixteen. The tension in our household was pronounced. An engineer without a degree working as a draftsman, Dad held two eight-hour jobs. He’d awaken at 5:00 a.m. and sometimes be gone till 2:00 A.M. He was a talented man who dealt with an abundance of anger. Mom could be the sweetest of women, nurturing and attentive. During those times when her depression led to hospitalization, though, Dad hired a woman to care for us. My sister and I naturally resented her, and a close bond was forged between us. If the caretaker were to scold either of us, she’d have to deal with both of us. When Mom came home, we were overjoyed. The sun came out and WQXR, the classical station, played continually. I grew up on Strauss, Shostakovich, and Sibelius.

Music was a metaphor for my mother’s family’s superior attitude. They patronized my dad, who, despite his intelligence, had no such cultural background. My own attraction to music, however, had nothing to do with social hierarchies. It was purely visceral. And as much as I loved symphonies and tone poems, it was black music that excited my deepest passion. I heard the lyricism in Richard Strauss, I felt the elegance of Bach, but boogie-woogie really reached my eight-year-old soul.


 

Leiber Red-hot songs were born on the black streets of Baltimore where I delivered five-gallon cans of kerosene and ten-pound bags of soft coal.

The first record I remember was “Boogie Express” by Derek Sampson; the second was a collection of folk blues by Josh White that included “Outskirts of Town.”
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Jerry with mother, Manya, in the middle, relatives on either side, Baltimore, 1941.


I was an errand boy for my mom and the only white boy that delivered to the black families in the neighborhood. They liked me because I brought the light. I became part of their families. Inside those households, radios were always playing. Music was everywhere. Music was running through my head and coursing through my veins. My heart was flooded with boogie-woogie.

When Mom sent me on those errands, I dutifully obeyed. Manya Lerner Leiber was no one to mess with. She was a short, stocky woman known for heaving a six-foot Okie through the plate glass window of her grocery store. The man had made the mistake of growing impatient. After a few minutes in line, he said, “What the fuck do I have to do to get a pint of ice cream around here?” I remember my mother grabbing his belt buckle with one hand and his shirt collar with the other. The next thing I knew, he was on the sidewalk, flat on his back, covered with shattered glass.

Dad’s death, due to a cerebral hemorrhage, was traumatic for all of us—Mom, me, and my two older sisters. He died on my fifth birthday. I adored the man. Every night he would come home with a toy or a box of strawberries for me. He had several skills. He was a whiz at numbers. In fact, he did the income taxes for his milk customers, who were, for the most part, illiterate. Many years later I learned that he had taught Hebrew and had written music for a synagogue in the small Polish town where he and my mom had met and married.

Five is much too young for a kid to encounter death. Dad’s death scared the living daylights out of me. At the funeral I leaned over the grave just as his casket was lowered. When the earth, wet from an early shower, gave way, I slipped and began falling. At the last moment, my uncle Nat grabbed my arm. I remember swinging above the grave, staring at the dark hole in the ground. You could call this the defining scene of my childhood.


 

Stoller Two sets of memories sit side by side in the book of my New York childhood.

The first set swings between happy and unhappy. My mother is demonstrative in her love for my sister and me. Sometimes, in a lovely voice, she’ll sing a Gershwin tune or a song by Irving Berlin. At other times her voice is filled with sadness. She’s a beautiful woman who I see withdrawing from the world. My dad withdraws into his work. So in different ways, and at different times, they both seem to disappear. As a result, I feel alone.

The second set of memories, though, is joyful. The second set is musical. Not only have I discovered a place where I too can withdraw, I’ve found a friend. His name is Al Levitt and I meet him at camp. His life is more unconventional than mine. He lives with his father in the heart of Manhattan. His mother is far sicker than mine; paralyzed, she’s restricted to a hospital in the Bronx. Al and his father seem to live a free lifestyle on the Upper West Side. If I spend the weekend there, we might go out for breakfast at Nedick’s. The idea of a hot dog for breakfast is startling and exciting. It’s a jazz breakfast.
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Wo-chi-ca summer camp, 1943. From left, Mike and Joanne.

It’s a jazz world that Al and I discover. First, it’s Louis Armstrong and His Hot Five; then it’s Jelly Roll Morton and Baby Dodds; then it’s rolling, rollicking pianists like Fats Waller. But it’s still boogie-woogie that’s moving me most.

Starting at age five, I have lessons with my aunt, the concert pianist. That isn’t fun. She’s old school. That means if my fingers aren’t properly curved, she slaps my hand—hard. After a certain point, aunt or no aunt, I quit. Next up is Louis Kanterovsky, an itinerant piano teacher who works our neighborhood door to door. Nice gentleman, but also old school. Old school isn’t working for me.

Then, by chance, someone in our neighborhood hears me playing boogie-woogie and mentions to my mother that he knows James P. Johnson, the great stride and boogie-woogie pianist. “Would young Michael be interested in lessons?” asks the neighbor.

The idea sends me soaring. The next day I’m on a subway to Jamaica, Queens, to meet the man.

 

Leiber My Baltimore neighborhood was mostly Polish and Italian. Jews and blacks were disposable. I joined up with a street gang. We tried breaking into a couple of houses and failed miserably. Kelly, Rookie, Lefty, and Amigo—my partners in crime—were would-be tough guys. I wasn’t the toughest guy in the gang, but after my buddy Dunbar taught me the left hook, I was the best boxer. I was also strong from dragging thirty-pound sacks of potatoes and onions up from the basement of my mom’s store, where she sold everything from pork chops to Kotex.

Dunbar was four years older than me. He was my man. He liked me because I brought kerosene and coal from my mother’s store to his mother’s house. I liked him because he invited me up to his roof and showed me his pigeons. He allowed me to pet the babies. Dunbar loved his pigeons. I watched him feed them and looked longingly as he took a deep drag on his Old Gold. Dunbar was cool.

My first language was Yiddish. In fact, during my first day of school in kindergarten when the teacher was testing our alertness, I seemed to be the quickest. “What is this object?” she asked, holding up a salad fork. “A gopl,” I answered, using the correct Yiddish term. My classmates howled. I died.

By the time I was ten, Mom saw her Jerome as a contender for the electric chair. She worried about my delinquent ways and made sure that my appearance pointed me in a different direction. She dressed me in camel hair coats and fine cotton shirts. I liked the look and would soon tolerate nothing but hand-sewn British loafers.

If I were to be reinvented in my mom’s eyes, I would become my father—but with a law degree and a Savile Row suit. In fact, when I started smoking Old Gold cigarettes at the age of nine, my mother said with great pride, “Look at him, he smokes just like a man; he smokes like his father.”

I got into some big fights. The most damaging one occurred on a rainy afternoon in front of my mother’s store. A small gang of neighborhood toughs had gathered in front of the store and started chanting, “Jewboy, get that Jewboy!” I looked around and caught sight of two cops leaning against the hood of their patrol car, smiling with their arms crossed in front of their chests. They were watching—waiting for me to get the shit beat out of me. As I tried to gain entrance to my mother’s store, one of the bullies pushed me. My Hebrew books went sliding across the slick wet street. One does not allow these holy books to touch the ground, and I was horrified at the idea that I would go to hell for this terrible transgression. I started running to rescue my books and was pushed a number of times. I got so angry I started throwing punches. One assailant was someone I knew. I realized I could beat him and started going at him the way Dunbar had taught me.
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Jerry, age 11, Baltimore.

Part of the crowd was screaming, “Jewboy! Jewboy! Get that Jew!” while others were silent. But the battle had barely begun when my mother showed up and whisked me away. As she marched me into the candy store, she smacked me across the face. “Fighting again, Jerome? Fighting again?” She smacked me again. It hurt like hell. “You gonna end up in the ’lectric chair.”

 

Stoller When I reached the home of James P. Johnson in Jamaica, I didn’t know what to expect. In my mind, it was as if Beethoven were about to give me a lesson—except that, unlike James P. Johnson, Beethoven had never given a piano lesson to Fats Waller.

Mrs. Johnson greeted me at the door. Her hair was snow-white. She was the first black person I’d ever seen with white hair. I was nervous when Mr. Johnson himself strolled into the room. He introduced himself politely and invited me to sit next to him at the piano bench. I feared severity. If my aunt was any indication of how a master instructs a disciple, I was in for it. My attempts at boogie-woogie, with its formidable technical challenges, were sincere but hardly stellar. I needed help.

Fortunately for me, James P. Johnson was a gentle man. He sensed my awkwardness and put me at ease. He explained the fundamentals, not in theory but in practice. To make it easy for me, he demonstrated everything in the key of C. He played the bass line slowly enough so I could see what he was doing. Then he repeated the pattern, over and again. He explained the twelve-bar structure.

“Understanding structure,” he said, “is the key to confidence.”

My confidence grew as the lessons continued. It didn’t matter that the trip to his house required long rides on both subway and bus. James P. Johnson was, after all, showing me how to make the sounds that I’d always wanted to make.


The lessons went on for a few months. I remember our last time together. On that day I was aware of the fact that I might never see him again. I noticed the light streaming through the living room curtains. I also noticed the bottle of Southern Comfort that always sat atop his grand piano. He took a nip as he watched me play. When I was through, Mr. Johnson was too kind to point out my flaws. Instead, he was encouraging. He knew not to break my spirit.

“Keep at it,” he said, “and someday you’ll make a living banging those keys.”

Later I’d learn that James P. Johnson was not only Fats Waller’s mentor, but a phenomenal composer and the preeminent stride pianist. At the time, though, he did well to give a kid from Sunnyside a strong taste for the blues.










2

West Coast Convergence




Leiber Mom was sharp. She sold the small grocery store and bought a larger place, a notions store that sold pots and pans and everything in between. After that operation took off, she sold it as well. That’s when she decided that the two of us would move to Los Angeles. My sisters were living in California, and Mom wanted to be closer to them. One was enrolled at the University of California at Berkeley in the political science department, and the other was married to a chief petty officer in the navy.

My twelve-year-old soul caught fire just thinking about the adventure. In my imagination, I’d be living in the land of the radio shows. The Green Hornet, The Shadow, Gang Busters, Amos ’n’ Andy, and a host of dramas carried me through my world of make-believe. It was hard to believe that we were going to Los Angeles, but when Manya made up her mind, that was it.

The next thing I knew, we were on a Greyhound bus heading west. It was late summer and the ride was endless. The ride was also mortifying. When Manya decided to change her corset, she and I would go to the last seat in the back of the bus and, amidst a chorus of grunts and groans, I held up a sheet to ensure her privacy.

Manya persevered, schlepping me and her corset behind her. We rolled across the wheat fields of America. We tooled through Missouri. In Oklahoma I was busy looking for cowboys. I was convinced two teenaged girls were looking at me and giggling. I checked to see if my fly was open and it wasn’t. The girls were just flirting. We exchanged smiles. Their giggles sounded like familiar songs. I dreamed all night.

In New Mexico, a Native American sold me a pair of turquoise earrings for a buck seventy-five and asked me where I was going.

“LA,” I said.

He smiled and said, “Be careful. People who go to California fall asleep.”

That night, gazing at a full moon over Arizona, I couldn’t sleep.

Morning in California. Greyhound pressing on. The desert, the sun, the bus fumes, the grilled cheese sandwich at the truck stop in Riverside. Pomona, West Covina, the first sign that says Los Angeles, the first palm tree, ads for bungalows in Beverly Hills, Burma Shave, Chesterfields, Lucky Strikes, Dorothy Lamour on a billboard.

My eyes are popping, my heart is pounding: I’m in Hollywood. Hollywood and Vine! The streets are crowded with people cheering. What’s happening? Could they be celebrating the arrival of Manya and Jerome Leiber?

“The sheets, Jerome, the sheets,” says Mom. “Hold up the sheets, I gotta change.”

By this time, all the other passengers have gotten off.

“Hurry up,” the bus driver yells back to me and Mom.

“What’s all the noise about out there?” Manya asks me.

“I don’t know,” I say.

“Go find out,” she orders.


A brass band is playing “Columbia, the Gem of the Ocean” while marching down Vine Street. Confetti is falling from the tops of buildings.

I ask the bus driver what the noise is all about. He looks at me in disbelief. “Sonny, the war is over. World War II is over.”

I tell Mom the war is over.

“Oh,” she says.

 

Stoller In our household there was talk of moving out west. My father saw business potential in California, but it didn’t happen overnight. Meanwhile, I was burning up the subway track from Queens to the city. I couldn’t stay away from the city. I was fixated on Fifty-second Street. My pal Al and I came alive on that street. That’s where we grew up.

Once I got to Manhattan, Al and I would run over to Columbus Circle and groove on the soapbox speakers. Their rhetorical cadences were like jazz riffs. The most exciting jazz riffs, though, emanated from the newfangled style called bebop. Al and I had progressed through the traditional New Orleans style. We’d gone deep into boogie-woogie and come out the other end. We loved Fats Waller and Count Basie and modern mainstreamers like Coleman Hawkins and Lester Young. We marveled at Erroll Garner, a magician at the keyboard. But most exciting of all was the scene at the Three Deuces, one of the main Fifty-second Street clubs, where Charlie “Yardbird” Parker was in charge. Bird was the resident genius of Fifty-second Street. His harmonic sense was amazing. He played at tempos that left me breathless.

The Three Deuces was a club so tiny that Miles Davis had to stand in the passageway next to the stage. There was Max Roach, the drummer, an inch away from my elbow. There was Curly Russell, plucking his bass practically under my nose. It was heaven.

Pianists Thelonious Monk and Tadd Dameron at the Royal Roost; trumpeter Fats Navarro; fat-toned tenor players like Lucky Thompson, Stan Getz, and Brew Moore; the great singers, Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, and Sarah Vaughan, who was recording with Dizzy Gillespie. I caught them all. I had their records, I had their ideas running through my head. Their music kept me up at night.

On Saturday afternoons Al and I would put on our navy peacoats and run up to Harlem, where, through one of our camp counselors, we had joined a private social club on 124th Street. Upstairs the club had pool tables; downstairs they ran jam sessions with a slew of young cats looking to sound like Bird. The club was about everything hot and everything cool. The jukebox featured less adventure-some but equally satisfying stuff like Lonnie Johnson’s “Tomorrow Night,” Bull Moose Jackson’s “I Love You, Yes I Do,” and Paul Williams’s “Hucklebuck.”

It was the late forties, and Harlem was the right place at the right time.

 

Leiber I loved California. The palm trees, the movie stars. I didn’t see one movie star, but I knew they were there.

Mom and I found a bungalow in the middle of LA. Wasn’t much, but it was home. In school I was taken on a tour of historic homes in Pasadena, and I fell passionately in love with the Gamble House designed by the famous firm of Greene and Greene. I didn’t know I was looking at the supreme example of the turn-of-the-century Craftsman movement. All I knew was that the flow of shingles and wood was poetry to my eyes. One day, I swore, if the gods blessed me with good fortune, this would be my house.


You dream big in California.

That dream was interrupted by a religious obligation—my bar mitzvah. Mom thought it fitting that we have the service back in Baltimore with all my relatives. For a while, then, we relocated to our home city. But neither my mother nor I was happy there. California kept calling. And, just like that, we found ourselves returning to LA. Our neighborhood, Larchmont, was close to the famous gates that guard Paramount Studios.

Once I saw a man in a pinstripe suit and fedora hat approaching the gates. He was looking up at the sky and mouthing words.

“Is that man nuts?” I asked one of the gate guards for whom I fetched cigarettes.

“You should be so nuts, kid. That’s Irving Berlin, the greatest songwriter in the world.”

“Can I tell him hello?”

“Just make it short. He’s busy writing a song.”

I went up to him and said, “Mr. Berlin, may I shake your hand?”

“Sure, put it there, pal.”

Later that week, the same guard let me through the gates so I could find the offices of the director Cecil B. DeMille. As luck would have it, the door was open and a strikingly beautiful woman sat in the reception room behind an art deco desk. As she stood up to greet me, I saw that her figure was as alluring as her face.

“What can I do for you, young man?”

“I’d like to speak to Mr. DeMille.”

“Concerning what?”

“I want to be in pictures. I want to tap-dance and play drums.”

“I’m afraid he’s busy now. But if you return later in the week, perhaps he’ll have a minute to spare.”

I returned the next day. Surprisingly, the secretary smiled. She liked me. I liked her. Mr. DeMille didn’t have time to see me, but I did have time to run down to the commissary and bring the secretary a little ice cream.

The same thing happened the following day and the day after that. After I did whatever favors the secretary required, she allowed me to sit in the office and read Modern Screen and Daily Variety.

Then one day it happened.

She looked up and said, “Mr. DeMille will see you.”

I was completely unprepared. I was so hooked into the routine of running errands, reading trade papers in the reception room, and sneaking peeks at the secretary’s gorgeous gams that I had dismissed the possibility of actually meeting DeMille.

I freaked out and couldn’t move off the couch.

The smiling secretary helped me up and escorted me into the great man’s office.

There he was, seated behind a massive desk, looking like a European general who had conquered half the world.

He was all business. “What can I do for you?”

I spit out my words. “I’m an actor, a tap dancer, and a drummer.”

“Those are a number of talents all in one person. Can you tell me where you studied drumming?”

“A friend.”

“Can you tell me where you learned acting?”

“I taught myself.”

“Very good. Well, my time is limited, so let me give you some candid advice.”

“I would appreciate that, sir.”

“Learn gymnastics,” said DeMille. “Learn fencing and body building. If it turns out you can’t act, at least you’ll be strong and attractive.”

Welcome to the Golden Age of Hollywood.

If you lived in LA in the forties, even if you were a teenager from Maryland, you were touched by high drama. Or low drama. Or some kind of drama.

Theater, along with Greco-Roman wrestling, attracted me. As a junior high school student, I ran track as well. But it was drama that I wanted most.

 

In a dream I kept hearing the song “Wrapped Up in a Dream.” The dream was all blue—sky blue California meeting the black blue of some sexy singer moaning low.

I was happy to be working summers at the Circle Theater where I swept the floors and saw patrons to their seats. That’s where I met Syd Chaplin—Charlie’s son—and an actress named Diana Dill, who would soon marry Kirk Douglas. It was exciting stuff. I was enthralled with all things theatrical. Chaplin said I had “dramatic flair.” That’s all I needed to hear. “But be patient,” he said. “Eventually we’ll cast you in something that’s right for you.”

It never happened. By then I was sixteen—and an impatient sixteen at that. I’d been sweeping the floor of the theater and tearing tickets for nearly two years. And when a kid barely a year older than me, and a lousy actor to boot, was chosen over me in a play about Sherlock Holmes, I was heartbroken.

“I’m terribly sorry, Jer,” Chaplin said, “but the kid’s someone’s nephew. There’s nothing I can do about it. Be patient, something good will come along, sooner or later.”

The injustice was too much for my young sensibility, and I quit. Suddenly I was rudderless. All the energy I had put into the Circle Theater and its cozy community was yielding nothing. I was jumping out of my skin with frustration when I came across an ad in the local Larchmont News saying “Wanted: Busboy. 8pm to 4am. Must be 18 or over.” My face lit up. I could pretend to be eighteen. That’s a job I could do.


 

Stoller We moved to LA when I was sixteen. We lived on the edge of downtown, and I was not at all unhappy. Back in New York, when we were still in Sunnyside, my parents used a phony address to get me into Forest Hills High School. They saw Forest Hills as a step up from our lower middle-class status. I saw it as a step down because, unlike summer camp, it was virtually all white. The kids had money, some even had cars. Only a few were into music. For the most part, I felt alienated and bored. I created something of a scandal by escorting a black girl to the junior prom. In 1948, Forest Hills wasn’t ready for interracial dating. I was. Al Levitt and I had also dated Puerto Rican girls and thought nothing of it. Discrimination was intolerable, especially when it came to members of the opposite sex.

Dad moved us to California because of what he considered a sure-thing opportunity. By then Joanne was Phi Beta Kappa at the University of Michigan and dating my future brother-in-law, Fred Dykstra. Mom didn’t want to leave New York, but my father insisted. He was to become his boss’s partner in a West Coast branch of their firm. He’d been working for a company that designed, manufactured, and installed counterweight systems for theatrical curtains. They each put up $5,000 to kick it off. To do the designing and manufacturing, Dad put on overalls in the morning; then to do the selling, he put on a suit and tie in the afternoon. The business did well. Ironically, though, his former boss used a legal loophole to fire Dad. As a result, in his late forties, Dad had to start over from scratch. Meanwhile, my mother, lost in a strange city, suffered several severe bouts of depression.

I liked Belmont High, the school just outside downtown. Half the kids were Mexicans. Then there were Chinese and Japanese kids, black kids, and kids from the South Sea Islands. All the hipsters back in New York warned me that LA was really square, but they were wrong.
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Mike, front row, third from right, Los Angeles, 1950. With the Counts, a social club.

It was in Belmont High School in typing class. I thought she was really pretty. She was Filipino. Her name was Elizabeth, but everyone called her China (pronounced Cheena). I guess she liked me too, and we started hanging out together, walking to Tommy’s at Rampart and Beverly for chiliburgers after school, going to movies and school dances. Her crowd was mostly Chicano; they dressed in the Pachuco style. I adopted the style and started sporting chino pants, heavy-soled cordovan shoes, and Hawaiian or dark gabardine shirts. I learned to talk the talk—at least a few phrases—and walk the walk. The only thing I couldn’t do was wear my hair in a “duck’s ass” because it was too curly.


The more China and I saw each other, the more intimate we became. Sometimes we would sit together on her bed under a blanket made into a tent while she burned some powder in a small tin. It smelled like pot, but it was only a remedy for her asthma.

Eventually she became my first sexual experience. Once we started, it was hard to stop. The first time it was in her bedroom when her folks were out. Then it was in my car, in the alleyway next to her house, in the deserted balcony of the movie theater, in the little electric boats on the lake in Echo Park. We must have had sex five or six times a week for a couple of years. We tried to be careful—whatever that meant—but I never used a condom. I just guessed she couldn’t, thank God, get pregnant.

Years later, after I had left LA, I came back to see my father and called China’s old number from a phone booth. A girl I remembered from high school answered. She had married China’s brother.

“I remember you,” she said. “Are you still playing the piano?”

“A little bit,” I said.

Then I asked about China.

“Oh, she got married to some guy and moved to the Philippines. She had five kids, but then she died from an asthma attack.”

I got an empty feeling in my gut.

 

Leiber The all-night scene at Clifton’s Cafeteria in downtown LA was something out of Edward Hopper. Lonely ladies sipping tea at corner tables. Old men comforting themselves with the fifty-cent corned beef and cabbage special. Hookers and their johns warming up on post-tryst bowls of chili.

It was a bitch of a gig for me—the graveyard shift. In addition to my washing duties, I was lugging heavy trays and platters from the dining room to the kitchen, where I stacked them into a two-ton stainless steel dishwasher. I worked some winter nights, but mainly I put in my time during summers when the weather was hot and humid.

Time weighed on my mind. The scene got stale, the food got worse, but I hung around. I needed the money to purchase the brown suede shoes befitting a young man of my distinction.

Then one night it happened: I was carrying a tray of dirty dishes back to the kitchen when I passed through an alcove where the short-order cook was resting his head on the palm of his hand. He was leaning on the lower portion of a Dutch door. A joint was resting in his mouth, the sweet smoke of marijuana lazily caressing his face. His eyes were half-closed as he drifted off to the music coming from the kitchen radio. Hunter Hancock, the rhythm-&-blues-loving disc jockey, had a show called Harlem Hit Parade. He was playing Jimmy Witherspoon’s “Ain’t Nobody’s Business.”

I can’t explain my reaction, but at that very moment I was transported into a realm of mystical understanding. The light came on. Witherspoon turned on the light. Maybe it was the power and absolute confidence of his voice. Maybe it was the lyrics. I don’t know.


If I should take a notion

To jump into the ocean

It ain’t nobody’s business if I do



Whatever it was, I was never the same again. Whatever Witherspoon was doing, I could do. Whatever Witherspoon was saying, I could say. The doors had opened. I had entered his world.


 

Stoller Music was the world that intrigued me, but I wasn’t sure of the way in. I wasn’t sure of anything. As the forties turned into the fifties, uncertain times were upon us.

My mother’s brother, Guy Endore, a successful novelist and screenwriter, was blacklisted. In February 1950, Senator Joseph McCarthy kicked off his campaign of career-busting, life-destroying smears with the words, “I have here in my hand a list of two hundred and five people that were known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party and who are nevertheless still working and shaping policy in the State Department.” The accusations soon spread to Hollywood and, before we knew it, FBI agents were at our door, questioning my mother about her brother’s “subversive” activities. Mom was distraught. Uncle Guy’s film career suffered greatly. Later, however, he published a best-selling novel, The King of Paris.
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Mike, Los Angeles, 1950. Note framed picture of George Gershwin.

I escaped the depressive atmosphere at home by sometimes playing piano in a group led by the Vasquez brothers, guys I met at Belmont High. We had a gig at a dance at the Alexandria Hotel where our sit-in trumpeter, a movie-star-handsome guy with a seductive Miles Davis–like tone, was Chet Baker. We became friendly. I couldn’t help but be impressed when he told me he’d played with Charlie Parker during Bird’s club appearances in LA. I told Chet I’d been writing a few bebop tunes, and he said he’d like to hear them.

I had fun playing with the Vasquez brothers and Chet, but I knew I lacked the chops to be a really good jazz pianist. I guess I had some talent, but practicality told me my talent might be best expressed in composition. That realization led me to start studying with Arthur Lange, known as the Dean of Hollywood orchestrators. Lange had scored many movies. Maybe that was a skill I could learn.

But because Dad was not getting rich and Mom was not getting better, I had to work. Work meant pocket money. I like to say that Sammy Davis, Jr. and I worked together. He was on stage at the Million Dollar Theater while I walked up and down the aisles hawking ice cream. I also worked as an usher and doorman at the Orpheum, another downtown movie palace. I can’t tell you how many times I saw Father of the Bride. I had that miserable script memorized. It was a boring job—so boring, in fact, that when business was slow, I’d doodle in a notebook. One day the manager, looking at my abstract doodle, asked me in a friendly manner, “What’s that you’re drawing?”

“The sex act,” I told him.

He looked horrified. “You’re fired,” he said.


 

Leiber I was at Fairfax High School in the middle of Jewish LA. I was a bit of a dandy, a bit of a hipster, a bit of this, and a bit of that, but chiefly, after my Witherspoon epiphany, an impassioned would-be songwriter. That’s what led me to my part-time job at Norty’s, a little record shop that catered to old Jews and hipsters like me on Fairfax Avenue directly across from Canter’s Delicatessen. They sold Frankie Laine records—not to mention Mickey Katz’s version of “Mule Train”—as well as cantorials from Russia and Poland.

Norty Beckman, who owned Norty’s, hired me as a shipping clerk and sometime salesman. I worked there to be closer to music, but the music of the day was “If I Knew You Were Comin’, I’d’ve Baked a Cake” and “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?” Both records drove me crazy. I stuck my fingers in my ears to get away from the crap.

One morning, though, my ears opened. A sharp-dressed man came into the store and whipped out his card. “Lester Sill, National Sales Manager, Modern Records.” I was impressed. Modern was a hip little label specializing in the blues artists I loved. Right off the bat, Sill started pitching me new records, as if I had any power to buy anything. I tried to explain that I was nobody, but he kept talking. He said, “Kid, I think you’re gonna like this music.” And, man, was he right! I loved the music because the music was the stuff I’d heard in Baltimore and in LA on Hunter Hancock’s radio show. The stuff was John Lee Hooker singing “Boogie Chillen’.” Suddenly the epiphany re-exploded, expanded, and knocked me on my ass.

Lester Sill brought in this new epiphany. He embodied it. He was wearing a tan double-breasted suit with a subtle powder-blue pinstripe. His suit impressed me mightily. But “Boogie Chillen’” impressed me even more. John Lee Hooker delineated his raw blues while Sill did a little jig. The dance, in the style of Sandman Sims, added to my enchantment.

When the dance was done, Sill asked, “What are you going to be when you grow up, kid?”

“I’m already grown up.”

“What are you going to be when you get bigger?”

“A songwriter.”

“Have you written songs?”

“Sure.”

“Sing me one.”

“Now? Here?”

“Now,” Sill insisted.

“Norty’s in the back. He’ll fire me.”

“Don’t worry about Norty. He’s my buddy. Sing your song.”

I sang him a few lines from “Real Ugly Woman.” He cocked his head and said, “Not bad. Have any others?”

“Sure.”

“Get me copies.”

“How do I do that?” I asked.

“You gotta write out a lead sheet for me,” he said.

“What’s a lead sheet?”

“Piece of music paper with notes written on it and lyrics written under the notes.”

“I don’t write notes.”

“Well, find someone who does.”

The search was on.

 

Stoller I was into all kinds of music. Arthur Lange was teaching me to write for a symphony orchestra. The Vasquez brothers were teaching me rancheros. And my growing record collection, replete with Lennie Tristano and Lee Konitz, continued to floor me with the artistic intricacies of advanced bebop.

As far as work went, I took whatever I could. I was dependent on any gig I could dig up. I graduated high school in January of 1950 and started Los Angeles City College.

Though I was at best a fair piano player, I was hired by a variety of bands to play school dances and anything that paid a few dollars. Like most teenagers, I was shooting off in six different directions at once.

I wrote an ambitious piece that, two years after I composed it, was played by the Santa Monica Symphony Orchestra. Then nineteen, I invited an attractive UCLA graduate student to go to the performance with me, convinced she’d be impressed. The orchestra played it beautifully, but afterward the conductor said, “This was written by Michael Stoller, who’s only seventeen.” I tried to explain the age discrepancy to my date, but it was too late. The romance was aborted and my heart broken.

 

Leiber An uncontrollable compulsion was driving me. I had to find a writing partner. I needed someone who could write notes down on paper. For a while I had a partner, a part-time drummer by the name of Jerry Horowitz, who gave me percussion lessons. We wrote some songs, but nothing came of it. One day he missed a writing session. I didn’t hear from him for about a week. When he finally showed up, he said, “Sorry, Jer, but I can’t write with you anymore. My father died and I gotta find a day job to help pay my family’s bills.” I was crushed. What could I say? He had lost his dad. I knew what that was all about. Before he left, though, he fished a piece of paper out of his breast pocket and said, “By the way, I played a gig last weekend in East LA and I thought the piano player was pretty good.”

“You got his name?”

“Yeah. Mike Stoller.”

 

Stoller The call came out of the blue.

“Hi, my name is Jerome Leiber. Are you Mike Stoller?”

“Yup.”

“Did you play a dance in East LA last week?”

“Yup.”

“Can you write music?”

“Yup.”

“Can you write notes on music paper?”

“Yup.”

“Would you like to write songs with me?”

“Nope.”

“How come?”

“I don’t like songs,” I said.

“What do you like?”

Somewhat pretentiously, I answered, “I like Béla Bartók and Thelonious Monk.”

“Anyway, I think we should meet to talk about it.”

“Hey,” I said, “if you want to come over, come over.”

It seemed to me that the doorbell rang as I hung up the phone.


 

Leiber I was in a big hurry. I was racing to get a lead sheet made on the song I was going to submit to Lester Sill. The muse was pushing me. Pushing hard. I didn’t know this Stoller character from a hole in the wall, but if Horowitz said he was cool, he was cool.

I ran over to his house. The door opened, and I saw a kid my age with a beret on his head and a Dizzy Gillespie–type goatee on the end of his chin. A bebopper, I thought to myself. Oh, shit. Not one of them.

I had a notebook filled with lyrics.

“Like I told you on the phone, I want to write songs,” I said.

Mike just stood there staring at me until his mother called from the kitchen, “Aren’t you going to invite your friend in?”

 

Stoller The first thing I noticed about Jerry was the color of his eyes. One was blue and one was brown. I’d never seen that before. There was something intriguing about it, but it was strange—almost as strange as his request that we write songs together.

The only songs that really interested me were bebop compositions. I had the impression that Jerry probably wanted to write the kind of tunes you heard on the radio—moon, June, and all that. I couldn’t have cared less.

But I figured if he’d taken the trouble to come to my house, I might as well look at the speckled composition book he was holding. The things that caught my attention—the things that really changed my life—were the ditto marks.

Jerry had written a line like, “She’s a real ugly woman, don’t see how she got that way.”

The second line was merely dittos, indicating a repetition of the first line.


The third line read, “Every time she comes ’round, she runs all my friends away.”

It wasn’t simply that the lyrics were witty. It was more than that.

“These are blues!” I said. “You didn’t tell me you were writing blues. I love the blues.”

It was May, and I had a summer job lined up.

“We can start in the fall,” I said.

“I want to start now.”

“I can’t. I gotta wait.”

“I don’t wanna wait.”

“Well, you’ll have to if you want me to write with you.”

“I want to write with you,” Jerry said, “but I hate waiting.”

“Okay,” I said, walking over to the piano. I started playing some blues. Jerry improvised some lyrics and sang them as if he had been born in Mississippi.

We shook hands and said, “We’ll be partners.” And so began a six-decade argument with no resolution in sight. It was 1950. We were seventeen.

 

Leiber From the get-go, our energies were different. Mike was cautious and I was impetuous. You might even say I was reckless. The Jimmy Witherspoon epiphany at Clifton’s Cafeteria was the light leading me forward. I knew I could write; I had to write. I tried to convince Mike that we had to get started before the summer ended. Then came a stroke of good luck. Mike was fired from his job at the Orpheum Theater. It was only July, and so we got started.

The sessions took place over at Mike’s house because he had an upright piano. On the wall over the piano was a photo of George Gershwin autographed to Mike’s mom. Our method was simple—Mike sat at the piano and started fooling around, and I’d throw out ideas—lyrics, titles.

 

Stoller Jerry was an idea machine. The ideas just kept coming. For every situation, Jerry had at least twenty ideas. There was no doubt that the kid was brilliant and absolutely tireless. The fact that he acted out his ideas—sang them, even danced to them—took the tedium out of writing. We wanted to have fun, although our notion of fun was rooted in authenticity. As would-be songwriters, our interest was in black music and black music only. We wanted to write songs for black voices. When Jerry sang, he sounded black, so that gave us an advantage. And it didn’t hurt that James P. Johnson had given me a few lessons.

 

Leiber Mike was a hipster. He was quiet, and his cool depended on maintaining a certain reserve. I respected that. If I brought heat and he brought cool, I saw that as a good combination. Besides, I loved his playing. He had a remarkable memory and could recreate almost anything he had ever heard. As a musician, he had a fluency and familiarity with a wide variety of styles. When he started to noodle, I could see that he had a large musical vocabulary.

 

Stoller Jerry’s verbal vocabulary was all over the place—black, Jewish, theatrical, comical. He could paint pictures with words, and the words contained all sorts of colors, textures, and tones. Not only that, he was fast.


 

Leiber If Mike had clung to his bebop bias, that might have been a problem. But the blues broke him down and the blues freed him up. For all his love of that high-minded technically complex jazz, Mike’s heart was in the blues. He was as passionate about blues as I was. Blues was the bottom line. The blues was our bond—from that day forward. The blues became the basis of a lifetime of work.

 

Stoller Bebop is a serious music, a beautiful music, and although I would never be a great bop pianist, that was the form that I considered the highest art. At the same time, I recognized that, for all its complexity, the foundation of bop—in fact, the foundation of all jazz—is the blues. At first, writing a three-minute blues seemed like a simple task. But I saw that blues composition had its subtleties, and, as Jerry and I started working together, those subtleties interested me more and more.

So I would sit there and start to riff, and Jerry would start singing a line, and sometimes the line matched the notes I was playing, and sometimes the line didn’t. Sometimes he’d want me to change the music to match the words, and sometimes I’d want him to change the words to match the music. Often we’d fight. Fighting was part of the creative process. Jerry was as stubborn as me. Or maybe it’s better to say that he was as attached to his words as I was to my music. We often heard things differently. But after pushing and pulling, we’d usually wind up with something that surprised and delighted us both: a good song.


 

Leiber It didn’t take long for us to build up a small inventory. Our point man, of course, was Lester Sill, our only link to the real world of the record business. That world was especially interesting at the start of the fifties. As Lester explained it, the major record labels had little interest in what they considered heavily ethnic music. Sure, Louis Armstrong was on Decca along with Ella Fitzgerald and the Mills Brothers, but the vast majority of black artists, especially the ones we considered all-the-way authentic, were on small labels like Atlantic, Modern, Aladdin, Savoy, Specialty, Swing Time, Imperial, and King.

“The big labels,” explained Lester, “like RCA, Columbia, and Decca are ignoring the really great popular Negro artists ’cause they just don’t understand or care about the music. They don’t think it’s worthwhile, artistically or commercially. Well, I don’t have to tell you how wrong they are.”

Like Lester, many of the label owners were Jewish. “Look at the way the big iron and steel companies threw the scraps to the Jews,” said Lester. “That’s how Jews started in the scrap metal business. Same thing in music. The majors see great artists like Jimmy Witherspoon as scrap. They don’t want to deal with what they consider junk. Well, some of these small labels were actually junk dealers before they got into the music game. Through experience, they learned what some see as junk might actually be precious jewels.”

Were Mike and I making precious jewels? Could two teenage kids pretend to understand the kind of songs that grown-up black men and women wanted to sing and hear?

Lester heard our material and said, “Yes.” Then he added, “Hell, yes.”

“I’m setting up an appointment for you to meet the Bihari brothers, the guys who own Modern. I want them to hear your stuff.”


 

Stoller In those days we knew nothing about demos and, even if we did, we couldn’t afford to make them. If we wanted to get our song recorded, we had to play it—live—in front of the people who could make it happen. So Jerry and I went to meet the people. We jumped into my beat-up ’37 Plymouth and headed for Beverly Hills.

LA was wide-open back then. There were oil wells pumping just off Wilshire Boulevard and open fields just beyond Beverly Hills. Hope was in the air. Our plan was simple: I’d play and Jerry would sing. We were hardly cocky, but we did exhibit a certain confidence. We knew our songs were good and, even more, we knew they felt authentically black. Black was our criteria for quality.

We arrived at Modern Records’ office on Canon Drive precisely on time—twelve noon. The receptionist took our names and asked us to wait. We leafed through Billboard and Cash Box, seeing that Nat “King” Cole had hit big with “Mona Lisa” and Ivory Joe Hunter with “I Almost Lost My Mind.” Five minutes passed. Jerry handed me the Los Angeles Times. I lit up a cigarette. Ten minutes passed. Jerry lit up a cigarette. 12:20. We were both fidgety. We got up and asked the receptionist if the Biharis knew we were waiting.

“They know,” she said, expressionless.

“Let’s split,” I said to Jerry. “I don’t like being stood up. These people are incredibly rude.”

The long wait had eroded my confidence. I was feeling scared. We walked up the street toward Santa Monica Boulevard and suddenly saw a sign across the street. Aladdin Records.

Aladdin had great blues artists like Charles Brown and Amos Milburn. So a few minutes after we’d stormed out of Modern, we found ourselves in the office of another record company.

Another indifferent receptionist.


“Do you have an appointment?” she asked.

“No,” said Jerry, “but we have hit songs.”

When he said that, a black man named Maxwell Davis happened to be walking by. Davis is truly one of the unsung heroes of early rhythm & blues. B.B. King would later say Max was responsible for his best work. A big-toned tenor sax man, a great writer, a hip arranger, and a superb musical director, Davis was in demand. All the little labels wanted him in the studio. In 1950, the year we met him, he had written and produced the smash hit “Bad Bad Whiskey” for Amos Milburn.

“Okay, boys,” said Maxwell, a well-dressed gentleman who got right to the point. “Let’s hear what you got.”

We went into a back room where they had an upright piano. My shaken confidence returned. I wasn’t sure what Jerry was going to sing, but he just started and I fell in behind. I don’t remember the song, but it was an uptempo blues that probably employed a sexual metaphor.

Max chuckled and said, “What else do you have?”

We played a blues ballad called “I Love You So.”

“You guys know what you’re doing. I want the bosses to hear you.”

The Mesner brothers, Leo and Eddie, came in to hear our songs and nodded.

We walked out the door with a song contract and two big smiles.

 

Leiber When Lester Sill heard what happened, he took us back to Modern and this time made sure we met the Bihari brothers, who also invited their ace singing group, the Robins, to hear our stuff. We let loose with something we had just written, a different take on the Bible than what I’d studied at Hebrew school:



Well, back in the days of old King Saul

Every night was a crazy ball

The cats smoked hay through a rubber hose

And the women, they wore transparent clothes

That’s what the Good Book says, boy,

That’s what the Good Book says…
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