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			For the family, and all we put us through

		

	
		
			
			People will know when they see this show the kind of a guy I am

			They’ll understand just what I stand for and what I just can’t stand

			They’ll perceive what I believe in and what I know is true

			And they’ll recognize I’m a one man guy, always was through and through

			I’m a one man guy in the morning, I’m the same in the afternoon

			One man guy when the sun goes down, I whistle me a one man tune

			One man guy, one man guy, only kind of guy to be

			I’m a one man guy, a one man guy . . . and the one man is me

			—“ONE MAN GUY,” 1985
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			1.

			my cool life

			Once upon a time there were songwriters and there were singers. The former wrote for the latter and the labor was usually divided rather than singular. Richard wrote the tune and Oscar wrote the lyrics. George did the music, brother Ira was in charge of the words. There were legendary musical tag teams: Gilbert and Sullivan, Comden and Green, Lerner and Loewe. Occasionally you’d get a genius who did it all—words and music—creative switch-hitters like Frank Loesser and Irving Berlin, but in Tin Pan Alley it was usually a two-person endeavor. And that continued right up into rock and roll. Goffin and King, Leiber and Stoller, Lennon and McCartney (or vice versa, as McCartney would now have it). Of course, Paul and John had themselves in mind as the singers and protagonists of their songs, in the same way that their hero Chuck Berry wrote and sang about his cool life. When John warbled, “I once had a girl / Or should I say she once had me,” you felt sure that he was the actual guy being had. In traditional folk, blues, and country, few songwriters, if any, could read or write music. They made up songs about what was happening to and around them and then they had the audacity to sing and play the stuff themselves, using guitars, banjos, and harmonicas for self-accompaniment. These were the first singer-songwriters I heard on records, pioneers like Huddie Ledbetter, Robert Johnson, Woody Guthrie, Jimmie Rodgers, and Hank Williams. Guys with guitars telling it like it was. The “it” in question was the life they led. They spilled the beans and gave up the gory details. As a listener you felt you were getting something at its source, something simple, direct, and easy to identify with, because it turned out that their beans were not unlike your own. Everybody has pretty much the same gory details, which is why autobiography, and art, for that matter, work.

			When I saw Bob Dylan at the Newport Folk Festival in 1963, there was a whole lotta identification going on. Here was a guy just a few years older than I was, writing and singing about what was happening in the world—his world and mine. These were the heady days of “Blowin’ in the Wind” and “The Times They Are A-Changin’,” when there were social issues to sing about and apostrophes in song titles. The not-so-nice Jewish boy from Hibbing, Minnesota, sounded like a sixty-year-old black bluesman who’d listened to a ton of Woody Guthrie, but Bob was young and just searching for himself. On his first recordings, Ray Charles all but impersonates his hero Nat King Cole. By the time Dylan went and, for that matter, became electric two years later at Newport, he’d become a fully formed original who’d left his contemporaries and his own influences in the dust. After 1965, Bob seemed to be pretty much focused on his cool, albeit rather cryptic, life. It had gone from “Hattie Carroll was a maid of the kitchen” to “You got a lotta nerve / To say you are my friend,” which for my money is going from good to even better.

			So what’s the big rule/cliché when it comes to writing? Write about what you know? When I started writing songs in 1968 I didn’t know about much. Raised in an affluent suburb of New York City, I’d gone to a boys’ boarding school, dropped out of college, been busted for pot, and had survived a few disastrous puppy-love affairs. I’d mowed some lawns and had hitchhiked to New Canaan, Connecticut, but I hadn’t harvested a single bale of cotton or ridden any rails. Still, I somehow managed to write two or three songs per week, drawn from my pathetic dearth of experience. Like most serious, young, egotistical artists, I thought my life, though yet to be cool, was nonetheless interesting. At least I was smart enough to know I had to make it seem interesting. So I put some work into presentation. To separate myself from the pack of bell-bottomed, ponytailed, guitar-toting song-slingers, I wore khakis and Brooks Brothers shirts and kept my hair unfashionably short. To cope with coffeehouse stage fright, while performing I physicalized my fear into strange, jerky body gyrations, replete with leg lifts, facial grimaces, and lots of tongue wagging. I was trying to make sure people noticed me and, within a year, Atlantic Records did. I made my first two albums for them. The records were positively retro, unadorned, without a trace of the drums, bass, and tasteful pedal-steel-guitar lickage that was going around at the time. My instincts paid off, at least for the critics, who were always looking for the next new thing and desperate to fill the Dylan vacuum (Bob was out of commission at that time, holed up in Woodstock, recovering from a motorcycle accident). I was, to shamelessly quote one hyperbolic journalist, “a blinding new talent.” All my work on packaging had paid off. I’d been noticed. The songs I had written were also good. That helped. Once I began in earnest, I also decided to stop listening to the competition. I didn’t want to check out this new guy David Bowie or hear what Dylan’s latest was. I put an embargo on any and all incoming influences, because I sensed it was important to be original, to not be like anyone else. If I was in a car and another singer-songwriter came on the radio, I’d turn it off or go looking for the jazz station. People always want to know what I listen to. My answer to that question has been and continues to be “Dead black piano players.”

			But nobody writes or works in a vacuum. There’s a market out there, and unless you’re writing, singing, shipbuilding, basket weaving, or whatever for the sheer pleasure of it, you have to deal with that market and all its vagaries. Since I’ve been in the music business I’ve earned a good enough living, mostly toiling away on the biz’s outer peripheries. I’ve never written my songs for other people to sing and/or record, and, although I’ve had a few “covers”* as they call them in the biz (a term that brings to my mind Hudson’s Bay blankets), there haven’t been a lot of publishing royalty checks over the last forty-five years. I made fun of this rather sad fact in a song called, brace yourself, “A Song.” The opening lines are:

			Here’s a song for someone else to sing

			With a universal and generic ring

			It’s all about the same old stuff

			That you like and can’t get enough of

			How’s about a minor chord right here?

			Wasn’t that rather pleasant in your ear?

			—“A SONG,” 1997

			In 1972, after releasing my two critically acclaimed but largely unpurchased LPs, Atlantic’s crush on me was over and I was dropped. I was then picked up (yet another weird term, this one connotative of prostitution) by Columbia Records. On my third record, imaginatively titled Album III, there were more songs of inexperience and autobiographical angst, but also a novelty tune I had made up in twelve minutes about a dead skunk I had run over while driving in northern Westchester County, New York. Dumb luck, great karma, plus some good old-fashioned payola all combined in a perfect storm, and the result was my only hit heretofore, number twelve on the Billboard chart and number one in Little Rock, Arkansas, for six weeks. Suddenly, I did have a pretty cool life. I was the “Dead Skunk” guy.

			Twenty-five years old and I pretty much had made it. The critics’ darling was now a success. So what happened? Why is it that many people aren’t quite sure who the hell I actually am? Where were the follow-up hits to “Dead Skunk,” funny animal songs like “I Met Her at the Pet Store” and “Stay Away from My Aardvark”? I have bored a number of psychotherapists while coming up with answers to some of these questions and have chronicled quite a few of my resentments in song.

			They spelled my name wrong again

			With an E between the D and the N.

			Some dope didn’t know it should be an O.

			They spelled my name wrong again.

			—“T.S.M.N.W.A.,” 1993

			I continued to write about my life as it went all the way from cool to cheesy. By 1973, despite or possibly due to having had a hit song, I was miserable. Married and the father of two small children, I was never home, drunk a good deal of the time, and apparently felt it necessary to sleep with every waitress in North America and the United Kingdom. These beans have been spilt in song: “Mr. Guilty,” “Drinking Song,” and “The Waitress Song,” to name three of dozens.

			Now we’ve stumbled onto one of the big important questions: Is it necessary to feel like shit in order to be creative? I’d say the answer is, unless you’re J. S. Bach, yes. Or to put it another way: It may not be necessary to feel like shit, but it couldn’t hurt.

			I know that those legit guys I mentioned earlier—Oscar, Richard, Irving, and Frank—had the blues from time to time, but when they wrote about it and got Ethel Merman or John Raitt to sing it, you felt sorry for Ethel and John, not for Oscar and Frank. I suppose that was the idea; the remove was placed there intentionally. Less messy, I guess. But I also know that when Hank Williams sings his very own “Hear that lonesome whippoorwill / He sounds too blue to fly,” it’s powerful and I doubt if Ethel, John, or even Sinatra could top his version. The very names of the legendary blues and R&B singer-songwriters tell it like they were: Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Lightnin’ Hopkins, Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, Mississippi John Hurt. These were performers and writers who were out to advertise their personas. They were musical memoirists. Autobiography was central to their ability to communicate not just their message but the emotion behind their message.

			About twenty-five years ago, I wrote a song called “Hitting You.” It was about hauling off and smacking one of my kids too hard. On the butt, I hasten to add. Nevertheless, she was five and I shouldn’t have hit her. People were shocked when they heard the song, and some said I was very brave to sing it onstage. That’s nice to hear, but I wasn’t being brave. A stage—whether in a club, a concert hall, or a cow pasture—is usually a safe place for a performer. You appear to be exposed, but the reality is you’re protected. There are lights, microphones, and often a fourth invisible wall separating you from the mob, a mob that hopefully happens to be partial to you. If you know what you’re doing, you can get away with murder. And that, figuratively speaking, can be your intention. I’ve always held that provocation, unless totally gratuitous, is a good thing. Sometimes, like Barry Manilow, I write the songs that make the whole world cry, but often the response I’m going for is a shiver or a cringe. Making an audience uncomfortable for limited amounts of time ratchets up the dramatic tension. You then have the option to release that tension when and how you deem appropriate. Sounds like a bit of a cat-and-mouse game, doesn’t it? I’m sure you’ve seen show biz movies where the performer states his desire and need to go out there and “kill ’em” or “knock ’em dead.” Doing a show, or one’s act as they used to call it, is a bit like cooking or sex. It’s best not to hurry. Or so I’ve been told. Repeatedly.

			Occasionally I get a reaction to a song that’s not the one I expected. I assumed that people who heard “Hitting You” would be affected by their recollections of being whacked in the backseat by their own dads, and indeed some were, but many, if not most, identified not with the one being hit, but with the hitter. People came up after shows and talked to me about how they’d lost it and hit their kids and how awful and guilty they still felt about it. Now, that’s entertainment!

			Frequently I’m asked if writing and singing such personal songs is in any way therapeutic. It’s true I have had people thank me for writing certain songs, usually ones about family, the passage of time, and death, just a few of my favorite topics (along with snowflakes on lashes and whiskers on kittens). I’m always happy to help someone, particularly a paying customer, make it through the night. As to whether what I do is therapeutic for myself, I doubt it. My career has provided me with a living and a half-assed identity, but having those things hasn’t resolved any of my so-called stuff. I don’t think songwriting is curative. In fact, it could be argued that, in the end, singing the blues just makes you bluer.

			I never wanted to be a writer. It seemed like a hard, boring, and lonely life. Growing up, I saw my journalist father at work torturing himself while writing, trying to write, and, worst of all, not writing.

			Being a writer looked to me like a stone drag and a must to avoid. By the time I was seven I knew that singing and performing would be part of my life equation. But I was surprised when wordplay entered the picture fifteen years later and I started writing my songs. Caressing a curvaceous guitar and singing my little ditties was nowhere near as lonely as trying to fill up blank pieces of paper. It was spare-time stuff, easy and fun. Unlike what my dad was doing, songwriting was quick. Who ever heard of a song (other than a Leonard Cohen song) taking six months or two years to write? In the end, I got to be like my old man, but in my own way, and for guys, that’s hitting the Oedipal jackpot, like making out with your mom without having to actually do it.

			But I don’t want you to think I’m totally well-adjusted. Or ungrateful. My father loved writing and knew it was important, and I think I inherited some of that love and knowledge. The primary techniques I use in my work are description and detail. These are journalistic techniques, genetically passed on to me from my progenitor, and I use them in combination with sprinklings of humor, dollops of irony, and great lashings of unreliable narration.

			When I first began writing, my songs were coming at a rate of two or three per week. Sadly, almost nothing comes at that rate anymore. But when you’re young, you’re full of it and it pours out of you—piss and vinegar, fire and brimstone, and my personal favorites, Sturm und Drang. Later, the output slows down, and eventually you’re left with just a trickle. If this is getting a little too urogenital for you, let’s switch metaphors. Fishing. Writing songs is like fishing. You sit in the boat and you wait. It’s true you have to know the best spot, time of day, what bait to use, the difference between a nibble and a strike, and most important, how to get the damn fish into the boat. Talent is essential, craft is crucial, but for me it’s mostly down to waiting and luck. And in my line of work, luck is not random. It’s definite and discerning. It’s invisible, but it’s there. It’s mysterious and also obvious. I don’t understand how inspiration works and I don’t want to. Don’t mess with grace and divinity. You can write songs with hard work, sharp pencils, and a rhyming dictionary, but without luck they won’t swing. No luck means no fish.

			I’ve been writing this book for the last few years, trying to fill up blank pieces of paper, but it hasn’t been as lonely as I feared. That’s because I’ve brought my family along for the ride. In my songs I’ve always written about the most important people in my life—my parents, my siblings, my children, and the women I fell for. These people, along with thoughts about my job, and my attending fears and doubts about myself, are what’s in Liner Notes.

			As to my choice of a title, let’s say that a life is an LP, a sort of complicated, very-long-playing record. One of the things I enjoyed most when listening to LPs was reading their accompanying liner notes, and despite the fact that, like telephone answering machines, they’re fast becoming vestigial, I’ve thought of these essays as just that—album liner notes; something extra, informative, and interesting (to me, anyway). The book is also peppered with a lot of my song lyrics. These (mostly) rhyming couplets were written primarily to be sung, but my hope is they also might be illustrative and revealing on the page.

			About five years ago I reread all of my father’s Life magazine columns and I realized that a lot of the themes and preoccupations we each wrote about overlapped. Selections of his elegant writing are included in these pages. I thought it would be cool to have my old man along for the aforementioned ride, in the shotgun seat.

			
			
		

	
		
			2.

			martha & loudon & loudie

			My mother, Martha Taylor, grew up in south Georgia, in the two little towns of Tifton and Quitman. Wikipedia doesn’t say much about Tifton except that “The Friendly City” is the county seat of Tift County and is also the home of the Georgia Firebirds of National Arena League football fame. About Quitman, on the other hand, there are a few interesting factual tidbits. It was the final home of James Pierpont, who, in addition to being the organist for the Presbyterian church in town, was the author of “Jingle Bells.” There is also a city ordinance in Quitman prohibiting chickens from crossing the road.

			My mom and her fraternal twin sister, Mary, were born on April 4, 1922, and with apologies to my cousins, Mary’s kids, I’d have to say that Martha was the prettier of the two. They had an older sister, Peggy, and a younger one called Nan. Their father, Walter Taylor, was an itinerant tobacco farmer whom my mother always referred to as “a drunk,” a pretty tough designation for one’s own parent. My grandmother Rowena Long had a more elevated status because, as a young woman, she had attended the State Normal School, a teaching college located in Athens, Georgia. In 1929, a few years after my aunt Nan was born, Rowena went into the hospital to be treated for strep throat and wound up dying there. My mother, who was seven when this happened, was understandably traumatized by the event, so much so that throughout the rest of her life she insisted that she had been abandoned by her own mother. I and others would try to argue that Rowena’s death from infection, though tragic, was a commonplace occurrence back then, and surely there was no maternal malice or intent involved. Still, Martha always insisted her mother had abandoned her.
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						Taylor family, about 1928—Walter, Rowena, and their four children: Peggy, Nan on Walter’s lap, and the twins Martha (left) and Mary (right).

					

				

			

			Suddenly, Walter Taylor had no wife to look after four little girls, all under the age of ten, so he did what a lot of widowed fathers did and still do: he hired a “housekeeper,” in this case a middle-aged woman named Mrs. Morgan (pronounced “Mizz Maugan” by my mother and her sisters), who, in addition to cooking and keeping house, was also a live-in nanny. I hardly know anything about Mrs. Morgan or whether or not she brightened the sad little lives of the four motherless children, but because of my mom’s lifelong abandonment issues I somehow doubt it.

			Life’s no picnic, that’s a given

			My mom’s mom died when my mom was seven

			My mom’s father was a tragic guy

			He was so distant, nobody knows why

			—“A FATHER AND A SON,” 1992

			Walter wasn’t around much—he was either traveling to work or just to look for it—but there is another clue as to why he was so distant. In 1918, while he was courting Rowena with a series of beautiful lovesick letters, Walter was being treated at a sanitarium in Florida for what he claimed was malaria. But a female cousin of Rowena’s worked at the facility as a nurse and she had the lowdown on “Mr. Taylor.” The disease my grandfather was being treated for was not malaria but instead venereal in nature, most likely syphilis or gonorrhea. Salvarsan, Dr. Ehrlich’s magic bullet, had only recently been invented and was not easily available in those days, so there was no simple cure for Walter’s shameful, dangerous malady, and there was certainly no way he could confess his awful secret to the woman he hoped to marry. The cousin wrote several letters to Rowena, urging her to forget about the older, previously married, devious, and most likely whorehouse-hopping Mr. Taylor. Nevertheless, my grandmother did marry him and bore him his four daughters. Whether or not Walter ever confessed to Rowena, or if she ever told him that she’d known all along, are Taylor family mysteries.

			Rowena, my darling, please don’t let me down

			A few words from you can lift me off the ground

			Your letters are treasures, you don’t know their worth

			Days I don’t receive one I fall back to earth

			Rowena, my darling, just a word or two

			It means the world to me those few words from you

			But when you don’t send them, why can’t you see?

			It’s as if the whole world had gone back on me

			Tonight when I’m sleeping I will dream of you

			Wishfully thinking. What else can I do?

			Then in the morning it’s always the same

			When dreaming is done I call out your name

			Tonight when I’m sleeping I will dream of you

			Wishfully thinking. What else can I do?

			Then in the morning I can only hope

			For my heart’s deliverance in an envelope

			Rowena, my dear, yours to hand this a.m.

			I’m holding your letter in heaven again

			A few words from me now to make sure you know

			As ever I’m yours, yes, and I love you so

			—“ROWENA,” 2009

			My dad, Loudon Snowden Wainwright Jr., was born on December 16, 1924. He was an only child and he grew up in Great Gatsby country on the Gold Coast of Long Island. Both his parents came from money. The New York Wainwrights are genealogically connected to Peter Stuyvesant, my great-great-grandfather Howard Wainwright having married Margaret Livingston, who was a direct descendant of the renowned one-legged first governor of New Amsterdam. Our other famous relative, also a military man, was the four-star World War II general Jonathan Mayhew “Skinny” Wainwright IV, who was commander of Allied Forces in the Philippines at the time of their surrender to the Japanese in 1942.
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						My dad with his parents in Watch Hill, Rhode Island, early 1930s.

					

				

			

			My father went to a private boys’ boarding school, St. Andrew’s, in Middletown, Delaware, where he was pretty miserable. In his 1942 school yearbook, Dad was described thusly: “Literature is not Snow’s only accomplishment. His assets have been developing along the poetic, athletic, and dramatic lines as well.” Among his classmates he was voted “Wittiest.” His favorite discussion topic was “Wine, Women, and Camels.” He came out on top in the categories of “Best Dancer (Thinks He Is)” and “Done St. Andrew’s for The Most.” It was predicted that he would be “First Married.” Not a bad call, as it turned out.
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					My parents in uniform, 1943.

					

				

			

			Both my parents enlisted in the Marine Corps, and that’s where they met. My mother and her twin, Mary, had joined up in 1943. Mom became a training film projectionist, and somehow, at a mixer or a dance, I imagine, she met my father, who had joined at seventeen, right after graduating from St. Andrew’s in 1942. As the saying goes, opposites attract, and the south Georgia country gal and the blue-blooded boy from Long Island got it on. Martha was three years older than Loudon and had a bit more “experience,” having spent some time socializing on army bases before she joined the marines, whereas dating life for my father was mostly confined to fox-trotting and box-stepping at debutante balls in New York City and at the Watch Hill Yacht Club in Rhode Island. During his last few years at boarding school, Dad had a girlfriend from Hewlett named Pam who was very ambivalent about their romance and pretty much jerked him around. She was what they used to call a tease. When Loudon met sexy, southern Martha, I’ll bet she didn’t play those country-club ball-busting games, and though it’s a terrible thing to say about your own mother, my guess is that Mom probably “put out.” When my father’s somewhat snobby mother, Eleanor Sloan, learned that her precious only son was contemplating marriage to a cracker chick from the Deep South, she was not at all pleased. My grandmother (“Nanny”) would have much preferred Pam the ballbreaker, and she let Dad know it. Another of my theories is that Loudon married Martha to defy his mother, to go against her wishes. His father, Loudon I, had died in 1942, so he wasn’t on the scene to weigh in, but I suspect he also would have opposed the match. As for Martha, she was surely smitten by the young, gangly, handsome “Loudie,” with his smooth prep school manners and classy East Coast pedigree. And what a name! Loudon Snowden Wainwright Jr.—it almost has the ring of royalty to it. Here was my mom’s ticket out of south Georgia.
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						My old man and me in 1946, both of us clueless.

					

				

			

			My parents were near-total opposites—rich/poor, north/south, educated/uneducated. But my mother happened to be an excellent listener, which is what every unhappy guy craves, and maybe that’s another reason why Dad fell for her. She grew up having to share her often absent father with her three sisters, and now, for the first time in her life, she had a man to herself. She was raring to listen. And this lonely only son had plenty to get off his chest. I imagine them lying in bed after sweaty summer sex—him smoking and talking, her taking the occasional puff, naked under the sheet, punctuating his pauses with her south Georgia “Uh-uh”s, as if to say “Keep going, I understand, tell me more.” After completion of the ultimate act of manhood, my dad reverts to being the hurt, lonely little boy. I sure did all that as a young married man: Now that I’ve proved myself, let me tell you what I’m feeling. Now that I’ve been strong, let me tell you how weak I really am. The confession of weakness to a woman is so often a search for sweet absolution.

			But the opposite-side-of-the-tracks thing turned out to be one of the fatal dynamics in my parents’ marriage. After being discharged from the marines, the young couple married on September 13, 1945, and settled in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, where my dad studied journalism at UNC on the GI Bill. The southern, liberal college town was a good starting point, a compromise location. I was born there in 1946, and the following year my sister Martha (Teddy) arrived. The family moved up north two years later to settle near New York City so that Loudon could start his writing career, and things got more complicated. Now he was back on his home turf. After a few years in the affordable neutral zone of Fresh Meadows, Queens, and when my brother Andrew was born in 1950, we relocated forty miles farther north to the town of Katonah in Westchester County. When my dad joined the nearby Waccabuc Country Club, he started to reclaim his old identity. Now he was golfing, dancing, and drinking with young people from his own milieu, men and women of privilege who, like himself, had gone to boarding schools—St. What’shisname and Miss Whoseydingle. The uneducated white-trash girl from Georgia didn’t fit in, and my grandmother Eleanor’s dire predictions about my parents’ unsuitability started to come true.

			God knows my mother tried to fit in. She worked hard at tamping down her mellifluous southern drawl so she wouldn’t sound so distinctly different from the lockjawed country clubbers around her. With some words, though, it was hopeless. Her pronunciation of the word “poetry” came out “poi-trie,” and it made my father wince throughout their entire thirty-three-year marriage. To this day I still find myself using expressions like “I’ll be dogged” or “I’m bone-tired.” That’s my mother talking. You can’t take the red clay out of a Georgia girl, and her accent would reassert itself without warning, particularly when she got angry with her kids. If my siblings and I got caught in an audacious lie or made the mistake of secretly scarfing down a last piece of pie she was saving for Dad, Mom could get “hopping mad” and she just might go and “cut a switch” in order to administer a little country discipline. She would break off a skinny branch from a bush that was handy, whittle it down with a paring knife, and then, while firmly grasping the wildly squirming, terrified offender’s upper arm, administer a quick but fierce whipping to the backs of the youngster’s naked legs. I have memories of this happening in the summer when we were conveniently wearing shorts or bathing suits. Although my father was a scary and imposing figure who possessed the power of the arched eyebrow, he never employed corporal punishment. But he could surely freeze you with a contemptuous look, or, if really pushed, a bellowed epithet. I still remember the terror my brother, Andy, and I experienced from our basement bedroom bunker whenever we heard the old man’s footsteps and jingling pocket change overhead as he made his way across the floor to the top of the stairs to once and for all silence us with his raging “Goddammit!”

			It should be said that some of my father’s rage was alcohol-fueled or, perhaps more specifically, hangover-fueled. Booze has been a major component in our family dynamics for generations. My mother’s dad, Walter, was a drunk. My grandfather Loudon I was a big-time drinker, and it’s likely this was a contributing factor in his early death at the age of forty-three. My party-loving, jazz-age grandmother Eleanor loved her gin and tonics and thought there was something wrong, even perverse, about people who didn’t drink. And by drink, I mean the hard stuff. Men who drank just beer, for instance, were considered by her to be “queer”—and by that she didn’t mean unusual. Of course, in my grandparents’ heyday people drank to excess; it was considered fashionable and charming, an almost lovable trait. William Powell would never had been able to solve all those murders in the Thin Man movies without his constant infusion of martinis, and Myrna Loy wouldn’t have had it any other way. Not only did people drink to excess, they used to smoke constantly. There was a period of time in the 1960s when my father was smoking four packs of cigarettes a day. At his desk, when he was working, he would fire up another Tareyton and then realize he already had one going in the ashtray. In The Great American Magazine, his book about Life, where he worked for almost forty years, my father writes about all the drinking he and his colleagues did in and out of the office, referring cheerfully to “damp capers” and “gin blown strokes of genius.” He almost boastfully recounts his arrest and overnight incarceration in 1954 after resisting arrest for drunkenly driving around Beverly Hills in the early-morning hours while tossing lit firecrackers out of the car windows.
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						From the back pages of the Los Angeles Times, 1954. They spelled our name wrong again.

					

				

			

			In January 1966, while I was in college at Carnegie Tech in Pittsburgh, our house in Bedford Village, New York, burned to the ground in under a half hour. The fire started in the middle of the night, when my parents and younger sisters, Teddy and Sloan, were fast asleep; it’s a miracle everybody, with the exception of the family cat, got out alive. My dad devoted two of “The View from Here” columns that he wrote for Life to this terrifying event, but in print he’s rather vague as to the actual cause of the fire, attributing it to “most likely faulty wiring.” Our house was not particularly old and I think both he and my mother knew how the fire probably started. The old man was in the habit of staying up late at night, after everyone else had gone to bed, in order to read, smoke, and drink scotch. By the time he turned in he was often “in the bag” and, though there’s no way of knowing for sure, a lit cigarette that dropped behind his big easy chair cushion is a far more likely cause for the blaze. Eventually, both my parents weaned themselves off the hard stuff, switching to large jugs of cheap white Almaden wine. Then, after he hit fifty, and with the help of AA, my father finally quit drinking.

			The list of songs I’ve written that reference drinking is a long one. “Central Square Song,” “Drinking Song,” “Wine with Dinner,” “Primrose Hill,” “April Fools Day Morn,” and “White Winos” are just a few. I wouldn’t characterize myself as a lush, but I drank plenty throughout my twenties and thirties, and I consciously projected the image of a boozing, poetic singer-songwriter. I thought drinking was sexy and cool. Growing up, I watched my parents and their friends get shit-faced at parties, and it sure looked like fun. And, of course, there were also all those literary alcoholic geniuses to emulate, guys like Jack Kerouac, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Charles Bukowski, and Malcolm Lowry. The Kettle of Fish on MacDougal Street in Greenwich Village, an old haunt of Kerouac’s, was where I perfected my barfly shtick when I was in my early twenties. In the company of harder-drinking folkie elders like Dave Van Ronk, Rosalie Sorrels, and Patrick Sky, I would belly up to the Kettle bar and order a shot of Jack Daniel’s with a Heineken back. After a showy sip or two of the bourbon, and when no one was looking, I would surreptitiously pour most of the contents of the shot glass onto the sawdusted floor. Then I would order another round and, looking as cool as ever, get back to satisfying my real compulsion, my raison d’être for being in the saloon. That would be to pick up women. There are a few songs about that, too.

			In this town, television shuts off at two

			What can a lonely rock ’n’ roller do?

			The bed’s so big, the sheets are clean

			Your girlfriend said you were nineteen

			The Styrofoam ice bucket is full of ice

			Come up to my motel room, treat me nice

			I don’t wanna make no late-night New York calls

			I don’t wanna stare at those ugly grass-mat walls

			Chronologically I know you’re young

			But when you kissed me in the club you bit my tongue

			I’ll write a song for you, I’ll put it on my new LP

			Come up to my motel room, sleep with me

			There’s a Bible in the drawer, don’t be afraid

			I’ll put up a sign to warn the cleanup maid

			There’s lots of soap and lots of towels

			Never mind those desk clerk scowls

			I’ll buy you breakfast, they’ll think you’re my wife

			Come up to my motel room, save my life

			—“MOTEL BLUES,” 1971

			My dad’s ambition was to write literary fiction, and in the late forties he had three short stories published in The New Yorker, which, for a young writer, is about as auspicious a beginning as there can be. My favorite of the three is called “Clean Jersey.” In it, Harry, an insecure and overbearing husband and father, and his long-suffering wife, Fran, have traveled to their son Bill’s boarding school to watch him play in a football game. Bill, much to his father’s annoyance, spends most of the game warming the bench until he’s substituted in the closing minutes due to a teammate’s injury. He makes a key tackle and then manages to recover an even more important fumble. Harry is elated at his son’s unexpected success until, on the last play of the game, Bill is thrown a Hail Mary pass that hits him in the back of the neck and knocks him to the ground. The home team loses, and after the game Harry cannot contain his disappointment. He insults his already humiliated son: “Bill looked at Harry and then slowly began rubbing the back of his neck. ‘What’s the matter, kid? Does it sting?’ Harry said quietly. ‘You might have done better if you’d used your hands.’” Rough stuff, and I suspect it was gleaned from my dad’s real-life experience with his own father, who by all accounts was an impatient and judgmental man. Whenever my dad would verbally kick my ass or tell me I was full of shit, my mother would apologize for him by saying, “Well, Loudie, you know your daddy was treated very badly by his father,” almost as if there had been some kind of emotional abuse involved. I suppose there might have been, though I never asked. Asking was not a big thing in our family.

			In the early fifties, a Marine Corps buddy of my father’s came, with his wife and small children, to visit our family. This man’s kids called him “sir,” and for some reason my dad was impressed by this. After the visitors left, Teddy, Andy, and I were told that from now on we were to call our father “sir” as opposed to “Daddy.” We went along with it for a few days, until I meekly asked my old man one morning if he would agree to a compromise and allow us to just call him “Dad.” That seemed to wake him up, and he suddenly saw the silliness of it all. The “sir” decree was lifted. Alas, the beat goes on. Whenever I took the hard line with my own kids when they were growing up, à la “Eat your fish,” “Don’t do it that way,” or “That’s all wrong,” it would always backfire. All the hard line really did was widen the rifts between us.

			Despite the glory of having three short stories published in The New Yorker, my father had to face the reality of supporting a wife and three kids, so he took a job at Life. That was an exciting and glamorous gig, and as a senior editor and widely read columnist he eventually enjoyed great success, but he always tortured himself about working for the magazine, feeling that he had somehow sold out. He admired and was envious of contemporaries like John Updike and John Cheever, because they had found a way and the will to stick with writing and publishing their own fiction. My father always felt that he postponed his original dream for so long that the dream got lost. There just wasn’t enough time for him to be a real writer. He had to wake up every morning, take the train into town, and work his butt off five days a week. The grind of getting out a weekly magazine, coming up with ideas on the fly, the necessity of collaborating and, as a result, compromising, the travel, the constant pressure of deadlines, “putting the magazine to bed”—all of this was the antithesis of fiction writing, of sitting down in front of a typewriter for x hours every day to imagine and then create a story. Throughout the sixties and seventies, long after he had given up any hope of writing fiction again, my father signed book deals and took sabbaticals to write nonfiction books. There was the book about the judge, the book about the minister, and the book about the cop. There was plenty of talk and planning about getting this work done; offices were rented with the express purpose of providing a conducive and nondistracting writing environment. The words “the book,” spoken around our house at first with unbridled enthusiasm and pride, were later delivered in a more subdued tone, and then with regret and resignation. The books were never written, and in some cases the advances had to be returned, the ultimate humiliation. However, after years of struggle, he completed The Great American Magazine, and it was published in 1986. The irony is that it was about Life, the beautiful behemoth that almost forty years earlier had lured my father away from his original dream.

			In 1952 my dad was made Life’s West Coast bureau chief and our family moved to Los Angeles, where we lived until 1956. Life had by that time become America’s premier photo magazine, nudging out its closest competitor, Look. The domination of television was still a ways off, and picture magazines were what everybody looked at for entertainment and as a connection to other places and cultures. The world’s greatest photographers worked for Life: Margaret Bourke-White, Philippe Halsman, Robert Capa, and Gjon Mili. The up-and-comers were my dad’s contemporaries and his drinking buddies—Ralph Crane, Gordon Parks, George Silk, and Robert Frank among them. Another of my father’s L.A. friends was the folksinger Terry Gilkyson. His group, the Easy Riders, had a major hit in the fifties, “Marianne,” and they wrote and were the vocal backup trio on the Dean Martin classic “Memories Are Made of This.” My father had written a few songs himself on piano, including a great one called “Hand Full of Dust,” which I adapted and recorded for my 1992 album History. At Terry’s urging, Dad recorded “Hand Full of Dust” in 1952 at a demo studio, and I remember him bringing home the strange-looking acetate disc and playing it for us. My father wasn’t much of a singer, but to me it seemed like an amazing thing to have done. As a gift, Terry also gave my father a lovely little Mexican nylon-string guitar, but after a few weeks of trying to play C, F, and G7, Dad gave up, unable to push past the fingertip-callous stage, and the guitar wound up in hall closets on both coasts for several years. Then, in the late fifties, the Kingston Trio were on TV and radio, and folk music suddenly became cool. Since I was the eldest and dominant sibling, I elbowed my younger brother and sister out of the way and laid claim to Dad’s closeted six-string. It was my first ax, and after a few lessons at the Mt. Kisco School of Music, I progressed from hesitantly plucking out the melody of “The Third Man Theme” to forcefully strumming “On Top of Old Smokey.” Getting that guitar was a seminal event in my life, and learning to play it was a dreamed-of rite of passage. At the age of thirteen, I had bested my father at something. Perhaps it would be possible to become my own man, instead of the son of the son of Loudon Wainwright. A sad footnote: The little Mexican nylon-string guitar was incinerated in the 1966 family fire.
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						Dad singing along, me strumming a G chord on the Terry Gilkyson ax, Westport, Connecticut, 1959.

						Photograph by George Silk.

					

				

			

			I have to thank my father for that guitar, and
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It was great to hear from you by letter and phone the same day, and I lock
forward to calling you on your birthday. In the meantime, though, here is the
lyric of "A Handful of Dust", probably written about 1950. When I wrote it, I
had in mind that it should be sung by some terrific black woman, like Lena s E’ ﬂi
Horne, and the language, I'm ashamed to say, had some " tical stuff I /<V'Z7/
thought was "black.” I've removed most of that from this version.

You got a car, a wife, a gal downtown.
You got a place to lay your body down.
You got money in your pocket,
You can eat around the crust.

But a man is just a handful of dust.

You take the best of everything I got,

And taking all, still want I don't know what.
But you're a star about to tumble,

A balloon about to bust,

Cause a man is just a handful of dust.

Lovin' livin' ain't enough,
You devil-driven graveyard stuff.
Highest flyin', play the clown.

Ain't no flyin' six feet down.

No place worth goin' ain't already been,
No sin worth sinnin' ain't already sinned.
You get thunder in your lovin',

You get lightning in your lust.

But a man is just a handful of dust.

That's it. I'm glad you persuaded me to write it down again after all this
time. My friend Todd Brewster and I will try to come up with a comprehensible

version of the tune, which isn't all that great. We'll put it on tape.

Much love,

Vad

Dad September 1, 1988
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‘JULY FOURTH’
DRIVER BOOKED

Loundon : Wainwright ap-
parently celebrated the end
of the rainstorm a little too
boisterously, because he was
arrested at 2:30 this morning
by officer R. E. Bennett who

. booked him at the Beverly
Hills police station on a
charge of drunk driving.

Bennett \said Wainwright,
who lives at 2578 Hutton Dr.,
Los Angeles, was driving his,
car erratically early this
morning and tossing lighted
firecrackers out of the win-
dow.
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VOLUME XXXV, No. 6

ST. ANDREW’S SCHOOL, MIDDLETOWN, DELAWARE

Loudon Wainwright
Gives Valedictory

At Commencement

The class of 1965’s valedictorian
at today’s commencement exercises
was Loudon 5. Wainwright of Bed-
ford, New York.

Loudic entered St. Andrew’s in his
third form year, and his address to-
day marked the close of an outstand-
ing four years begun at that time.
His popularity with his formmates
was cvident at once, and his leader-
ship abilities caused him to be a
form officer twice.

Loudie stayed on an undefeated
J. V. football team in his fourth
form year, gained a starting position
on the varsity the following secason,
and as a sixth former led the Inde-
pendent Conference in scoring, from
his position at halfback.

Above. all, Loudie was, and is, an
entertainer—and the best entertainer
in a class that had several. Today’s
graduating class was responsible for a
surge of student interest in singing
and drama,-and Loudie was in the
midst of both movements. A highly
skillful folk singer and guitar play-
er, he has led various groups on per-
formances anywhere from the garth
sun-deck to New York coffee houses,
and particularly at S.A.S. daneces.

Loudie began his S.A.S. acting ca~
reer in his third form year with a
quick double-take in Teahouse of the
August Moon. His roles increased in
importance in My Three Angels and
Billy Budd and this year he climaxed
his student dramatics with a brilliant
portrayal of Shakespeare’s hilarious
Falstaff in Henry IV, Part I. Loudie
hopes to make acting his career, and
will specialize in drama at Carnegie
Tech beginning next fall.

There is an interesting parallel be-
tween Loudie’s prep school career and
his father’s. Mr. Loudon Wainwright,
who graduated from St. Andrew’s in
1942, and now writes the popular
¢“View from Here’’ for Life Maga-
zine, was also a fine actor, and—not
at all surprisingly—the valedictorian
of his graduating class.

SATURDAY, JUNE 12, 1965
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