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For Joseph Shabalala and Albert Mazibuko, who have joined the ancestors.

Destiny smiled upon them and in ten-part harmony, they smiled back.
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CHAPTER 1 CASSETTES


When the music changes, so does the dance.

—Hausa Proverb



The story of Graceland’s origins is the story of a cassette: a bootleg tape, holding music recorded an ocean away, passed from one person to another, finding its way, by chance rather than plan, to Paul Simon. That single tape would light the spark of an album he would come to regard as a high-water mark, a personal creative best, completed in the months leading to his 45th birthday.

If the story of that one cassette has grown into myth, it’s because Paul Simon played no small part in shaping it. Indeed, he was openly sharing the details of the album’s genesis with friends and colleagues—not to mention playing them instrumental tracks, stepping up close, and quietly singing the lyrics in their ears—well before the album’s release in 1986, before it even had a name.

Simon wrote the essay for the back cover of Graceland, only the second time he penned liner notes for his own recording (the first was for the UK-only LP The Paul Simon Songbook in 1965). In it, he jumped straight to the origin story.


In the summer of 1984, a friend gave me a cassette of an album called Gumboots: Accordion Jive Hits, Volume II. It sounded vaguely like ’50s rock’n’roll out of the Atlantic Records school of simple three-chord pop hits: “Mr. Lee” by the Bobbettes, “Jim Dandy” by LaVern Baker. It was very up, very happy music—familiar and foreign-sounding at the same time.



Simon related to the music intellectually and emotionally, diving into it even as he sought to categorize and understand it. Mbaqanga, Simon soon came to know, was the name of the style he had been obsessing over. He learned it was from South Africa and how to pronounce its name. He listened to it on car rides from New York City to Montauk, Long Island, where he was building a beach house—a home he planned to share with his second wife, the actor Carrie Fisher.

On those extended drives, Simon had time on his hands and much on his mind. The trip to Montauk took three and a half to four hours each way, depending on traffic. In 1984, before the advent of cell phones and the internet, the journey was an isolating one, affording him the opportunity to listen and absorb. Also to ruminate: he and Fisher had yet to celebrate their first anniversary, but cracks in their relationship had already appeared and were deepening. As the house was erected, so the brief marriage was falling apart. Little surprise, perhaps, that music of joyous effect might offer an escape. Simon found himself turning again and again to that one recording.

“After a couple of weeks of driving back and forth to the house, I began to wonder, what is this tape?” Simon later recalled. “It’s my favorite tape now. I wonder who it is? And that’s when things started to perk up.”

Simon’s “perking up” went beyond simply enjoying the music. With one track in particular, he found himself composing lyrics, reimagining other elements of the music. “Scattering new melodies over the songs,” was how he put it. “It’s beautiful, I like it. I want to see if I can interact with it musically… And I didn’t even know if it was possible to interact with it.” For Simon, this was more than a bit of musical diversion. With the discovery of Gumboots, the desultory spell that had settled in a year before began to break.

The last new music he had written was for the 1983 album Hearts and Bones, a recording that had received critical favor. But, relative to the sales figures Simon’s recordings normally achieved, it had underperformed in the marketplace, generating neither a hit single nor a music video. It had managed to reach Top 40 status, eventually selling more than 1 million copies worldwide, and it featured a few of Simon’s most haunting songs—which remained in his setlists decades after. Still, the term “commercial failure” haunted the album.

The numbers mattered not nearly as much as the perception that Simon, after a legendary run at the top of the charts, might be losing steam and significance. He acknowledged this, even as he recalled a silver lining.


Hearts and Bones didn’t live up to expectations [and] there was some sort of reference to the fact that you probably wouldn’t be hearing Paul Simon music on the radio. I had had an unbroken string of hits with Simon & Garfunkel, and up until One Trick Pony really [with the single “Late in the Evening” in 1980]. I had had enough hits that I didn’t have any particular crisis of confidence. My reaction to that was, Well, good. The next time I make a record nobody will be looking over my shoulder. I’m not going to get calls from the record company every week saying, “How’s it going?” or “Can you send us something? We’re dying to hear it.” Which is what they have been doing for years and years. Now, I can do whatever I want.



Simon put a positive spin on the album’s reception, but his disappointment with Hearts and Bones went beyond sales. He disliked the sound of some of the recordings, upset that a few of the compositions—not all, but some—had not been fully realized in the studio. “I really thought the songs were better than the tracks and I was very frustrated,” he admitted. “When it was over I said, ‘I don’t want to go through that again.’ ”

With that realization came a plan: “I said, ‘I’ll make a track that I like and then I’ll write the song and if I don’t like the song I’ll erase it but the track still is there. I’ve been writing songs since I was fifteen—I knew how to write a song once the track existed.”

He was in the right frame of mind, then, for his encounter with the music of South Africa. Listening to Gumboots offered an opportunity for this idea, new to him, of song-building to flourish—from the music up. Never mind record-label obligations or career concerns. Never mind domestic distractions or other personal worries. All that fell away as he followed his instincts, guided more by feeling than careful plan.

“Does your best work come from active, conscious thinking about what a song should say?” he was asked in 1990. He negated that idea, saying, “In fact I consciously try not to think what a song should say… because what I’m interested in is what I find, as opposed to what I’m planning. I like to be the audience, too. I like to discover what it is that’s interesting to me. I like to discover it rather than plot it out.”



Gumboots set him on his journey to Graceland, but there had been other musical breadcrumbs leading to the same destination. “I knew Hugh Masekela and Miriam Makeba from South Africa, but that was in the late ’60s,” he later explained to Rolling Stone, after Graceland was released. “I knew high-life music from Nigeria… In 1983, on a Simon & Garfunkel tour of Australia, I was listening to Ladysmith Black Mambazo tapes.”

Ladysmith Black Mambazo was a South African choir whose bass-heavy harmonies and Zulu lyrics were transportive. Much in the same way that he would alight on the mbaqanga cassette a year later, Simon had found Mambazo at a moment when he had a surfeit of time. The flights to and from Australia alone were long affairs—thirteen to fifteen hours from the West Coast, to say nothing of travel within the sprawling continent. The cassettes he carried with him had been sent to him a few months before by a DJ in Los Angeles. Simon had come across his program on yet another car ride, driving to a recording session for Hearts and Bones.

Roger Steffens was the DJ, and KCRW, the city’s leading public radio station, was the source. When Simon got to the studio that day, he had called the president of Warner Bros., his record label, for help in contacting the DJ. “I got a call from Vicki Fortson, who was Lenny Waronker’s secretary then,” Steffens said, recalling the various albums he dubbed for Simon, copying copyrighted material onto the commonplace technology of the day. He remembered even the type of cassette he used.


She said Lenny wanted me to send Paul a sampling of really great African music that I thought he would enjoy learning about. So I made a package up. I love cassettes. I made C-90s of the Rhythm of Resistance soundtrack. This super album by Ladysmith, Ezinkulu [“Big Ones”]. King Sunny Ade would have been in there too. They immediately forwarded them to Paul, who picked up the phone and called me. Who are you? How did you get this music? What else can you send me?



Simon lost no time diving into the music. “Paul was already thinking about this stuff back then. I remember us being in the studio, listening to those cassettes,” recalled Warner Bros. staff producer Russ Titelman, who worked closely with Simon on Hearts and Bones. Simon continued to explore the music, even as he toured Australia and the United States through much of 1983, returning home to complete Hearts and Bones, see it released, and then step into the relative doldrum of 1984.

Simon was not one to remain unbusy for too long. In early 1984, he had been introduced to Heidi Berg, a Norwegian multi-instrumentalist and songwriter who had been chosen to lead the band for The New Show, an NBC-TV sketch comedy program developed by Saturday Night Live’s founding producer Lorne Michaels. Since the mid-1970s, Michaels had been a close friend and later a neighbor of Simon’s. They owned adjoining apartments on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, overlooking Central Park. Their relationship would play a significant role in the Graceland story.

The New Show floundered and was canceled after just nine episodes. Having met Berg, who was now pursuing a career as a recording artist, Simon listened to her music and agreed to help produce her. She had experience playing accordion, and Gumboots: Accordion Jive Hits, Volume II was a cassette she had borrowed from a friend, with the hope of somehow working that sound into her own. Simon suggested that she visit South Africa and experience the music firsthand. She loaned him the cassette with the request that he return it soon.

The irony of his advice to Berg would only too soon become apparent. Berg noticed that Simon hung on to the cassette. He found himself hooked, and he later credited Berg for introducing him to the music that gave rise to Graceland, mentioning her role in various interviews. Her name would appear first among those meriting special thanks in the album’s credits. Her indignation at Simon for making use of what she felt was her idea became the first in a series of complications he would face.

In mid-1984, all that was still to come. Let’s dolly back and consider the zeit and the geist of the Graceland story.


January–June 1984

Ronald Reagan is in the White House, readying his push for reelection while pulling US troops out of Beirut amid the burgeoning violence of the Lebanese civil war • The Soviet Union announces its intention to boycott the Summer Olympics • A new World’s Fair opens in New Orleans • Elections to the five-year-old European Parliament take place • Apple’s first Macintosh desktop goes on sale, introduced in a Super Bowl ad directed by Ridley Scott that pivots on a timely reference to George Orwell’s 1984, with a thrown sledgehammer smashing through a Jumbotron screen: personal computing as a bold, revolutionary act •



It was the best of times, it was the most uniform of times.

To many musicians and music fans of a certain age, the 1980s was a decade resonating with disillusion and insincerity, paling in comparison with the decades that preceded it. Admittedly, some were listening with boomer ears. But the complaint was understandable. Not much seemed as fresh or transgressive as it had once been. Too much seemed synthetic, tongue-in-cheek, formulaic.

One example: Pop music and rock—two musical styles that once represented divergent impulses, one commercial by nature and the other prizing authenticity above all else—began to sound uncomfortably alike. Bruce Springsteen, David Bowie, and Queen, the group that had proudly printed “No synthesizers were used on this album” on its mid-seventies albums, were all using synthesizers and asking dance-floor DJs to create extended mixes of their hits.

To many, much of the blame lay with the industry itself, which was doing very well at the time, thank you very much. The mid-eighties were a high-water mark for a business that had returned to a healthy level of profitability after a brief 11 percent downturn in 1979. Unparalleled expansion lay in the years ahead. It was still the heyday of physical media, but format popularity was shifting. Twelve-inch vinyl—the standard for almost three decades—was slowly ceding market share to cassettes (the leading format that year, with 55 percent of unit sales), while a new upstart from the digital realm, the compact disc, claimed a solid 5 percent. (By decade’s end, CDs would assume the dominant position.)

Music retailers were building monuments to the market’s growth. Tower Records was opening large, multisectioned stores in major cities, sparking a megastore trend soon followed by Virgin and HMV. Music seemed to be for sale everywhere. Records, cassettes, and CDs could be bought in department stores and small music shops.

The music-video cable channel MTV, born in 1981, had quickly become a major power broker, adding a visual dimension to pop music and offering a promotional alternative as effective as radio airplay had been for generations. The channel was responsible in large part for the so-called second British Invasion, which was then peaking with various flavors of synth-pop: Duran Duran, Thompson Twins, Eurythmics, and Culture Club. The first MTV Video Music Awards were held in 1984.

That same year, Michael Jackson, Lionel Richie, Bruce Springsteen, Madonna, Prince, Tina Turner, and Van Halen were atop the pop charts and collectively claimed the lion’s share of media coverage and financial rewards. The latter five all released career-defining albums that would sell in the millions: Born in the USA. Like a Virgin. Purple Rain. Private Dancer. 1984.

Together, these recordings helped create a high-water mark for a business that had finally returned to a healthy level of profitability, after the market contraction five years before. “If nothing else had happened in pop music this year, 1984 would have been remembered as the year the record industry regained its footing,” wrote the New York Times’s Robert Palmer that December. Unparalleled growth lay in the years ahead but there was a downside too: a musical conformity, a noticeable paring down of originality and variety. Such was the common complaint.

“One thing that has happened in the music industry is that the business part of it has become so significant that it has taken away the spontaneity of certain things,” Stevie Wonder complained to Rolling Stone at the height of the decade. “It’s like if one station is playing a record, then another station says, ‘Oh yeah, we better play that too.’ ” “I think we will all need to get back to the roots,” Bono of U2 opined in the same issue. “When we look back at this decade, we’ll have to say that rock & roll went to work for corporations and got up at 6:00 a.m. to go jogging.” “There is nothing to speak of from the ’80s,” Elvis Costello wrote in 2000, deriding it as “the decade that music forgot.”

Simon himself regarded the eighties with more consideration, yet with a similar grumble. Asked about the state of music in 1986, he answered:


As the popularity of all of this [music] grew and the record sales grew and the industry enters into it, the selling process becomes more important than the creative process and music becomes diluted again with imitators. And I think this is a pattern that we see repeated again and again. Now we’re in a period of… I don’t even know how to describe what we’re in now. It’s sort of a collectivism again, where a lot of different styles seem to be popular. Personally speaking, I don’t find most of them very interesting.



He put it more bluntly in Musician magazine that same year: “I’m bored with the Top 40,” he said. “The fringes are much more interesting to me.”



What were those fringes? They were the spaces and places that collectively formed an informal music network, pulsing and thriving but distinct from the dominating force of big record labels, commercial radio stations, and major media outlets. The fringes were alternate music magazines and fanzines, public and college radio stations, small record stores and independent record labels, small clubs and bars—in places such as New Orleans; Washington, DC; East LA; Boston; Minneapolis; Austin, Texas; Athens, Georgia; and Providence, Rhode Island. All offered havens for musical discontents. All were fertile ground for new discoveries.

If the fringes of the 1980s favored indie rock and post-punk talent, there was room for a reinterest in roots Americana, too. Bands specializing in blues, rockabilly, honky-tonk, zydeco, old-school R & B, and early rock and roll found root, as did independent labels catering to their audiences.

And with their rise came a sudden influx of imported recordings—primarily African and Caribbean music, but from other foreign corners, too—offering a musical array that had never been so readily available in the United States. Intrepid radio listeners might turn their dial to the left and find the sounds of West Louisiana’s Clifton Chenier (zydeco), East LA’s Los Lobos (Latin rock), Austin’s Fabulous Thunderbirds (East Texas swamp blues), London’s Linton Kwesi Johnson (reggae/spoken word), Montserrat’s Arrow (soca/calypso), or Nigeria’s King Sunny Ade (juju music).

One might read about these new artists and get other music news in a diverse range of publications, such as Rolling Stone, the Village Voice, Spin, Goldmine, Living Blues, and Pulse!—a freebie monthly tucked into the bag with all purchases at Tower Records. One might catch those musicians when they came through major American cities, or, on rare occasion, opening for large arena acts—as Bob Marley did for the Commodores in 1980.

One could then find albums by these artists not only in well-stocked bins at Tower Records but also in specialty shops. One came to know and trust various record labels—some American, some imported, all independent. For recent and classic African and Caribbean music, there were Shanachie, Island, Mango, Nighthawk, Earthworks, Stern’s, Music of the World, and others. For blues, R & B, zydeco, folk, and other roots styles, there were Alligator, Rounder, Takoma, Slash, Arhoolie, Black Top, Yazoo, JSP, HighTone, Flying Fish, Maison de Soul. Almost all albums included liner notes, providing rare and valuable information about the music and the musicians, telling their stories and deepening the connection between artists and audience.

It was a time of searching and a time of sharing. If one were to nominate a symbol of the musical generosity of that decade, of the common desire to seek out fresh sounds and to share them with others, it would have to be the audiocassette. The fidelity may have been lower than other formats, but every music consumer had a number of them in their music collection, and everyone in the music business used them. It was the easiest and most accessible format with which to convey music from friend to friend, colleague to colleague, lover to lover. Blank cassettes were on sale at the checkout counter in every record store. With the most basic stereo equipment and a respectable record collection, anyone could create one’s own musical world on a simple cassette—mixing old and new, crossing styles and genres. What we now call curation. The bestowal of a homemade mixtape gained enough social currency to reliably work as a Hollywood plot point when evoking the era: see Say Anything, Jerry Maguire, High Fidelity.

The format had its issues. Cassettes were pocket-sized and easily lost. The tape inside was thin and might stretch or snap. Cassette players could “eat” tapes, unspooling them into their inner mechanics. Yet, for a period in the early eighties, the rise in popularity of this small and humble conveyor of musical delights was regarded with dread.

It was not an objection to the format itself; record companies themselves were producing cassette versions of all their album releases. It was “home taping”—the act of dubbing already released material—that music business leaders took issue with. The mere scent of lost revenue—rather than any provable amount—was enough to raise the hackles of an industry still smarting from the setback of 1979. In a typical business article from that period, Billboard reported in 1982: “To [Warner Communications Inc. chief Steven] Ross, home taping remains the record industry’s “most serious problem… if the volume lost to home taping is added to reported industry sales, there would be continuous growth from the 1978 peak.”

The home-taping hysteria lasted for most of the decade. In the music trades, it was not uncommon to read the words of normally unflappable music executives threatening legal action against those who made it possible to defy copyright regulations by creating cassette copies of albums to share with others. For a few years, a logo reading “Home Taping Is Killing Music” was printed on LP inner sleeves in the UK. In the United States, record labels put pressure on government agencies to levy taxes on companies making blank cassettes and cassette recorders.

Graceland was born from this era of home taping. The piece of music that served as its seed came from a collection released by the Go Go label, a subsidiary of Gallo Records, South Africa’s leading record company. It was a cassette-only release, the favored format of Black South Africans at whom the album was targeted, specifically those working in the gold mines near Johannesburg—hard hats on their heads and large rubber boots, or “gumboots,” on their feet. The photo on the cassette’s J-card portrayed mine workers on the job, the title a shout-out to those who would know the upbeat music.

The cassette that would find its way to Simon was a copy of an original that had been sent by Gallo to Marshall Chess. Chess was scion of the historic Chess Records label, the leading purveyor of electric Chicago blues, founded by his father and uncle. Active during the seventies and eighties in various music ventures, Chess had met the head of Gallo at Midem, a music industry conference in Cannes, France, and began to receive album releases from South Africa on a regular basis. At the same time, Chess was working with the Pin Ups, a New York–based New Wave band including guitarist/songwriter Norman Schoenfeld, and had sold their first single to the British Chiswick label.

“The thing is I was driving back and forth into New York at the time from my home,” Chess recalled, describing a listening session much like Simon’s. “I started copying these African albums onto cassettes that I would use during my rides… A two-hour ride [each way] so I could listen to a couple of cassettes per ride, you know.”

Schoenfeld, who later became a top executive at the VH1 video channel, often accompanied Chess in his car. “He was always listening to music like that. Marshall saw that I was enjoying the music and said, ‘Here, you take it. I got plenty like this.’ ” Schoenfeld was listening to it with a friend, who likewise expressed interest in the music, and he passed it on to her. That friend was Heidi Berg.

Such was the provenance of one cassette. “I’ve learned all of this from a bootleg tape,” Paul Simon later revealed, adding wryly, “as I’m sure the industry will be pleased to hear.”
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CHAPTER 2 THE WARNING


July–December 1984

Twenty-four die in a suicide bombing at the US Embassy in Beirut • Ronald Reagan, unaware his microphone is live, jokes about bombing Russia; a few months later he is re-elected president of the United States • UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher survives an assassination attempt; India’s Indira Gandhi does not • South Africa’s Bishop Desmond Tutu, a leading anti-apartheid activist, receives the Nobel Peace Prize • Inspired by a news report on the Ethiopian food crisis, British rocker Bob Geldof establishes Band Aid, a supergroup performing and recording music for charity; they compose and record “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” to raise funds for famine relief. The song becomes an international hit •



“Who do we know in South Africa?”

In late summer 1984, Simon reached out to Mo Ostin, his closest friend and ally at Warner Bros. Records, then its chairman and CEO. The two had met in the early seventies and had grown close with Lorne Michaels, becoming part of a tight circle of personal and professional relationships. Ostin was responsible for signing Simon to Warners in early 1978, after his relationship with Columbia/CBS Records soured.

Having heard Simon’s request, Ostin in turn called Lenny Waronker, president of the label.

“Lenny and Mo”—their names were often spoken in one breath by many in the music industry—were the legendary team known for steering Warner Bros. in the 1970s and 1980s, establishing the label’s top-shelf reputation with music that was consistently well produced and highly original. Van Morrison, Randy Newman, Joni Mitchell, James Taylor, the Grateful Dead, and other era-defining artists all added to WB’s cred. Through the seventies and into the eighties, the label turned great signings into commercial successes, expanding its focus to harder rock and dance music: Van Halen, Madonna, Prince, John Fogerty, REM.

“Warners was considered the artist label,” said Michael Ostin, Mo’s son and head of A&R in the eighties. “Mo and Lenny created a climate that allowed artists to really flourish and do their best work and they were never pushed to do overly commercial stuff. My father’s attitude was just make great records and the audience will follow. And that somehow was a philosophy that was permeated down throughout the company, and the artists felt really nurtured and very, very comfortable.”

Warner Bros. was the leading record company on the West Coast, with a market share that placed it among the top three majors of the late seventies; CBS (home of Columbia Records) and PolyGram were the other two. That Warner was based in sunny, laid-back Los Angeles, rather than the urban canyons of New York City, added to its appeal. Yes, the suits-and-ties culture of the sixties may have been pushed out at most labels by then. But the stilted, neon-lit offices and nine-to-five vibe remained back east, soulless in comparison to Warner’s way of doing things, in the shaded, chalet-like building in Burbank that the label had moved into in 1975.

Simon’s ultimate decision to defect in 1978 from Columbia—what had once been regarded as the Tiffany of record companies—was less the result of a recruiting effort on Ostin’s part and more because of the abrasive, zero-sum negotiating approach of Walter Yetnikoff, the corporate lawyer who had ascended to CEO of CBS Records.

Michael Ostin remembered: “Paul and Mo became very close professional and personal friends and my father said, Look, I know you have a long-standing relationship at Columbia and I’d never want to interfere with that. But if ever you were considering to make a change, I’d love nothing more than to have you on at Warner Bros. Then Paul was renegotiating his contract with Columbia and something went wrong and he told his lawyer to call Mo.” What had gone wrong was a tussle over one point in the multi-album agreement: Simon’s right to produce an album of his own music performed by other artists, whether attached to a Broadway show, Hollywood film, or some other project.

For a major record label to raise sand rather than grant permission to one of their best-known artists to pursue what could well prove to be a profitable, cooperative venture seems foolhardy at best. But to first agree to that term, and then renege on it—as Yetnikoff did—was short-sighted and self-defeating. “Mind-boggling,” Lenny Waronker called it. “CBS started to mess around with a deal and that’s one thing you can’t do with Paul. If you agree to something, unless there’s an incredible reason not to follow through, you do it.”

Simon knew what he was doing when it came to the business side of the business. In the music world of the late seventies, his stature had grown beyond that of a singular songwriter and consistent producer of hit records. He had respect as a mover who knew how to set up and, if needed, fund the conditions from which great music would come: recording his own music, often on his own dime, when inspiration struck, in studios inside and out of the United States; collaborating with and producing other artists; actively developing movie and theater projects. He had long outgrown the standard relationship in which a label might subsidize production and promotion of the music, then charge the musician for those costs against the profits the music made. He was a business partner as much as a signed artist. He had a staff, full- and part-time, housed in a suite of offices in Manhattan’s famous Brill Building, monitoring the use of his music, arranging recording and performance projects. He had his own lawyer and an accountant (who still works for him).

Warner Bros.’ offer to lure Simon over was their most generous to date, reflecting the label’s confidence they were signing an artist with great music still to come: $13 million, $3 million each for four albums plus a $1 million signing bonus. Said Waronker: “Paul Simon’s creative record was as high as you could get. How could you not be interested in somebody like that? The idea that he hadn’t made a record in a while never really came up. All artists go through a period when they need some time. We were betting that talent will ultimately rise up.” Simon’s contractually obligated LP—Greatest Hits, Etc., with two new songs—completed his deal with Columbia. He signed the Warner Bros. deal in February 1978 and would deliver his first album—One-Trick Pony—to his new label in 1980.

There’s a story that reveals the way Simon regarded his contracts as a joint venture: One-Trick Pony was released in conjunction with the film of the same name, in which he played the lead role: a lonely-in-the-middle rocker named Jonah Levin, recording, touring, and struggling to balance home and road life. It was Simon’s most ambitious effort to date, and expensive. The Latin-flavored single from the album, “Late in the Evening,” had been a modest hit, but the album didn’t earn back enough to zero the label’s investment. Michael Ostin related what his father told him:


After the album came out, Paul came out to LA and said he needed to see my dad. He said, Mo, I’ve never lost money in my life—I certainly never lost money for any of my partners. I got to figure out a way to make this up to you. My dad said, Paul, we’re a large company. I believe in you. You don’t have to worry about that. I know in the long run we’re going to do really well together. But Paul, being who he is, really felt an obligation. So he decided to do that free concert in Central Park, reunite with Artie [Garfunkel] and record it. Even though Simon & Garfunkel was a Columbia act, and Arty was still with them too, Paul helped figure out a way so the royalties flowed through to Warner Bros. to pay back the unrecouped balance. It was a truly extraordinary thing. It balanced the books. My dad never forgot that.



It’s a revealing moment, one that shines a light forward on Graceland, underscoring Simon’s determination to stay independent (and solvent), to problem-solve and make things right, relying on his instincts and, if needed, his own bank account. It speaks to music as a priority above all else and a degree of perfectionism, but also a willingness to accept responsibility when things do not go as planned.

“He was incredibly concerned that One-Trick Pony didn’t pull through but he wasn’t blaming anybody. He was, Move forward. Next,” Waronker said, adding, “With Paul one of the things I picked up was that he didn’t want people making decisions for him in terms of who he was or what he was going to be. He didn’t need that input from me, or anyone really.”

Waronker was first and foremost a producer, more than a corporate executive. The son of a record company founder—Sy Waronker, head of Liberty Records—he had come up through the ranks and been appointed head of Warner’s A&R department in 1971. He had initially crossed paths with Simon in 1967 when one of the first groups he produced—the studio project Harpers Bizarre—had a Top 20 hit with Simon & Garfunkel’s “The 59th Street Bridge Song (Feelin’ Groovy).” Years later, Waronker, along with Warner staff producer Russ Titelman, had helped produce Simon’s Hearts and Bones, but he had to leave the project before it was finished when he was offered the position of label president.

As Waronker remembered, when Ostin called him in mid-1984 and asked him to look into what Simon was working on, it had been a while since they’d last spoken, and there was a marked, uncommon feel of excitement in what Simon had to share.


The last time I had spoken with Paul I remember Russ, Paul, and myself standing outside of a party in someone’s backyard and I told him, Look, they’ve asked me to be president so I won’t have time to work on this album anymore. He said, Are you kidding? You know what you can do at that position? He was very encouraging, nothing about me dropping out of Hearts and Bones. So it had been close to a year since the album came out, maybe eight or nine months, and nothing from Paul. Silence. I was in New York and Mo called and said Paul was very enthusiastic. He had just written a song. So I called and he said, Come on over, I got to play you this. He gave me a brief idea of how this thing came about, that this woman he knew whom he really respected had laid this cassette on him, and he’d written a song to it. Then he played the cassette and started singing in my ear, and I really loved it. I under-stood it.



Through the next year, Simon would repeat this exercise with a number of musicians, producers, and friends, playing instrumental tracks while stepping in close and singing lyrics sotto voce, matching words to music, surprising a few with the sudden, unexpected proximity.

“I don’t remember what the lyric was about,” Waronker said. “It almost didn’t matter—it was more the melody that he wrote, the phrasing and how the words were bouncing off each other. For what I knew about Paul, that was a new thing. And he had a lot of enthusiasm. That was special.”

Waronker’s immediate response fell in line with how things were done with many recording projects of the day.


He’s singing and I’m thinking, one, this is really great, and the other thing is, God, he’s smart. He just figured out a way to do dance music his way, and dance music was so powerful in those days. I said Paul, this thing is great. You could probably do it on your own with Nile [Rodgers] and whoever else, a handful of musicians to begin with.



At the time, Waronker’s suggestion made sense. A founding member of Chic, the disco era’s best-known live band, the guitarist Nile Rodgers had become a first-call freelance producer by the 1980s, adept at mixing new electronic sounds and dance rhythms with old-school elements. He had a reputation for adding spark to—and reinvigorating, if needed—headline artists, any style, any label: Sister Sledge, Diana Ross, David Bowie, Madonna. In 1984, he was busy producing Mick Jagger’s soon-to-be-released first solo album. Simon knew him; Rodgers had contributed guitar and LinnDrum parts to Hearts and Bones. If Simon’s ambition was to take Gumboots and work it into his own musical vision, he could find no better collaborator than Rodgers.

But Simon had a different idea. He wanted to go to South Africa. Waronker recalled the moment. “He looked at me and he said, ‘Are you kidding? I’m going there.’ I thought, Holy shit, he’s going to do it down there.”

Simon’s meeting with Waronker led to an understanding: his as-yet-unnamed South African record would satisfy his initial four-album contract with Warner Bros., and it would be subsidized by the singer, with the label lending assistance. According to Robert Hilburn, the author of a Simon biography, the mutual investment in creating the music would amount to $700,000. Others privy to the information say the budget eventually topped $1 million. It was a hefty number for a recording project, but not unheard of.

Simon later acknowledged the active role the heads of Warner Bros. took in staking the gamble. “Take Graceland. Back in the early stages, almost everybody was very doubtful about the project—except Mo and Lenny, that is. You have to remember that there was no indication whatsoever when we started that the album had any chance of a commercial payoff. But Mo loved the idea and encouraged me to take the risk.”

Warner Bros. assisted in other important ways: the label provided a home base on the West Coast and it connected Simon with its best contact in South Africa. As Waronker recalled, “So I said, okay, look, I can help. I have a really good relationship with this producer/manager guy. And so I introduced him to Hilton.”



Hilton Rosenthal was then a twelve-year veteran of the South African music business, a producer and executive, much like Waronker. Starting at Gallo Records—South Africa’s oldest record company—he had gained substantial experience producing Black South African music through much of the 1970s, before starting his own label in 1980, MINC, a co-venture with CBS International.

Rosenthal was asleep when the phone rang. “Lenny, who knew about international time zones of course, called me at three in the morning [nine p.m. in New York City]. ‘Listen, Paul Simon has found a South African piece of music and he doesn’t know what to do with it. Would you mind if he calls you?’ After a millisecond, I said yes.”

Waronker and Rosenthal had first met the year before. They had been introduced in 1966 by Seymour Stein, founder of New York’s Sire Records, which had become a Warner Bros. subsidiary in 1978. The move effectively folded the Ramones, Talking Heads, the B-52s, the Pretenders, Madonna, and other notable punk, new wave, and dance artists into the parent company’s substantial roster.

Stein, an Anglophile at heart, caught wind of a rare multiracial band from South Africa making waves in the UK in 1982—both with their music and because of a minor imbroglio involving British music union rules. The group, Juluka, was co-led by Johnny Clegg, a white musician from Johannesburg who spoke Zulu and had studied South African music and culture since his teen years; and Sipho Mchunu, a Black migrant worker, singer, and guitarist. Hilton Rosenthal was their producer and de facto representative.

Clegg and Mchunu had developed their music, stage act, and band, ascending from street performers to a touring quintet and adopting their name—the Zulu word for “sweat.” They released their first album, Universal Men, on CBS in 1979. The 1981 follow-up, African Litany on MINC, added fuel to their fire—in South Africa and, little by little, abroad. The music was focused on traditional Zulu songs and punchy rhythms, with lyrics in both English and Zulu, and their stage show included high-stepping dancing, often synchronized and always exciting.

To those with even a surface-level awareness of the unbending racial divisions then in place in South Africa under the laws of apartheid, African Litany was a rare and bold statement. Even the cover, depicting Clegg and Mchunu in close proximity, both wearing Zulu regalia, suggested a stance breaking all convention, to say nothing of apartheid laws. “Great story about that album,” Rosenthal said.


No airplay whatsoever. The South African Broadcasting Corporation would not play mixed-language records, as part of the apartheid system. Radio Zulu could only play Zulu records. Radio Sesotho would only play Sesotho records. Top 40 stations only English or Afrikaans records. But suddenly a buzz started happening and I was getting feedback. The album started selling and we discovered that the song “Impi,” which was about the Anglo-Zulu war, about the battle of Isandlwana that the Zulus won, was becoming an anthem in the townships as a rallying cry for the kids—a Zulu chant.



At that time, the bitter memories of the Soweto uprising of 1976 were still fresh. “Soweto”—short for “South Western Townships”—referred to the Black designated neighborhoods near Johannesburg where, in June that year, students began protesting apartheid in general, but specifically the so-called Bantu education system, which had recently mandated study of Afrikaans, South Africa’s Dutch-derived official language. The “tongue of the oppressors,” as the students saw it.

The demonstrations triggered an extreme and violent reaction by South African security forces: an estimated six hundred protesters, mostly young pupils, were killed. It also heightened the vigilance with which other apartheid rules were enforced. In the international community, the moment was pivotal, galvanizing anti-apartheid movements in various Western countries, but especially in the UK.

That Juluka was censored by the heavily regulated South African media was no surprise. What was unexpected was “Impi” hitting such a universal note on its own that, as Rosenthal reported, “by the end of that year we actually won an SABC [South African Broadcasting Corporation, the country’s public broadcasting network] listener choice award without them ever playing a note of the record, and the ultimate irony, jumping forward a little, is that it became the anthem of the South African Springboks rugby team, a very Afrikaner, all-white team at that point in time.”

Juluka’s next release, Scatterlings, took them further still, catching the ear of Seymour Stein, and then Waronker and Ostin, and overseas promoters as well, leading to a groundbreaking European tour in 1982. It was during these dates that trouble arose—portentous of what lay ahead for Graceland. Rosenthal explained:


This ties into what Paul ended up facing a number of years later: issues with the musicians’ union and the anti-apartheid movement in England. We went and did a tour of England with Juluka and at one point we had seven television appearances confirmed, which would easily have put our record in the Top 5 there. We had a visa to work as a live band, but any performance on British TV had to be approved by the musicians’ union. At that time, if it had anything to do with South African music, the union would go to the anti-apartheid movement, and then they would advise the government whether or not to give permits.



Juluka’s arrival in the UK coincided with its resurgence in anti-apartheid activities—especially the strategy of pressuring the South African government with economic embargoes and other boycotts, to the point of complete isolation. In the UK, the Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) had led the charge since its founding in 1960, growing into an overseeing role, focusing the efforts of different activist organizations, trade unions, and the like. The AAM often worked hand in hand with the British offices of the African National Congress (ANC), the political party founded by Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, and others, then in exile as a liberation movement.

A measure of the intensification of anti-apartheid activity at this time was the passing of United Nations Resolution 35/206 E, adopted at the plenary meeting of the UN General Assembly on December 16, 1980, which read: “The General Assembly… Noting that the racist regime of South Africa is using cultural, academic, sports, and other contacts to promote its propaganda for the inhuman policies of apartheid and ‘bantustanization,’ 1. Requests all States to take steps to prevent all cultural, academic, sports and other exchanges with South Africa.”

Though the measure was a long-sought goal of the AAM, ANC, and other organizations, its language was general and unconditional—a one-size-fits-all solution that would prove to be
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