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The reasonable man adapts himself to the world. The unreasonable man adapts the world to himself. All progress depends on the unreasonable man.

—George Bernard Shaw



Author’s Note

Tearing Down the Wall of Sound is going into production before opening statements in Phil Spector’s murder trial. The chapters about the incident of Lana Clarkson’s death are based on the information and evidence available at this time and are in no way meant to make any allegations about Phil Spector, or to predict a verdict in the trial.

—March 30, 2007
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“Mr. Spector Likes People to Walk Up”

On an unseasonably warm day in December 2002 I found myself sitting in a room at the Hyatt Hotel on Sunset Strip in Los Angeles, waiting for Phil Spector to call.

It had been thirty-six hours since I’d arrived in Los Angeles, to find a message telling me that my meeting with Spector, which had taken some three months to arrange, and was scheduled to take place the following day, had been “postponed.” It was as if all my worst fears had come to pass.

Between 1961 and 1966, Spector’s so-called Wall of Sound made him the most successful pop-record producer in the world, with more than twenty Top 40 hits by such artists as the Crystals, the Ronettes and the Righteous Brothers. In the words of the writer Tom Wolfe, Spector was the “first tycoon of teen”—a mercurial and combustible mixture of genius and hustler, a precocious, brilliant and off-the-wall visionary who would change the face of pop music forever.

In a period when most people, even those who made it, regarded pop as disposable ephemera, Phil Spector alone dared to believe it could be art. Marshaling armies of guitars and keyboards and brass and drums, celestial sleighbells, and voices keening like angels, he made records of a hitherto unconceived-of grandeur and majesty, elevating the themes of teenage love and heartache to the epic proportions of Wagnerian opera—“little symphonies for the kids,” as he put it. Spector crammed emotion into a bottle and uncorked it—the clamorous, joyous noise of a small tyrant unleashing his vision, his revenge, on the world. When, in the late ’60s, musical fashion overtook his Wall of Sound, Spector moved on to the biggest pop group in the world, the Beatles. He rescued their valedictory album, Let It Be. He produced Imagine for John Lennon, and “My Sweet Lord” for George Harrison. Then began the long, slow retreat. In 1979 Spector produced his last album, for the punk rock group the Ramones. And then he was gone. The architect of the Wall of Sound vanished behind another wall—of barbed-wire fences, guard dogs and Keep Out: Armed Response signs, of stories about guns and craziness, rumor, half-truth and legend—much of it, it seemed, of Spector’s own creation. The “tycoon of teen” became rock and roll’s most enigmatic recluse.

When in the autumn of 2002 I first contacted Spector, he had not given a major interview in some twenty-five years, and to arrange a meeting involved delicate and protracted negotiations. Letters were dispatched back and forth. Michelle Blaine, Spector’s personal assistant, and the daughter of Hal Blaine, the drummer who had played on all of Spector’s greatest hits through the ’60s, happened to be passing through London, and we met for tea at a Mayfair hotel. She was fiercely protective of her employer. What exactly would be the thrust of the interview? Was I familiar with Mr. Spector’s records? How familiar? What had I read about Mr. Spector? I would be aware that there had been a great deal of misreporting about Mr. Spector’s life and affairs—gossip, scandal; talk of guns, of craziness—all of it exaggeration, myth and lies. Mr. Spector would not countenance any interview that proceeded along those lines.

A week later I was informed that Spector had agreed to talk. My elation was immediately tempered by a deep foreboding that the interview would almost certainly never happen. It was almost to be expected, then, that I should be told on my arrival in Los Angeles that our meeting had been “postponed.” I sat in my room, awaiting the call that I was now convinced would never come. And then the telephone rang. A car, I was informed, would be collecting me from my hotel at noon. At the appointed hour, a white 1965 Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud, license plate PHIL 500, drew up outside the hotel. A uniformed chauffeur held open the door. Encased in leather and walnut and hidden behind black curtains—a car that could tell stories—we turned onto the Hollywood Freeway, keeling slightly like some stately ocean liner, and headed east.

After some thirty minutes, we turned off the freeway, following the signs for Alhambra, a nondescript, working-class neighborhood of strip malls and scrubby bungalows. The road wound upwards, and further upwards still, ending at last at a set of high wrought-iron gates, posted with Keep Out signs. The chauffeur stepped out to open them, drove through and pulled to a halt at the bottom of a flight of stone steps, the gates closing behind us. “Mr. Spector,” he said, “likes people to walk up.” The steps led up through an avenue of lowering pines, the castle visible through the trees.

It was up these same steps that just a few weeks later, in the early hours of Monday, February 3, 2003, Spector would stagger with Lana Clarkson, a sometime actress and model, whom Spector had met just two hours earlier in a Hollywood nightclub. According to the testimony given to the police by Spector’s chauffeur Adriano De Souza—the same chauffeur who had driven me from my hotel—Spector was apparently inebriated, and Lana Clarkson was “like grabbing his arm and shoulder and helping him up the stairs.” Now, as I climbed, I had the distinct sense that I was being watched, although I might have been imagining this.

Michelle Blaine was waiting for me at the top. She led me through the front door into a cavernous hallway, wood-paneled and red-carpeted. Later, I would try to bring the details of this hall to mind, to match it with the account of the affidavit filed by Detective Mark Lillienfeld of the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department, reporting the scene that he and other officers had found there in the early hours of February 3.


Your affiant saw the victim slumped in a chair in the foyer of the home. She was wearing a black nylon slip/dress, black nylons, and black shoes. A leopard-print purse with a black strap was slung over her right shoulder, with the purse hanging down on her right side by her right arm. She had what appeared to be a single-entry gunshot wound to the mouth. Broken teeth from the victim were scattered about the foyer and an adjacent stairway. Lying under the victim’s left leg was a Colt, 2-inch, blue-steel, .38-caliber, six-shot revolver. This weapon had five live cartridges in the cylinder, and under the hammer, a spent cartridge.


I struggle to remember now exactly where in the hall that chair was placed. The affidavit makes no mention of the two suits of armor that I vividly recall, standing sentinel—stage props for a fantasy of baronial splendor. Spector was nowhere to be seen. Michelle Blaine led me on a tour of the ground-floor rooms. In the music room there was hi-fi equipment, and a guitar that had once belonged to John Lennon, resting on a stand, like a museum exhibit. A narrow room led off it, a bar lined with framed photographs of Spector with various music business luminaries.

In the sitting room a Picasso drawing hung on the wall beside an original John Lennon sketch. A uniformed maid brought iced water and I settled myself on a sofa beside a coffee table. The affidavit describes the scene that Detective Lillienfeld found in this room.


In a living room just east of the foyer, your affiant saw that candles had been lit atop a fireplace mantel. The coffee table between two couches had a brandy glass partially filled with alcohol, and atop the table was a Jose Cuervo tequila bottle and a partially empty Canada Dry soft drink.


I waited, suddenly aware that classical music was eddying softly around the room. At length, Michelle Blaine’s mobile telephone rang. It was Spector, calling from elsewhere in the house. Phillip, she said, would be with us shortly. He appeared a few minutes later, walking down the staircase, to the strains of Handel. He was wearing a shoulder-length curled toupee, blue-tinted glasses, a black silk pajama suit with the monogram PS picked out in silver thread and three-inch Cuban-heel boots. He looked bizarre—like a wizened child in fancy dress—yet at the same time curiously magnificent. I rose from my seat to shake hands, and he peered up at me. “My,” he whispered. “You’re tall.”

He perched on the edge of a sofa, sipping from a tumbler filled with something that might have been cranberry juice, might have been anything. His hands trembled. Close up, his skin was sallow, like parchment, but his expression was puckish, amused. “I don’t like to talk,” he said. Yet over the next four hours, he talked like a man possessed. About his music, the Ronettes, the Righteous Brothers, the Beatles, about hustling and payola, success and failure.

“I knew,” he said. “People made fun of me, the little kid who was producing rock and roll records. But I knew. I would try to tell all the groups, we’re doing something very important. Trust me. And it was very difficult because these people didn’t have that sense of destiny. They didn’t know they were producing art that would change the world. I knew.”

“And you wanted immortality?”

“Yes. Very much. I think when Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence he was thinking, people will remember this. When Gershwin wrote, he may have said, ‘I don’t know about this American in Paris,’ but I think he said, ‘this is something special.’ I think Irving Berlin had an ego, that he wanted people to remember this. I think he wanted to be number one. And so did I.”

Our conversation was interrupted by a whirring noise, like a cuckoo clock, and a voice chirruping the hour. “It’s two o’clock.” His wristwatch. “Timing,” Spector said, “is the key to everything.

“Okay.” He jabbed a finger at me across the table. “You ask me, ‘What’s your name?’ And then you ask me, ‘What do you do for a living, and what’s the most important part of what you do for a living?’ Go ahead! Just for the conversation.”

“Okay. What’s your name?”

“Phil Spector.”

“And what do you do for a living?”

“I’m a record producer.”

“And what’s the most important—”

“Timing…” And he broke up in laughter.

I had not expected him to be funny. The scabrous comedian Lenny Bruce had been one of his closest friends—“my Socrates,” as Spector described him. And it was as if he was still keeping Bruce’s lines warm. “Profanity,” he said, “is the last refuge of the inarticulate prick.” And: “In a world where carpenters get resurrected, anything is fucking possible.” As long as you’ve got the timing right.

The wristwatch whirred and chirruped. “It’s three o’clock.” Time out. He rose from the sofa and vanished upstairs. I walked in the garden. The sun was shining on the roofs of the houses in the valley below. But among the trees, the unkempt lawn and flower beds, all was shadows and melancholy, and I wondered what could have brought Phil Spector here. Lunch was served in the dining room. I ate alone. When he returned, Spector looked at the food and shook his head. “Let’s go in the other room,” he said.

For years, he said, he had not been well. “I was crippled inside. Emotionally. Insane is a hard word, but it’s manic-depressive, bipolar. I take medication for schizophrenia, but I wouldn’t say I’m schizophrenic. But I have a bipolar personality, which is strange. I have devils inside that fight me. And I’m my own worst enemy.”

He had first started seeing a psychiatrist in 1960—to get out of the military draft, he said. He never stopped, but therapy was never enough. “There’s something I’d either not accepted, or I’m not prepared to accept or live with in my life, that I don’t know about perhaps, that I’m facing now.” He paused. “To all intents and purposes I would say I’m probably relatively insane, to an extent. To an extent. But I can function in the world.”

For years, he said, he couldn’t face being with people, and he couldn’t face being with himself. He suffered from chronic insomnia, night after night, going crazy. “You don’t sleep; your mind starts playing tricks on you. It’s a terrible situation.”

Finally, he sought help. Always “terrified” of drugs, he began taking medication that would moderate his moods and help him sleep. He had “waged war” with himself. “I just told myself that I would beat it. That I would beat my own brain. And over a slow period of time, and every day getting up and saying, no, you’re not there yet, and months and years going by…” He paused. “It’s been very slow, very difficult.”

Now, he said, he was trying to make his life “reasonable.”

“I’m not ever going to be happy. Happiness isn’t on. Because happiness is temporary. Unhappiness is temporary. Ecstasy is temporary. Orgasm is temporary. Everything is temporary. But being reasonable is an approach. And being reasonable with yourself. It’s very difficult, very difficult to be reasonable.” The wristwatch spoke. “It’s six o’clock.”

Six weeks after our meeting, on Saturday, February 1, 2003, my interview with Spector appeared in the Daily Telegraph magazine. He was pictured on the magazine’s cover in his Louis Quinze wig, grinning lopsidedly into the camera, looking like someone who’d taken too much Prozac. The headline was “Found: Pop’s Lost Genius.” Two days later, I was sitting in the office of the Telegraph magazine when a colleague burst in from the newsroom, telling me to turn on the television. It was 10:00 a.m., California time. Filmed from a helicopter’s perspective, the Alhambra castle resembled a Gothic film set, all turrets and dark pines. Cut to camera shots familiar from a hundred crime stories and cop shows: the yellow tape, the police prowl cars slewed in the drive, the stocky detectives in boxy suits moving purposefully around the grounds. An unidentified woman had been found, shot dead in Spector’s home. He was under arrest. For a terrible moment, a scene flashed across my mind. Somehow, Spector had read my piece, disliked it intensely, and in a moment of madness—“I have not been well…”—taken revenge on his assistant, Michelle Blaine. It was some hours before it would be revealed that the victim was Lana Clarkson. But who Lana Clarkson was, and what she was doing in Phil Spector’s castle in the early hours of February 3, it didn’t say.

Phil Spector was taken to Alhambra police station, where he was kept for some hours before being released from police custody on $1 million bail. It would be a further eight months before he was charged with murder, a full four years before he was to come to trial. In my interview with Spector, he had spoken with remarkable candor about his fragile mental state and his years on the brink of insanity. And in the wake of the shooting, his comments—“I have devils inside that fight me”—were recycled around the world, an instant template for his psychological condition. I received a telephone call from the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department asking whether there was anything more I could tell them about his behavior on the day we met. There wasn’t. I had liked Spector when I met him and found it hard to believe he would kill anybody in cold blood. The coincidence of the article’s publication and Lana Clarkson’s death left me feeling shocked—in some curious way, implicated. I wrote to Spector to express my sympathy for the predicament he now found himself in, but heard nothing back. Nor did he reply when I wrote to inform him that I intended to write a book about his life and career and to request a further interview.

When the news first broke about the Lana Clarkson killing, one prominent music business figure told me, there was a collective feeling of astonishment among Hollywood circles—“not that a dead body had been found in Phil Spector’s home, but that Phil was living out in Alhambra…Nobody lives in Alhambra.”

Even by his own standards of unfathomable strangeness—even if he was living in a castle—the fact that the most famous record producer in the world should have chosen to seclude himself in a grungy working-class neighborhood of auto repair shops and railway stockyards seemed only to confirm how profoundly estranged he had become from a world where he was once indomitable.

For years, Spector had been a chimera, viewed largely through the distorting lens of his own legend, but seldom seen in public. He was a person whom others traded stories about, each more lurid and fantastic than the last, and in the wake of the killing the stories were exhumed and retold with a vampiric relish; stories of his control-freakery and his drinking jags, his tempestuous marriage to Ronnie Bennett, the lead singer of the Ronettes, the temper tantrums, the bodyguards, and, of course, the guns. There was the story of how he had once pulled a gun on John Lennon, and on Leonard Cohen. Johnny Ramone, of the punk group the Ramones, whom Spector produced in 1979, was quoted in the Los Angeles Times, recounting a story of how Spector had once held them captive at gunpoint in his home. Gary and Donte Spector, two of the three sons Spector adopted in the ’70s but from whom he had been estranged for years, regaled the tabloid press and celebrity TV programs with lurid tales of the abuse they had allegedly suffered during childhood. “While we don’t know if Dad killed this lady,” Donte was quoted as saying, “he should be locked up. He’s a sick man.”

The fact that in the few years before the shooting Spector had actually been leading a quiet and sober life, that his worst problems were seemingly behind him—“I want to be a reasonable man”—and that he had recently returned to the studio for the first time in years, was lost to most people. It was more convenient for all concerned for Phil Spector to be crazy.

There had been record producers before Phil Spector, of course; men with the artistic sensibility and vision to discover and nurture extraordinary talent, like John Hammond at Columbia Records, who discovered Billie Holiday; or with the enterprise, determination and business savvy to build their own record labels, like Ahmet Ertegun at Atlantic, the Chess brothers in Chicago, and Sam Phillips, whose Sun recordings with Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, and others laid one of the principal foundation stones for rock and roll in the 1950s. All of these men were talented and smart. But none were to leave quite the indelible mark on popular music that Phil Spector did. Not only did Spector create records in a wholly original style that would influence a succession of artists from Brian Wilson of the Beach Boys to Bruce Springsteen; and not only were they hits. But Spector challenged the very order of the record business at the time, insisting that everything be done on his terms and nobody else’s.

He controlled everything himself: finding the artists, co-writing the songs, production, publicity, quality control. Because he made the sound, and the sound was what sold, he became, uniquely for a producer, bigger than his artists—a tiny, strutting tyrant in dandy rags and Cuban heels. “He was the first of the anarchists/pop-music millionaires,” the writer Nik Cohn observed. “At last, in him, odium equaled money.”

The critic Kenneth Tynan once wrote that, the gift of talent apart, what enables one to exercise that talent is the ability to impose oneself (s’imposer). Roman Polanski, Laurence Olivier, Orson Welles and Marlon Brando were among those whom Tynan named as possessing this gift. “Definition of an imposer,” he wrote in his diaries: “one about whom one worries whether his response to one’s next remark will be a smile or a snarl.”

Spector was an imposer. Physically small and unprepossessing, he was nonetheless a monumentally commanding figure, who by dint of charm, magnetism, genius or sheer force of personality was able to persuade others to follow his vision, inspiring in them a need for his approval and a fear of his disapprobation—the desire, as Tynan would have put it, for a smile rather than a snarl.

When I first started to approach the friends and associates who had known and worked with Spector over the years, I was struck by how forcefully he imprinted himself on people’s memories and feelings, and how strongly he divided opinion.

Recalling his first meeting with Spector in the early 1960s, on the threshold of his greatest success, the recording engineer Larry Levine talked vividly of his “kinetic” quality—an abrasive, unsettling aura so palpable that Spector could change the atmosphere in a room simply by walking into it. “It’s like the Bermuda Triangle—there’s no explanation for what happens in a place, and yet with Phil things happened.”

Levine had disliked him on sight, but came to hold a quite different view. He quoted the song that had given Spector his first million-selling record in 1958, when he was just eighteen years of age, its title borrowed from the epitaph on his father’s gravestone, to know him was to love him. “You need to get to know Phil to love him. I didn’t then,” Levine told me. “But I grew to love him. And I do now.”

Several people quoted this song to me, in tones of affection, reverence, or heavy irony—a recurring punctuation mark to their stories about Spector’s brilliance, or his perversity, his kindness, or his duplicity. A successful career woman, sophisticated, beautiful and highly intelligent, whom one suspected had known many fascinating men in her life, described Spector as the most fascinating of all—“completely mesmerizing.”

Some refused to believe that Spector could have been responsible for the death of Lana Clarkson. Others saw it as the inevitable fulfillment of a character who had been at best eccentric and at worst dangerously unstable. Don Kirshner, the music publisher who provided many of the songs that Spector alchemized into hits, told me that from the moment he first met Spector in 1961 he had believed he was “a candidate for doing himself or other people harm. You thought he would be someone who would go down in flames to be known, who’d make a statement in a headline.” For some, it was as if Spector, in writing the final chapter on his downfall, had himself been the instrument of a revenge that they had been silently wishing on him for years.

Some refused outright to talk to me at all, either out of loyalty to Spector, or, it seemed, out of fear that they would incur his displeasure. Spector not only produced but also co-wrote many of his greatest hits. And while it is more than forty years since his astonishing run of chart success, he continues to control the copyrights of his songs and, by implication, the royalties his co-writers could expect to receive from them.

“You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’,” the song which Spector co-wrote and produced for the Righteous Brothers, holds the distinction of having the most radio plays of any pop single in history. But when I contacted the Righteous Brothers, Bill Medley and Bobby Hatfield, I was told they had no interest in discussing Spector. I persisted and eventually received a letter from Bobby Hatfield. Producing “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’,” Spector decided to forgo the duo’s usual practice of sharing the lead vocals, instead giving almost the whole song to Bill Medley and leaving Hatfield to sing only a minor part. Spector had told me the story of how a peeved Hatfield asked what he was supposed to do while Medley was singing. “You can take the money to the bank,” Spector joked back. But Hatfield offered another twist. His letter was capitalized and written in an eerily neat hand, giving the impression of bitterness clenched tightly in an iron fist.


DEAR MICK,

RATHER THAN GOING INTO SEVERAL REASONS, I THINK THIS ONE BRIEF REASON WILL SUFFICE. WE NEEDED A “B” SIDE FOR “LOVIN’ FEELING” FAST. BILL AND I WROTE A TWO CHORD PIECE OF SHIT CALLED “THERE’S A WOMAN” IN ABOUT 20 MINUTES. WE RECORDED IT WITH PIANO, BASS AND DRUMS. WE LET PHIL PUBLISH IT ALONE. WILL NEVER FORGET THE FIRST TIME I SAW THE SINGLE. WRITERS…HATFIELD, MEDLEY AND SPECTOR.
 
RIGHTEOUSLY, BOBBY HATFIELD.


Two months after I received his letter, Bobby Hatfield was found dead in a hotel room in Kalamazoo, Michigan, a few hours before he was due to perform a show. He was sixty-three.

Spector the control freak. That was one side of the story, for sure. But there was more to it than that. Over fifty years, Spector has so compartmentalized his life that it seems that few have truly known him at all. Few people were aware that in the years when he was out of the public eye, Phil Spector was leading an approximation of a normal, domestic life. Ahmet Ertegun, the great elder statesman of the American music business, had known Spector for more than forty years, but expressed surprise when I told him that in the 1980s Spector had been happily married to a woman with whom he had two children. “Phil was married? I had no idea.” Spector, Ertegun said, had been a “very good friend to me. But it’s hard if you don’t communicate. Phil had a lot of acolytes, but I don’t think he would really open up to any of them. Maybe he didn’t trust anybody enough to do that.”

And what about the death of Lana Clarkson? Ertegun sadly shook his head. Sure, Phil was eccentric and things could sometimes get out of hand. But killing somebody? “I can’t believe that. Phil doesn’t have any meanness in him to kill anybody.” He thought for a moment, and then asked, “Was he alone with this girl? He should never have been left alone…”

Seated in the living room of his Alhambra castle, Phil Spector told me, “I don’t like to talk, and I can’t stand to be talked about. I can’t stand to be looked at. I can’t stand to be photographed. I can’t stand the attention. But at the same time I want the recognition.” And after four hours’ talking he told me that all he wanted was to be “a reasonable man.” It was a phrase that came up with everybody I would talk with, and the reaction was always the same. Reasonable! When had Phil Spector ever been reasonable?
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“It Was Phillip Who Was Moving Fastest”

Seated in the living room of his Alhambra castle, hand trembling at his glass, Phil Spector looked for some clue to the mental difficulties that had assailed him throughout his life. His parents, Ben and Bertha, had been first cousins, he told me. “I don’t know genetically whether or not that had something to do with what I am or who I became. But to all intents and purposes I would say I’m probably relatively insane, to an extent. To an extent…”

Both Bertha’s and Benjamin’s families were from the Ukraine, part of the great diaspora of Russian Jews who arrived in America in the early part of the twentieth century. It was a journey to a new world, a new life and, very often, a new identity. Arriving at Ellis Island, after a voyage that usually entailed extreme discomfort and hardship, new arrivals would mount a staircase to the registration hall, where medical examiners would cast an appraising eye over them, separating the halt and lame from the apparently able-bodied. Long lines would bring them at last to the immigration officials who would check their name against the ship’s manifest. There, the new arrivals would often find their European names transformed at a stroke to an Anglicized spelling.

Apparently, such was the fate of Bertha’s father, whom American naturalization records would name as both “George Spektar” and “George Spektor,” and who was born in the province of Podolia in southwest Ukraine in 1883.

Clara, the woman whom George took as his wife, was also born in Russia, although it is not known when they met or married. But by the time of the birth of their first child, Doraine, in 1906, they were living in France. Bertha was their second daughter, born in Paris on July 15,1911. She was barely four months old when her father left to make a new home for the family in America. George traveled first to England, and on November 17 set sail from the port of Liverpool on a steamship of the White Star line, the Adriatic, docking in New York ten days later. His immigration forms listed his occupation as tailor.

In April the following year he was joined by Clara and their two young daughters, who had sailed on the liner La Touraine from Le Havre. George and Clara would go on to have two more children. By 1923, when George signed the last forms of his petition for naturalization—swearing like all new immigrants that he was neither “an anarchist, a polygamist nor a believer in the practice of polygamy”—George Spektor or Spektar had finally settled on the name “Spector.”

The family of Phil Spector’s father, Benjamin, would replicate this same journey to a new life, and a new identity, a few years later. Immigration records show that “Gedajle Spektus” or “Gedajk Spektres,” was born in 1871 in Odessa, Russia—Ukraine’s main port city—and arrived in America in June 1913, having sailed, third class, on the steamship Cleveland from the port of Hamburg in Germany. He brought with him his wife Bessie, five sons and a daughter, all of whom had been born in Russia. (A second daughter would be born three years after the family’s arrival in America.)

Benjamin was the third son, but there is some discrepancy in the official records as to his exact date of birth. The coroner’s report on his death in 1949 records his birth date as January 10, 1903. However, the petition for naturalization signed by his father records Benjamin’s birthdate as June 4, 1902. This certificate shows that the transformation of Benjamin’s father to American citizen was completed with his acquisition of a new name: Gedajle Spektus or Gedajk Spektres now signed himself “George Spector.” His occupation was recorded as “dry-goods merchant.”

In later years, Spector family legend would have it that Benjamin enlisted in the armed forces when America entered World War I in 1917, and served overseas. But as he would have been at most sixteen years of age at the time of the war’s end, this seems unlikely. However, census records show a Benjamin Spector, born in 1903, enlisted in the U.S. Navy at St. Louis in 1920, and was assigned to a destroyer-minesweeper, USS Eagle, based in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Why Benjamin should have enlisted in St. Louis is not known; nor is it known for how long he served in the navy. But it seems that by the late 1920s he had made his way to California, where he found work in the construction industry. By the early 1930s he had returned to New York, and it was there, in 1934, that he married Bertha Spector.

Were Ben and Bertha first cousins? For this to be the case at least one of their respective parents would have needed to be the brother or sister of one of the other set. We can assume that the two Georges were not brothers. This means either that Benjamin’s father, George, must have been the brother of Bertha’s mother, Clara; Bertha’s father, George, the brother of Benjamin’s mother, Bessie; or that Bessie and Clara were sisters. Quite which, if any, of these permutations is the correct one is now lost to time. But an intriguing clue to how closely related the two Spector families were lies in the petitions for naturalization filed by both heads of family. The petition for George, father of Bertha, is dated June 2, 1923, and witnessed by one Isidore Spector, a tailor, noted as residing at 102 East 105th Street, New York.

The petition for George, father of Benjamin, is dated four years later—June 1, 1927. This too was witnessed by the same Isidore Spector. There is also the name of a second witness: Clara Spector. Could this have been Bertha’s mother, and Bessie’s sister?

Benjamin and Bertha settled in the South Bronx, and their first child, a daughter, Shirley, was born in 1935. Then came tragedy. Bertha gave birth to a son who died when he was just two days old. The birth of a second son, then, was a cause of particular joy. According to his birth certificate, Harvey Philip Spector was born in the Prospect Hospital in the borough of the Bronx on December 26, 1939—a birthday he shared with Mao Tse-tung and Henry Miller. But the birth was sufficiently close to midnight of the previous day for Bertha to tell friends that the certificate was wrong, that her son had actually been born on December 25 and, as she would joke, that she had “given birth to the second Jesus.”

This confusion over Spector’s birthdate would be compounded in later years, when the year of his birth was misreported as 1940—an error that was perpetuated thereafter. For reasons that are unclear, he would also decide to add a second l to the name Philip.

Spector’s birth certificate lists his father Ben as being “age 36. Birthplace: Russia. Occupation: Ironworker. Place of work: Factory.”

Bertha is recorded as being “age 28. Birthplace: Paris, France. Occupation: Housewife. Place of business: Own home.”

The family’s place of residence was listed as 1029 Elder Avenue, in the Bronx. But shortly after Harvey’s birth the Spectors moved a short distance to a new home in the Soundview district. In later life, Spector would romanticize his childhood home, saying that he’d grown up “in a ghetto…that’s how I came to write ‘Spanish Harlem’.” But Soundview was hardly that; a respectable working-class residential area, in the early part of the century it had been an Irish neighborhood, although by the time the Spectors arrived, its population was predominantly Jewish.

The family home, at 1027 Manor Avenue, stood in a row of modest, jerry-built, two-storey gray-brick houses, each of which would usually be occupied by two families—one on each floor. The house’s crenellated fascia lent it the appearance of a miniature castle; a short flight of steps led up to the front door. In the heat of summer, the steps of the houses along Manor Avenue—the stoops—would become the social thoroughfare as parents pulled their chairs outside in the hope of catching a breeze, and children played on the street.

A hundred yards north of the Spectors’ home, an elevated train clattered along the length of the area’s main shopping thoroughfare, Westchester Avenue, in those days lined with mom-’n’-pop stores, kosher delis, dress shops, tailors and family restaurants. A movie house, Loew’s—or “Lowees,” as it was known locally—showed films three or four weeks after they had opened in Manhattan—a few miles but a world away from the teeming streets of the Bronx. At the bottom of Manor Avenue was another broad thoroughfare, Bruckner Boulevard—now widened and fenced off as the Bruckner Expressway—and beyond that a leafy public park and the shoreline of the Long Island Sound.

Ben Spector worked long hours as an ironworker. He would leave the house early each morning, often arriving home after the children were in bed. But he was apparently a reliable provider. The family lived modestly but comfortably and was sufficiently well off to own their own car at a time when private car ownership in the city was comparatively rare, and to sometimes take winter vacations in Florida.

Both Ben and Bertha loved music. Ben played the guitar, and the radio in the small family home always seemed to be on, broadcasting dance music, show tunes and the latest hits of the day—fuel to Shirley’s ambitions to be a star of Broadway musicals or Hollywood movies.

The abundance of relatives in the city meant that weekends were invariably given over to visiting or entertaining. The young Harvey grew particularly close to Bertha’s sister, his aunt Doraine, who for twenty years shared an apartment with her brother Louis without either talking to the other, although nobody in the family could remember why.

Ben Spector was a short, heavily built man with a cheerful, gregarious manner. Harvey idolized him, and his happiest childhood memories would be of being taken by his father to Coney Island and Radio City, which Harvey thought was “like heaven.” Bertha was also short and compact, an intensely house-proud woman, much concerned with appearances, who wore her hair in a tight perm and always made a point of dressing in her best. If Ben—to outward appearances at least—radiated the sense of being at ease in the world, Bertha seemed forever at odds with it. She made high demands of her husband; no matter what Ben did, how much he earned, it was never quite enough.

Harvey, the longed-for son, was doted on by his mother and adored by his elder sister. But he was a sickly child. From an early age, he suffered from bouts of asthma, and his skin was allergic to strong sunlight, which increased Bertha’s sense of motherly protectiveness. He was also overweight and often teased at school; he found it hard to make friends—a fact not helped by Bertha’s wariness of other children. She discouraged him from inviting his friends into their home, or visiting theirs. Throughout his childhood, Bertha would instill in Harvey the sense that the world was a dangerous, threatening place and that people were, on the whole, not to be trusted.

Many years later, Harvey would tell a story designed to suggest both how “very different” he felt himself to be from other children, and how this difference intimated an authority that would serve him in later life. “I always liked to do different things than everybody else; preferred being in the background. It was always a joke in New York. There was a game called pitcher, batter, catcher, which you’d play with a stick and a ball on the streets. And when I was a kid it was a joke that ‘Joe, you’ll pitch; Jack, you’ll catch; Jim, you’ll hit; and Phil, you’ll produce the game.’ That was how I achieved my success, because I was smarter than most.” The story has the ring of fable. Nobody would ever have talked about stickball games being “produced” and nor would any of his friends have had an inkling of what life held in store for Harvey Philip Spector. But the moral is clear. He always believed he was destined for greatness.

         

There is a photograph of the Spector family, taken when Harvey was around eight years of age. It shows the family seated at a restaurant table, apparently for a celebration—a birthday or an anniversary, perhaps. Ben Spector is smartly dressed in a wide-lapel suit and patterned tie, grinning into the camera, the proud head of the family. Harvey sits to his right, chubby-cheeked, hair neatly spruced and smiling shyly. To Ben’s left sits Bertha, as neat as a pin; and beside her, Shirley, lips heavily rouged, eyes devouring the camera with the relish of the movie or singing star she dreamed of becoming.

There is nothing in Ben Spector’s expression that hints at despair, but Ben was evidently a deeply troubled man—troubled enough to take his own life. Early on the morning of April 20, 1949, his dead body was found slumped in the front seat of his car, parked outside premises at 1042 Myrtle Avenue, Brooklyn, some five miles from the Spector family home in Soundview. Ben had apparently run a length of tubing from the car’s exhaust pipe into the front seat, turned on the ignition, wound up the window and waited to die.

The coroner’s report would rule the time of death at 8:05 a.m., and the cause of death as “Carbon Monoxide Poisoning—Asphyxia. Toxicology report notes 0.65 CO in his blood. Death ruled as suicide.” No details were recorded as to who had found the body, or at what time.

The body was taken to the Kings County Hospital morgue, and on April 22, Ben Spector was laid to rest in the Beth David Cemetery in Elmont, New York. A year later, an imposing granite headstone was placed on the grave, engraved with a Star of David and the epitaph to know him was to love him.

Exactly why Ben Spector should have decided to take his own life is not known. There were stories that he was experiencing chronic financial difficulties, although there is no evidence to support this. There is a suggestion too that Ben had health worries, brought on by increasingly worsening diabetes. But given the mental troubles that would afflict both his son and daughter in years to come, it is not unreasonable to assume that he too suffered from depression, a depression so acute that he was driven to kill himself. Whatever the reasons, it is impossible to imagine the effect of Ben’s death on the nine-year-old son who idolized him. Suicide was regarded as a cause for shame, a stigma. Shirley and Harvey were told only that their father had met with an accident. It would be some time before they were to discover that Ben had taken his own life. For the bereaved child the suicide of a parent often gives rise to deep feelings not only of pain and abandonment, but also of guilt and responsibility. In the solipsistic view of a child, the world revolves around their actions; if my father killed himself it can only be because I drove him to it. For Harvey, Ben’s suicide would be a cause of pain, confusion and recrimination for years to come, something he would talk about only to his closest intimates, and then only with the greatest difficulty. Fifty-two years later, Phil Spector would sit on the sofa in his Alhambra castle, hand trembling at his glass, reflecting on the “something I’d either not accepted, or I’m not prepared to accept or live with in my life, that I don’t know about perhaps, that I’m facing now.” That something was surely the suicide of Ben Spector.

The loss of Ben cast an immovable pall over the house on Manor Avenue. Harvey, the chubby boy who had been teased about his weight, grew sallow and thin, as if the very life was being squeezed out of him. In Bertha it left a legacy compounded of shame, sadness and a deep bitterness that would stay with her for the rest of her life. “Whenever Bertha talked about Ben, she would describe him as ‘my lovely husband,’ and in the next breath call him a son-of-a-bitch,” remembers one friend. “She’d loved him, and he’d abandoned her.” Bertha and Shirley argued constantly, and at the age of seventeen, in a bid to escape the growing tensions in the family home, Shirley made a hasty and improvident marriage to a serviceman. But the union quickly faltered in the face of Bertha’s disapproval, and Shirley returned home. In 1953 Bertha decided to make a new life for herself and the children away from Manor Avenue and all the memories it held. She had relatives living in Los Angeles, and she decided to join them there. Her father, George, who was by now a widower, moved with them.

California. A new beginning. The cold darkness of the Bronx, and all its bad memories, fading in the cloudless California sky. The family settled in a small apartment at 6021/2 Spaulding Avenue, a quiet residential side street south of Melrose Avenue in the Fairfax district, the hub of the Jewish population in Los Angeles. Fifty years on, the area remains largely unchanged. The main thoroughfare, Fairfax Avenue, is a broad avenue lined with palm trees, consisting largely of one-storey buildings built in the ’30s, lined with dressmakers, grocery stores, small family restaurants, a synagogue. Then as now, its social center was Canter’s, a cavernous and noisy delicatessen, perpetually filled with families and students from the nearby Fairfax High School. Bertha took a job as a seamstress, leaving early each morning to take the bus downtown. Shirley took a job as a secretary. Harvey became a latchkey kid. For a year, he attended John Burroughs Junior High School, a twenty-minute walk from his home, on the junction of Wilshire Boulevard and McFadden, in the Miracle Mile district. In 1954, at the age of fourteen, he transferred to Fairfax High School (motto: “Never Say Die, Say Do”), located on the junction of Melrose and Fairfax avenues, just four blocks from the Spector home.

The student body of Fairfax was overwhelmingly Jewish. “On Jewish holidays they’d hold school in a telephone booth. There were about six kids there,” remembers one old boy. The school had a high reputation for academic achievement and for producing students who would go on to excel in the law, medicine and business. The standing joke was that Fairfax students had more chance of owning a football team than playing for one. Pupils at neighboring high schools called it “Fairy-fax.” Harvey felt out of place from the first day he stepped through the school gates.

Although he had left the East Coast when he was twelve years old, Spector would always remain, in his own mind, a New Yorker, romanticizing his childhood in the Bronx and intimating an umbilical connection to the urban sensibility of rhythm and blues and street-corner doo-wop that would come to play such an important part in his music.

He had no disposition toward California life. He hated the beach, the big skies, the perpetual sunshine, and anything to do with “outdoors.” The heat made him uncomfortable, strong sunlight irritated his skin. As well as suffering from asthma, he had inherited his father’s condition and was borderline diabetic. While he would never need insulin pills or injections, he would religiously watch his sugar intake, and in later life become an avid reader of food labels.

California was a land of giants, bronzed, healthy, vitamin-enriched. Spector was small, pale and scrawny, with watery eyes, a receding chin and a whining, adenoidal voice: the outsider, “always different.” He disliked everything about himself, even his name. “Harvey” was the sound of his mother whining, the painful memory of his father’s voice. By his mid-teens he was insisting that he be called Phillip. Bertha refused, and to Spector’s intense chagrin would continue to address him as Harvey throughout his life. In later years, whenever she wrote letters addressed to “Harvey Spector” he would return them unopened.

Phil’s physical frailty and the trauma of his father’s death had inculcated a suffocatingly protective attitude toward him in Bertha and Shirley. “They were like a tag team,” remembers one friend. “Two very driven, bossy Jewish women, fighting for him, driving him and smothering him.”

He would seldom invite friends to the small apartment on Spaulding Avenue, and Bertha always seemed to have an excuse for why he shouldn’t visit others. “Bertha wouldn’t let Phil cross the street on his own. She didn’t trust the world. Phil wasn’t allowed to do anything without her.”

In later life, Spector would tell friends that he always believed his mother favored Shirley, and for Bertha nothing he ever did was good enough. The chiding that had once been directed toward her husband, she now directed toward her son. “Bertha was the kind of woman who’s always on your ass,” says another family friend. “She was not a nurturing woman. She didn’t give love. She just didn’t have that in her.”

Hanging like a shroud over the family home was the memory of Ben. “There was a lot of shame around the issue. Bertha told him, you will not discuss the specifics of this, ever. Because that’s the kind of stuff that spreads on the school yard for months.” His father’s suicide remained the young Phil’s dark secret, too painful for him to bear alone, but impossible to share with anyone else.

Quiet and introverted, he found it hard to make friends. In the jungle hierarchy of Fairfax—as in any other high school—the criteria for popularity were either good looks or sporting prowess, and Spector had neither. While he loved sports—in later life he would own a courtside season ticket for the Los Angeles Lakers—and more than anything would have loved to have been a baseball player, he was too small and weak ever to make the team.

He was a bright child who loved reading. He took a particular interest in American history and developed a fascination with Abraham Lincoln that would last all his life. In later years, one of his favorite conversational jokes was to parrot the line, “Apart from that, how did you enjoy the play, Mrs. Lincoln?” But lacking in either sporting prowess or academic brilliance, to many of his peers he remained almost invisible. “He wasn’t a cool guy, he wasn’t a smart guy and he wasn’t a funny guy,” says Burt Prelutsky, who was in the same year as Spector. “Had there been such a thing as ‘least likely to succeed,’ Phil would have been it.”

To earn extra pocket money, for a year he stacked books after hours in the school library alongside a boy named Cary Cooper. New to the neighborhood, Cooper had few friends and felt some affinity with Phil. When Phil told Cary that his father had died (without explaining how) and talked about his unhappy home life, Cary experienced “this overwhelming feeling that he was a sad character. I felt sorry for him. I wanted to support him and didn’t want to be one of these other people that rejected him. He felt rejected, I know that. His peer group rejected him.”

Most Fairfax students were enrolled in social clubs, not unlike college fraternities. Members would be voted in, the most popular students joining the most elite clubs. Those who were not members of any club were known as “bennies.”

“It meant that you were not a popular person, a social isolate,” Cooper says. “Phil was in that category. It wasn’t just that he wasn’t a sports person or good-looking. He didn’t seem to have the interpersonal skills to compensate.”

For a while Spector served as the school’s “town crier”—a role that entailed him standing up in front of the school during assembly in a white letterman sweater, reading out announcements and then leading the assembly in the school song. The town crier also acted as chief cheerleader at the football and baseball games. “It was kind of a prestigious position in some people’s eyes,” remembers Ron Milstein, who took over as crier from Spector, “but one where most people thought you were a complete and total jerk for wanting to do it.”

Spector and Milstein became friends. “Kids who couldn’t compete academically would hang out in horticulture, or auto shop, and Phil befriended some of those people. I think he felt compassionate; he felt for those people who were down-and-out or not popular. And there were people who felt for Phil. He was a sensitive person, but he was mixed up. He could be very witty and sharp; he used humor to get through things. It’s a good ploy. But I don’t think he felt very comfortable in himself.”

Milstein believes that Spector also felt “somewhat embarrassed” by his Jewishness, in a time when anti-Semitic feeling often coursed just below the surface of daily life. “We got an invitation to a party out in Burbank, that we knew was going to be predominantly Gentile. Phil decided that because our names were so obviously Jewish we would go under assumed names. He said, ‘I’ll be Phil Harvey,’ and I was going to be Ron Mills. So we get there and we’re meeting people and all of a sudden I hear Phil’s voice: ‘Hey, Milstein, get over here!’ He basically blew our cover and we had to talk our way out of the whole thing.”

While Spector might have failed to make his mark in any other subject on the Fairfax curriculum, in one, at least, he was outstanding. Growing up in a household where the radio was on constantly, he had developed an early love for dance music, show tunes and the popular hits of the day. He learned to play the accordion and would occasionally perform at weddings and bar mitzvahs for pocket money. Fairfax had a strong reputation for music—alumni would include the songwriter Jerry Leiber, the producer and trumpeter Herb Alpert and, some years later, the singer Natalie Cole. Spector played French horn in the school orchestra, but he could find his way around almost any instrument and had a natural gift for sight-reading and improvisation. In later years, his music teacher, Dr. Homer Hummel, would tell his pupils that he had learned more from Spector in music classes than Spector had learned from him. Phil adored Dr. Hummel, and when he retired some years later, made a point of turning up at his farewell party, to tell his old mentor how important his teachings on harmony had been in crafting the Teddy Bears records.

Bertha encouraged her son’s passion, buying him a guitar as a bar mitzvah present on his thirteenth birthday.

The record producer and scene maker Kim Fowley once described pop as “music for lonely people, made by other lonely people.” And for Spector, his small bedroom on Spaulding Avenue became his sanctuary. Returning home from school, he would go straight to his room, shut the door behind him, pick up his guitar and turn on the radio.

The music that by the mid-’50s had come to be known as rock and roll had been woven from myriad different strands, but its essence was the appropriation of black musical styles by white performers, and the adopting of what was held to be a black sensibility—visceral, uninhibited, hedonistic—by a teenage audience. Bill Haley’s “Shake, Rattle and Roll,” which in 1954 became the first rock and roll record to make the Top 10, had earlier been recorded by the rhythm and blues singer Big Joe Turner. Haley’s version diluted the lascivious suggestiveness of the original sufficiently to be played widely on the radio, but to its teenage audience its meaning was clear—shake, rattle and roll was sex. In the same year, at the Sun Studios in Memphis, Elvis Presley recorded his first single, “That’s Alright, Mama”—a blues song originally recorded by Arthur Crudup, infusing it with a country inflection to create a hybrid that came to be known as rockabilly.

This music came in a variety of regional guises. There was the rolling, piano-driven style of New Orleans, embodied in the recordings of Fats Domino and Little Richard (respectively, relaxed and frenetic—and both of whose songs were traduced in anodyne cover versions by the white ballad singer Pat Boone). There was the Chicago rhythm and blues of Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley; the Memphis rockabilly of Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis and Carl Perkins; and the doo-wop and vocal group sound that flourished primarily in the urban centers of Los Angeles and New York through such groups as the Crows, the Chords, the Platters, and Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers.

But as much as rock and roll, in all its variants, galvanized the teenage audience, its impact on the charts was slow to be felt. The best-selling artists on the Billboard charts in 1955 were not Fats Domino and Elvis Presley but crooners, balladeers and close-harmony groups—Frank Sinatra, the Fontane Sisters, Mitch Miller—who already seemed to belong to a passing era.

Turning the dial of his radio in his bedroom, the young Phil Spector would have heard all of these and more. But his favorite station was KGFJ, the home of a disc jockey named Hunter Hancock. Hunter was an anomaly, a white disc jockey who had begun playing what were then still known as “race records” in the late ’40s, and who by the early ’50s had been voted the most popular disc jockey among black listeners in Los Angeles. Hancock was to be Spector’s introduction to the big-voiced blues shouters, piano pumpers and guitar tyros, like Amos Milburn, Fats Domino and Lowell Fulson, and also to jazz.

The guitar became Spector’s entrée to the social world of the school yard, and he would entertain friends during school breaks, vamping on hits of the day. Annette Merar, who would later become his first wife, remembers Spector reminiscing about just one such school yard session. “He was trying to learn a Dean Martin song, so he would just think it, bending his fingers around the neck of the guitar, faking it, but with enthusiasm. Everybody else was just singing along, and they never realized he had no idea what he was doing. Phil just thought that was hilarious.”

Spector’s passion for music was shared by another friend, Marshall Lieb, whom he had first met at John Burroughs. The son of a car dealer, Lieb could not have been more different from Spector. He was tall, dark and handsome, socially accomplished, popular with girls. He took Spector under his wing. The constant feuding with his mother and sister had given Spector a hair-trigger temper and a fast mouth, and on more than one occasion Lieb had to step in to prevent his friend being given a beating. “Phil was rather mischievous in high school—with me alongside him,” Lieb would later recall to the writer Rob Finnis. “He’d have a rather big mouth, and he’d get himself in trouble sometimes, and he always knew he could turn to me and I would help him out…and I helped him many times.” Lieb would be playing much the same role a few years later when the pair toured as the Teddy Bears. “[Phil] wouldn’t take any guff, by the same token he wasn’t very strong, he didn’t have that much power to hurt anyone, yet he felt he had to, so as soon as words came into fighting, that’s when I tried to cool it.”

Together, the two boys took guitar lessons with a sometime session guitarist named Burdell Mathis, who had a small studio around the corner from Wallich’s Music City on Sunset Boulevard. For a while, Spector also took lessons from another session guitarist, Howard Roberts. But he was so shy that he refused even to take his guitar out of its case, simply watching as Roberts demonstrated his moves, before rushing home to practice what he had seen.

On Phil’s fifteenth birthday, Bertha and Shirley took him to see Ella Fitzgerald performing a concert in Hollywood. Playing in her backing group was the guitarist Barney Kessel, and Spector watched transfixed as his fingers flew effortlessly over the frets. Born in Oklahoma in 1923, Kessel was a child prodigy who had left home at fourteen to go on the road, playing with big bands, including those of Charlie Barnett and Benny Goodman. He went on to play with Charlie Parker, Oscar Peterson, and with the paragons of the West Coast “cool school,” Chet Baker and Art Pepper, as well as recording a number of acclaimed albums under his own name. He was also one of the most respected session guitarists in Los Angeles. It was Kessel who provided the exquisite guitar accompaniment on Julie London’s 1955 hit “Cry Me a River.”

Phil had found a new hero. He collected every Kessel recording he could find, and in an act of homage pinned a photograph of the guitarist on his bedroom wall, alongside the pictures of Albert Einstein and Abraham Lincoln. (When Kessel died in 2004, Spector would describe him to one friend as “the Quintessential. The greatest musician I’ve ever known; the greatest guitarist that ever lived—well ahead of Segovia whom many, wrongfully, think was the greatest.”)

So impassioned was Spector about Kessel’s playing that when the jazz magazine Down Beat ran an interview with Sal Salvador, the guitarist in the Stan Kenton band, in which Salvador singled out his favorite guitarists but omitted to mention Kessel’s name, Spector wrote a letter in defense of his hero, saying he was “a little disappointed that when naming his favorite guitarists Salvador left out the name of Barney Kessel, who in my opinion holds the title of the greatest guitarist…Sure wish you would ease my pain and have a story about Barney in one of your future issues.”

The letter appeared as the lead on the magazine’s letters page in the issue dated November 14, 1956, and its publication not only thrilled Spector, but also inspired his sister Shirley to act on his behalf. Tracking down Barney Kessel at the Contemporary recording studios in Hollywood, she explained that it was her younger brother who had written the letter to Down Beat, that he worshiped the guitarist and dreamed of following in his footsteps; would Kessel meet him to pass on some advice? Astonished to learn that the correspondent who had championed him so eloquently in Down Beat was just fifteen years old, Kessel readily agreed.

A few days later Phil, Bertha and Shirley presented themselves at Du-par’s, a coffee shop on Vine Street, close by the Capitol Records building and much favored by musicians on a break from recording sessions, where Kessel was waiting. Spector spent most of the meeting dumbstruck in the presence of his idol, while his mother and sister belabored Kessel with questions about their son’s career prospects in the music industry.

Kessel offered some surprising advice. It was one thing to love jazz and to play it, he told them, but he would not recommend a career as a jazz musician. Phillip should look at the big picture. Fashions in music were cyclical, and jazz was on the downswing; it was rock and roll that people wanted to listen to now. If Phillip wanted to make a career in music he should be thinking of becoming a songwriter or a record producer. (Kessel was true to his own advice; as well as working as a guitarist and bandleader, at the time of meeting Spector he was also working as a vice president for Verve Records, where he produced recordings by Fred Astaire and Audrey Hepburn. Shortly after meeting Spector, Kessel would take Ricky Nelson, the sixteen-year-old star of the television program The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, and produce his first record, a cover version of Fats Domino’s “I’m Walkin’,” which went on to sell more than one million copies. Kessel would go on to perform on countless pop sessions for artists including Elvis Presley and the Beach Boys, as well as working with Spector himself.)

Kessel was obviously impressed by Spector’s determination and ability. As further encouragement, he offered to give his young admirer some guitar lessons and advice on writing songs. According to his son David, Kessel even joined Spector recording a couple of songs at Wallich’s Music City, which provided booths where aspirant musicians could record and cut acetates. “My dad was doing all these heavy jazz sessions, winning Playboy and Down Beat jazz polls, and he takes time out to make a rock and roll record for free for some kid because he believes in him. Barney could see early on that Phil had something special about him.”

In the music room at Fairfax, Spector made another friendship, with a classically trained pianist named Michael Spencer, who played piano for the school choir. Spencer was a year older, and his first impression of Spector was of a “birdy guy—a little twerp,” who under normal circumstances he would never have paid much attention to. But when he heard Spector play guitar he quickly revised his opinion. “Phillip was very quiet, very sensitive, a little mouse-like creature without a lot of confidence—but when he was playing music, he had a tremendous aggression.” Spencer, whose father was an accountant, lived in a large house on Highland Avenue, in a particularly affluent area of West Hollywood. Spector became a regular visitor to the home, and the two boys would sit for hours, improvising together on jazz and pop standards and poring over the family’s large collection of albums of jazz, classical music and show tunes. Spector was particularly impressed by his friend’s knowledge of classical music and would listen enthralled as Spencer expounded on the symphonies of Wagner and Sibelius.

While Spector never talked about his own home life, Spencer sensed that these sessions were a welcome escape from the stifling attentions of his mother and sister. Bertha would invariably drive him on his visits to Spencer’s home. “Then either she would call to say she was coming to collect him, or she’d just show up, because Harvey was quote ‘sick with asthma,’” Spencer remembers. “She was hypochondriacal about Harvey and his asthma. But I never saw him have an asthma attack.”

On one occasion, Bertha arrived with Shirley, and Spencer invited them inside. It was the first time he had seen the three members of the family together. “And it was like birds in a cage. Shirley, highly strung with this high-pitched voice, squeaking away at Harvey; and Harvey squeaking away at her, both of them walking this way and that. It was so intense. It was fascinating to watch this family unit.”

When Spector was sixteen, Shirley left home and moved into an apartment of her own nearby. Phil and Bertha moved to a smaller apartment, on the first floor of a Spanish-style apartment building at 726 North Hayworth Avenue, two blocks west of Fairfax Avenue. Bertha had given up her job as a seamstress and found work as a bookkeeper. The work was less arduous; the pay, better. But her improving circumstances did nothing to alleviate the strained relations between mother and son, and the pair bickered constantly. Whatever the starting point of the arguments—school grades, money, Phil’s “unsuitable” friends—they would inevitably progress to the family’s festering sore, the death of Ben. “Phil would be berated with that,” one friend remembers. “Bertha would say, ‘Your father killed himself because you were a bad child.’ And then he would say, ‘Daddy killed himself because of you.’ Your mother tells you this, you attack back with that. They would just attack each other all the time. There’s a reason for everything, and with Phil the reason he’s the way he is is all to do with his immediate family.”

Spector was awkward around girls, but by the age of sixteen he had found a steady girlfriend named Donna Kass. His first attempts to woo her had unfortunate results. When Donna wanted to get out of a class, Phil wrote a note, forged the name of a teacher, and handed it in personally. The teacher looked at the note and asked Phil, “Do you know who I am?” It was his name that Phil had forged.

Kass was a year younger than Spector, timorous and shy. He was her first boyfriend, and she seemed to see in him qualities that others had missed. Phil, she told the writer Mark Ribowsky, was “not a handsome guy, not at all. He was very pale and had no chin. Not real masculine.” But behind the unprepossessing appearance and the quirky manner, Kass thought, lay a “great personality” and a “brilliant” mind. “God, he was brilliant,” she told Ribowsky. “He was a great historian—he knew everything about Lincoln…Phil was just so different from anybody else. He was not the run-of-the-mill kid.”

When Donna asked about his father, Phil told her the same thing he told most people—that Ben had died of a heart attack, and when she learned from
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