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For my grandparents,

who gave me an education





Who is wise? The one who learns from everyone.

—Pirkei Avot







PROLOGUE [image: ]

When I first met Lin-Manuel Miranda to discuss this project, he was trying to help his four-year-old log on to Disney Plus.

It was a clear, wintry day in 2022, and he’d invited me to the Drama Book Shop, a shrine to playwriting in Midtown Manhattan’s theater district that had given him and his friends a basement space after college to work on the show that became his first Broadway musical, In the Heights. Between substitute teaching and dancing at bar mitzvahs to pay his rent, he’d pop down to the bookshop basement and figure out a song on its creaky piano. He now owned the bookshop with one of his earliest collaborators on that show. He pointed out a perk of ownership—“Free coffee!”—when we filled our cups at the café and found a table to chat.

But before we did that, he had to help his son crack the Disney app. The little guy wanted to watch Encanto.

I had to suppress a laugh. If anyone should have Disney Plus streaming without a hitch, it ought to be the songwriter who supplied its most beloved content. The Broadway smash Hamilton more or less launched Disney Plus when the show’s live film version was released on the service in 2020, quickly becoming its most-streamed title. Disney’s Encanto, for which Lin-Manuel wrote the songs, was the most-streamed movie in the world in 2022, bested the next year by Disney’s Moana, also with songs by Lin-Manuel. Numbers like “We Don’t Talk About Bruno” and “Surface Pressure” from Encanto became so popular that Billboard named Lin-Manuel its 2022 songwriter of the year, ranked higher even than Taylor Swift. In addition to his multiple Tony, Grammy, and Emmy Awards, the Pulitzer Prize, and the MacArthur “genius grant,” Lin-Manuel had arguably created the soundtrack to the post-pandemic world. He redefined musical storytelling by synthesizing his Latino heritage with his love of hip-hop, Broadway, and every other form of pop culture he’d encountered, the rare theater artist to become a household name.

And yet that didn’t mean the iPad app worked better for his family than for anyone else’s. It had been a crazy year, Lin-Manuel told me after he’d gotten his son logged on. With studio release calendars reshuffled by the pandemic, he’d had four movies come out in the past eight months. In addition to Encanto, there was the film version of In the Heights, an animated musical for Sony called Vivo, and his directorial debut on Netflix, a film based on Rent composer Jonathan Larson’s autobiographical musical Tick, Tick… Boom!. Even for an artist who famously writes like he’s running out of time, it was a lot.

But now, he said, his calendar was finally clear. He had nothing going on except helping his older son get ready for school. And cowriting a concept album based on the 1979 movie The Warriors. And composing the songs for the Lion King prequel, Mufasa. And finishing a new musical with one of his composer heroes, John Kander. And polishing the score for a live-action remake of The Little Mermaid with another of his heroes, Alan Menken. And working out a performance with Andrew Lloyd Webber to celebrate the queen’s jubilee.

When he talked about these projects, he didn’t seem burdened or overwhelmed. He looked giddy. In a gray overcoat, sweater, and jeans, with a scruffy pandemic goatee, he could barely sit still. After leading me down to the Drama Book Shop basement, he started playing tunes on an old piano, popping up to illustrate dance steps, then whipping out his laptop to show me video clips. Unlike his early days in that basement, he no longer had financial worries. With the success of Hamilton, he said, he had the freedom to pursue projects that met his main criterion: “I like to work on things I’ll learn from.”

It was that appetite for learning that had drawn me to Lin-Manuel. As a theater professor and an arts journalist, I’d written about his career before. Trained as a Shakespeare scholar, I wondered who our Shakespeares might be today—artists telling national stories in innovative dramatic forms—and in 2016, the head of New York’s Public Theater, Oskar Eustis, suggested I check out the guy who’d just created a hip-hop musical about the American Revolution. For the New Yorker, I covered the 2017 opening of Hamilton in London, and I traveled to Puerto Rico for the Atlantic in 2019 when Lin-Manuel took Hamilton there on a fundraising tour after Hurricane Maria. I wrote about his contributions to Moana and Mary Poppins Returns—sometimes appreciatively, sometimes critically. And every time I heard him speak, what struck me, besides his exuberance, was his interest in trying things that would help him learn new skills. For a songwriter who’d already found so much success, he seemed almost insatiable in his desire to expand his tool kit.

His collaborators noticed it too. “Lin is the best in the world at what he does because he’s continually challenging himself,” Jared Bush, the screenwriter for Moana and Encanto, told me. “He has this constant desire to keep improving, stretching, and learning.” And that desire, his longtime friends say, has characterized his approach to creativity for years. “Without diminishing his talent, I don’t think of him as a genius,” says Owen Panettieri, his college friend and vice president of Lin-Manuel’s company 5000 Broadway Productions. “It’s a bit of a disservice to say, ‘Oh, he’s just brilliant,’ or ‘Oh, he has this gift.’ Maybe there’s some truth to that, but I don’t believe that’s the key to his success over decades. If you really want to create art that’s lasting, there’s work and there’s sacrifice, and there’s also a commitment to openness and learning. He works really hard, and he continues to learn, and that, more than anything, is what helps.”

Comments like that intrigued me. I wanted to find out what Lin-Manuel had learned. I knew the output; I was curious to figure out the input. And doing so, I suspected, might help me reach a different understanding of creativity. Many of us assume that some people come into the world as inherent creators, and we imagine masterpieces springing, fully formed, from the brains of those unique geniuses. If any work seemed to illustrate that idea, it would surely be Hamilton. Lin-Manuel was the originator, the lyricist, the composer, the scriptwriter, and the star, motoring through brilliant raps on Broadway that changed the way America tells its origin story. If you encountered Lin-Manuel only as Alexander Hamilton, you might think he was a born genius.

And yet I soon learned that was not how most people who knew Lin-Manuel as a child would have described him. Though he had the promise to test into a Manhattan public school for gifted children, he wasn’t considered the best writer in his cohort, or the best composer, or the best musician. He was kind, enthusiastic, smart, and imaginative, and he had charisma onstage, if not particular singing talent. He enjoyed making up songs with his toys, but so do lots of children. Coming up with a ditty like “The Garbage Pail Kids are in town!” in preschool doesn’t guarantee that three decades later you’ll come up with a line like “I’m past patiently waitin’. I’m passionately smashin’ / Every expectation, every action’s an act of creation!” He had to learn how to become an artist.

What people did recognize in Lin-Manuel back then was a burning desire to create art and a limitless curiosity about ways to do it better. He sat up close to his elementary-school bus driver, an aspiring rapper from the Bronx who taught his passengers to repeat bars from early hip-hop groups like the Sugarhill Gang and the Geto Boys. He memorized tracks from his sister’s ’80s cassette tapes so he could lip-synch to them at the school talent show, and he watched Disney animated musicals over and over until he could perform the soundtracks for his classmates. He apprenticed himself to the older high-school students who directed plays and wrote original scripts so he could learn to direct and write as well. And he embraced the messy process of making things—movies, plays, musicals—as stages in his growth rather than referenda on his ability. Masterpieces didn’t turn up in his hands overnight. When it opened in 2015, Hamilton was the eighth musical that the thirty-five-year-old creator had written, if you counted his scripts back through college and high school. Hamilton itself required seven years of development. It took Lin-Manuel a long time to become a genius.

That process of learning to create was also a process of learning to draw on all the different parts of his identity. Lin-Manuel grew up between cultures. Both his parents came to New York from Puerto Rico and raised him and his sister in a largely Spanish-speaking immigrant neighborhood at the northernmost tip of Manhattan. At Lin-Manuel’s elementary school, which drew from communities all over the island, many of his classmates couldn’t pronounce his name. He became Lin at school and Lin-Manuel at home. He spent summers with his grandparents near San Juan, but he didn’t speak Spanish well enough to fit in with the other kids. He was too much of an outsider in Puerto Rico, too Puerto Rican on the Upper East Side. It wasn’t until he got to college that he met other children of the Caribbean diaspora and felt like he didn’t have to code-switch anymore. It was the late 1990s, the era of the Latin crossover boom in pop music, and for the first time, he tried writing salsa and merengue tunes. He had to learn how to make art that reflected his fully hyphenated self and how to create opportunities for people, like himself, who hadn’t felt represented in a lot of mainstream media. It took hard work to grow into the name Lin-Manuel Miranda.

This slowly unfolding genesis wasn’t a solo act. He benefited from devoted parents, from schools that allowed him to try creative projects and supported his experiments, from many influential mentors who gave him opportunities to demonstrate his potential, and from creative partners who improved his ideas. Early on, Lin-Manuel figured out that he could create better work by collaborating with his talented classmates. He enlisted his friends to help him make movies on the weekends at his house. He recruited the best musicians to play the scores for his musical projects. He found better actors and singers than himself to star in his scripts. And he handed his drafts over to directors who could strengthen his initial impulses. Over and over—in high school, in college, as a young professional—he gathered artists around him to execute something that none of them could make alone. He’d realized, in other words, that artistic genius is a team sport.

He also learned how to become a valued collaborator. Every skill that his Broadway and Disney partners praise him for now—that he’s infectiously enthusiastic and upbeat, that he’s ready to support the best idea no matter who comes up with it, that he’s willing to cut his own material when it doesn’t work, that he’s always lifting up his fellow artists—is something he figured out how to do, through trial and error, in his early years. For that, he credits his mentors—not only the elementary-school music teacher who cast him in his first play and the college thesis adviser who put up with his idea for an original musical, but peers like the high-school girlfriend who showed him how to support his fellow actors, and the singers in his a cappella group who taught him how to turn melody into harmony. When he won his first Tony Award, he thanked his eighth-grade English teacher, Dr. Rembert Herbert, for telling him that he was a writer.

There was luck involved too. Lin-Manuel had the good fortune to come of age in New York in the 1990s, when hip-hop was becoming mainstream, Latin pop was finding English-language listeners, Disney movies were rediscovering musical-theater structures, and Broadway was returning to the sounds of the contemporary airwaves. He emerged on the professional scene at the same time as Barack Obama, when immigrant stories and the promise of multiethnic identities drove the American narrative. But he also developed the skills to transform everything he absorbed into material for his own stories and to attract the collaborators who could help him share those stories with an audience at the right time. It wasn’t obvious that anyone needed to find the overlapping center of the Venn diagram that included Jonathan Larson, The Little Mermaid, Marc Anthony, and the Notorious B.I.G. until Lin-Manuel gained the confidence to map all his influences onto an American musical.

In the basement of the Drama Book Shop, I gave Lin-Manuel my pitch. I wanted to write a book about his education as an artist, focusing on the range of teachers—friends, relatives, classroom instructors, mentors, professionals—who helped him learn how to do what he now does so well.

He agreed.

During the next two years, I met with Lin-Manuel over a dozen times to learn the story of his first forty-two years—not womb to tomb, of course, but something like womb to Tick, Tick… Boom!. As I interviewed over a hundred and fifty of his teachers and collaborators, from his elementary-school bus driver to Andrew Lloyd Webber, I started to piece together a fuller picture of his education. I visited his family in Puerto Rico, toured the campuses that nourished him at Hunter College High School and Wesleyan University, and looked through the elementary-school projects and report cards that his mother had saved in her Upper Manhattan home. I also pored through early scripts, rough recordings, and grainy videos of sixth-grade musicals, high-school one-acts, college projects, and pre-Broadway experiments. No journalist had seen these unpublished pieces beyond the glimpses Lin-Manuel occasionally posted on his Twitter account, but they provided a key to unlocking his growth as an artist. Over and over, I found that it was those early encounters, those initial, fumbling forays, those persistent, driving questions that shaped what Lin-Manuel went on to create in his professional career, even as he continually expanded his skill set to address those questions.

Just as frequently as they used the word genius, friends, collaborators, and teachers described Lin-Manuel as a sponge—for ideas, for learning, for technical knowledge, for pop culture, for American art in all its forms. There, I thought, was a metaphor that anyone could apply, that didn’t require special gifts to demonstrate. Perhaps Lin-Manuel’s story—viewed not as a blueprint but as a mindset—could inspire my own students. What can you absorb? What can you filter from your environment? What can you soak up and then turn into your own? How can you approach the world around you as a space for learning, for collaboration, for bringing all of yourself to fruition?

The stories I heard about Lin-Manuel weren’t all triumphal narratives. He wrote songs that had to be scrapped. He wrote entire shows that didn’t work. He spent years on projects that stalled out, that studios abandoned, that met an indifferent or even hostile reception. He got upset with his collaborators and had to apologize. He made mistakes—sometimes, as his reach and renown grew, on a national scale. On a few occasions, his timing aligned perfectly with a broader cultural wave; at other moments, he found himself out of step. He had to learn not only how to become an artist but how to become a leader—even, at times, the public face of policies and choices that he felt were thrust upon him. And he had to learn when to step aside, when to redefine what he calls his lane, and when to boost other voices above his own.

At that initial meeting, Lin-Manuel made one request of me. His father, Luis, had garnered a lot of attention as a high-profile political consultant, and though both parents were irrepressible champions of their son’s work, he didn’t feel that his mother, Luz, had received enough credit for being his primary teacher. As a child psychologist, she was the one who had helped him process his often overwhelming emotions and learn how to channel them into art. He asked if I would interview her first.

I agreed.
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Lin-Manuel didn’t like to practice piano. He enjoyed making up songs, tinkering on the upright outside his sister’s bedroom, even though no one would listen to his originals; his sister, Cita, was too busy, and his parents were always at work. But the lessons from his piano teacher didn’t excite him. At age six, he’d been taught only the first five notes of the C major scale. It wasn’t fair. His sister was six years older, so she got to use all the keys. Cita, who practiced methodically, could play fancy pieces by Kabalevsky and Mozart. He was stuck with kiddie songs like “Camptown Races” and “Salizar, the Siamese Cat.” The only piece he relished was “Pop Goes the Weasel.” That one leaped up to the sixth note for an exciting “Pop!” And he figured out that if he started playing it two white keys below C, down in A minor, its chipper mood vanished, and the song sounded deliciously scary.

To get Lin-Manuel to his piano lessons, his Abuela Mundi took him two stops on the subway from their northern Manhattan neighborhood down to 181st Street. When they rode the escalator out of the station, they could see the gray towers of the George Washington Bridge looming above the brick buildings. His teacher, a friendly woman with curly hair and big glasses, was a little disappointed that he didn’t practice, but she wanted to support him. After he ran through the assigned pieces, she let him try out his original tunes, and she gave them sophisticated-sounding names, like “Tarantella.”

Soon it was time for Lin-Manuel to perform at his first piano recital. On the appointed day, he dressed up in a white button-down shirt tucked into blue slacks. He climbed up onto the bench in front of the black grand piano. As instructed, he played “Camptown Races.” And when he finished, the audience clapped.

Lin-Manuel looked up. No one had told him that applause came with playing the piano. That was a pleasant surprise.

“I know another one!” he announced. He played the second piece in his repertoire. The audience clapped some more.

“I know another one!” he said again. He played a third piece.

After the fourth piece, his teacher pulled him off the bench.

He’d gotten a taste of something addictive. “Music became a route to applause,” he later reflected. “I realized cool things could happen if I kept at this.”

Everyone in the Miranda family tells the tale of this piano recital. It’s become an origin story—the moment when the future global entertainer stepped into the spotlight. (Lin-Manuel even called one of his music-production companies I Know Another One, Inc.) It wasn’t the debut of a piano prodigy; he wasn’t Stevie Wonder, dazzling audiences on the keyboard as a child. His sister was the skilled pianist. But he, the younger child, had the appetite for attention. And once he experienced that thrill, he couldn’t wait to feel it again.

Performing also offered a way to channel the emotional vulnerability and identity divisions that characterized his childhood. His performances hadn’t always met with acclaim. In preschool, he learned to read before some of his classmates; when he opened a book at recess, the other boys threw sand in his mouth. “I don’t want to go back to school,” he told his mother. If he saw the school letterhead, he burst into tears.

He was a sensitive, empathetic child. He cried when he saw a news report about the famine in Ethiopia in the early 1980s. He cried when he saw an unhoused person on the street. Even the chord changes in Paul Simon’s “Bridge over Troubled Water” made him cry. “Mommy, that song is too sad,” he’d say. “You have to change it.”

Luz Towns-Miranda knew what to do. “I’m a psychologist, so part of my job is helping my kids navigate the world and their emotions,” she says. “I wanted to let him know it was okay to feel what he was feeling.”

She got Lin-Manuel a picture book that set out a psychological framework for handling feelings, a system called transactional analysis, in child-appropriate terms. “Your feelings are as real as your big toe,” T.A. for Tots explained next to an illustration of a sniffling turtle. “If you are not happy, you have a right to feel your unhappiness and talk about it.” The book described “cold pricklies” that made you feel bad and “warm fuzzies” that made you feel better. To counteract the cold pricklies at Lin-Manuel’s preschool, Luz made sure that her son got plenty of warm fuzzies at home: a relaxation exercise, a song at bedtime. She’d grown up with Al Jolson tunes and would sing him “April Showers” and “California, Here I Come” until he fell asleep.

Luz decided to become a psychologist when she was thirteen. She wanted to know why people behaved the way they did. Her Mexican-American father, an engineer in the merchant marine, came home to their New Jersey suburb for only two days every two weeks. Her mother had grown up on a farm in Puerto Rico without electricity, one of thirteen children, unable to go to school past third grade because she couldn’t afford the necessary shoes; as a homemaker in East Brunswick, she taught herself English by reading the Daily News. Luz, one of six siblings, helped her mother with the groceries, the laundry, the ironing, the childcare. But she wanted out.

She enrolled at Rutgers and moved out of her parents’ house, supporting herself by working two or three jobs at a time to cover rent and tuition. Then, as a sophomore, she was diagnosed with thyroid cancer. After surgery, she says the doctors told her, “If it doesn’t come back in two years, you’ll be fine. If it does, we’ll make you as comfortable as possible.”

As she faced this life-threatening prospect, she knew that she wanted to become a mother and a psychologist. When she was still alive two years later, she got pregnant. (“It was a distraction from thinking about death,” she says.) The Supreme Court had just decided Roe v. Wade, so she knew she had options, but she wanted the child even though the father wasn’t involved. She graduated from college in 1973, and that fall, little Luz was born—Lucecita, or Cita for short.

Luz had met her first goal of becoming a mother; now it was time for her second goal. When Cita was three, Luz got into New York University’s doctoral program in psychology, recruited for a new initiative to diversify the program by attracting top Black and Hispanic students.

Luis A. Miranda Jr., a third-year doctoral student from Puerto Rico, interviewed her for admission. He arrived late; he’d been at a protest. He asked Luz out on a date—a trip to Washington, DC, to march outside the Supreme Court in support of affirmative action. (The court was hearing arguments in the Bakke case about racial criteria for university admissions.) For their second date, back in New York, they danced to a Puerto Rican protest band.

Luis was sprightly and compact with a thick black mane of hair and a bushy mustache. Luz was petite with sparkling brown eyes, dark curly hair, and a mischievous smile. Three months later, they got married. After a ceremony in New Jersey, they had a short honeymoon: dinner at Tavern on the Green, a new musical called Runaways at the Public Theater, and a night at the Plaza.

Luis soon legally adopted Cita. “You’re the best daddy I ever had,” she told him. The family moved into an NYU apartment in Greenwich Village that had a view of the Twin Towers. Cita got her own bedroom with a princess canopy bed.

Luz wanted to work with children, and when she finished her coursework, she took an internship with the Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services. Then in 1979, she found out, to her surprise, that she was pregnant again. Luis asked his own childhood caretaker from Vega Alta, a stout, older woman named Edmunda Claudio—Mundi for short—to come to New York to help them out. Living space was tight. A bunk bed for Cita and Mundi replaced the canopy bed; a futon next to a crib served Luz and Luis and the baby. After Lin-Manuel was born, on January 16, 1980, Luz started to look for a new home.

She spotted an ad for a rarity in New York: an affordable house on a pretty cobblestoned street facing a forested park. It had an upstairs and a downstairs apartment, a driveway, and a finished basement. Where could such a marvel exist? In Inwood, just above Washington Heights, at the very northern tip of Manhattan. The neighborhood had become home to Jewish and Irish immigrants at the start of the twentieth century, then, after World War II, to Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and Dominicans. When the Mirandas made an offer to the elderly Jewish couple who owned the house, the Irish tenants upstairs told Luis, “You won’t have to worry about us. We’re not living with spics.”

The Mirandas got the house for seventy-five thousand dollars; thanks to loans from relatives, they could make the down payment. They moved upstairs and sublet the downstairs apartment.

Cita attended Greenwich Village Neighborhood School by their old apartment at NYU, and when Lin-Manuel was four, he joined her there for preschool. It took an hour on the A Train to ride two hundred blocks south from Inwood. On the subway map, it looked as though they lived at the top of the world. On the uptown ride back home from West Fourth Street, Cita and her brother played a game, guessing where the last white passenger would get off: Fifty-Ninth Street? Or 125th Street? Often, by the time they arrived at their stop, the second-to-last one, just before 207th Street, Lin-Manuel had fallen asleep in Mundi’s lap. After a day getting bullied in the sandbox, he was worn out.

His father tried to toughen him up. To teach Lin-Manuel how to defend himself, he pulled out Rock ’Em Sock ’Em Robots—a toy with battling plastic figures—for a boxing lesson. “New York is a tough city,” he said. “I came from somewhere else, and I had to fight my way to survive it.”

Luis was scrappy, driven, indomitable. Born in a hill town in Puerto Rico where his father ran the credit union and his mother owned a travel agency, he dreamed of a life beyond Vega Alta. He finished high school in two years and graduated from the University of Puerto Rico in three with a double major in psychology and political science. His favorite movie was The Unsinkable Molly Brown, about a small-town kid, undaunted by local bullies, who made it big.

In 1974, nineteen-year-old Luis was accepted to NYU’s doctoral program in psychology; he went, leaving behind a promising job at Sears and admission to law school in Puerto Rico. But he eventually grew frustrated with the pace of clinical psychology, abandoned his doctoral studies, and returned to community organizing, fighting for better schools and health services for the immigrants who lived in Inwood. (He’d been a student activist with the Puerto Rican Socialist Party.) Though Luis frequently criticized Mayor Ed Koch for neglecting Latino communities, Koch appointed him special adviser for Hispanic affairs in 1986. “Koch loved him because he was authentic, and he was as brash as Koch was,” his colleague Lorraine Cortéz-Vázquez explained.

But Lin-Manuel didn’t share his father’s combative spirit. The boxing lessons fizzled. “No fighting,” Lin-Manuel would say when Luis got out the toy.

Luz thought it was intolerable that other kids tormented her son because he could read. She wanted to switch him to another school midyear.

“But it’s a good school,” Luis insisted. “You take shit, and you plow through it.”

That wasn’t Luz’s philosophy. “I’ll be damned!” she replied. “He’s not going back!”

So they found Lin-Manuel a nursery school uptown in Washington Heights where his ability to read was celebrated. The other kids clamored for him to decipher the inscription on a plaque at their playground near the George Washington Bridge. “Okay, but I’m not good at big words,” he told them. He made friends and invented silly songs inspired by his new Garbage Pail Kids trading cards: “The Garbage Pail Kids are in town! Oh, they’re so ugly you wouldn’t wanna see them.”

His preschool teacher lived down the street; she drove him and his classmates to Uptown Nursery each day. He was closest to the daughter of friends of his parents, a girl named Allie. They played together all the time. They pretended they were boyfriend and girlfriend. Whenever he saw her, he gave her a kiss.

One morning that spring, his mother woke him up. She had been crying. She had to tell him something terrible: There had been an accident. Allie had drowned. He would never see her again.

Sobbing, Lin-Manuel rode to preschool in his teacher’s car. At each stop, he heard his teacher whispering to the parents that Allie was dead. He felt as though he were getting the unfathomable news fresh again and again. The next few months were gray, lifeless. “It took him a while to process that,” Luz says. “Whenever anyone asked if he had a little girlfriend, his face would fall, and he would say, ‘My girlfriend died.’ ” A fear of death began to haunt him.

Both of his parents worked hard, seven days a week, taking on extra jobs to ensure that their kids could ultimately get a debt-free college education. Luis slept barely five hours a night. While he rose in Latino political circles, Luz ran a children’s clinic at Bronx-Lebanon Hospital and started training other family doctors. They both organized immigrant parents in their Inwood school district, dragging their kids along to contentious school-board meetings. As Luis put it, “We were a struggling middle-class family in a struggling working-class neighborhood.”

During the week, Mundi was the kids’ primary caretaker. Lin-Manuel called her Abuela Mundi even though she wasn’t really his grandmother. “I could do no wrong in her eyes,” he recalled. “She gave me unconditional love.” She’d pick him up from Uptown Nursery and buy him Now and Later candy while she scratched off her lottery tickets. Every morning, she brought Luis a cup of coffee. “She was very old-school,” Cita says. “My brother was the prince. My father was the king. My mom and I were just there.”

Education was the parents’ department. While living in NYU housing, Luz had seen other grad students trying to get their kids into Hunter College Elementary School. A selective public school for intellectually gifted students associated with the teacher-training program at Hunter, it offered the equivalent of a private-school education for free to the lucky Manhattan few who tested in. With his strong verbal skills, Lin-Manuel did well on the cognitive test. At the in-person visit, he felt nervous entering the Hunter campus, a giant brick edifice on the Upper East Side. He didn’t want to part from his mother, though he soon warmed to the other children, even sharing his crayons with a fellow applicant.

He got in. For Lin-Manuel, having forty-five classmates who were also exceptionally verbal, bright, and creative made Hunter both exciting and intimidating. The kindergarten teacher challenged the kids to create their own paintings in the style of Georgia O’Keeffe. By third grade, the students were writing their own novellas. (Lin-Manuel composed a rhyming tale of Garfield, his favorite comic-strip character, traveling in a time machine.) “We could not believe the sensitive, insightful, smart conversations that these six- and seven-year-olds would have with each other,” Luis says.

Some school days concluded with a playdate, a chance for Lin-Manuel to mess around with He-Man action figures or watch Disney Afternoon shows at a friend’s Upper West Side apartment. (Few students wanted to make the hour-long schlep up to Inwood.) Other days ended with Lin-Manuel experiencing a headache or a stomachache. “Inside of me is a volcano / and when it erupts I throw up,” he confessed in an early poem. It could be daunting, even stomach-churning, to be surrounded by so many brilliant kids. One day in the cafeteria, he approached a curly-haired boy in his grade who was rumored to have mastered the impossible word from Mary Poppins. “Hey,” Lin-Manuel said, “I hear you can spell supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.” The boy, Arthur Lewis, looked up and replied, “Backwards or forwards?”

Luz could tell when her son was overwhelmed, and she’d return to their bedtime ritual: a relaxation exercise, a breathing exercise, a lullaby. “There were lots of reasons to feel ‘less than’ or ‘not as good as,’ ” Luz says. “I always felt it was important for Lin-Manuel to understand that whatever he was doing was okay. Whatever went on, we would find a way to help him or fix it.” Luis recognized the parental division of labor. “I’ve always said to my kids: ‘If you need shit done, go to me. If you need feelings to be processed, go to Luz.’ ”

Writing did not come easily to Lin-Manuel. “I would give these very flowery answers when I’d speak, and then I would do the bare minimum when I had to write it down,” he says. (On an elementary-school standardized test, he received a particularly low score in a category called “language expression.”) The physical act of gripping his pencil and writing caused him pain. A diagnosis of dysgraphia clarified the problem: a gap between what he was thinking and what he was able to write. Luz supported him, taking down his words as he dictated them until he learned to use a computer keyboard. “I am a very bad poet / and soon everyone will know it,” he typed in an early attempt at rhyming verse.

The word that most perplexed Lin-Manuel’s classmates at Hunter was his name. The non-Latino students couldn’t pronounce it. Was it Lin-Manual, like a set of instructions? Some version of Leonard? Linard? Growing up in Inwood, he heard Spanish all around him. Mundi spoke Spanish exclusively, and there were enough Puerto Rican and Dominican bodega owners that Mundi could make her neighborhood rounds without difficulty. Luz, who’d moved to the mainland from Puerto Rico when she was two, spoke mostly English but switched to Spanish around Mundi, and Luis went back and forth. Cita was fluent in Spanish, too, having been cared for in early childhood by Luz’s Spanish-language-dominant mother.

Hunter was different. Most of Lin-Manuel’s classmates were white, the children of affluent parents who lived close to Hunter on the Upper East Side or crossed Central Park from the Upper West Side. Hardly anyone else traveled the seven miles from 207th Street down to East Ninety-Fourth and Park Avenue. When Lin-Manuel heard Spanish around his Hunter classmates, it usually came from their nannies. “The culture shock most people get in college, I experienced when I was five,” he says.

At first, he had fun playing with the linguistic contrast between Hunter and Inwood. “Want to hear my name in English?” he’d ask his mom. In a dull voice, he’d intone: “Lynn-Man-well Murr-ann-duh.” Then he’d say, “Want to hear it in Spanish?” With a lilt, he’d sing: “Leen-Mahn-well Meer-ahn-dah!” Soon, though, he grew accustomed to using separate names in separate places. “It was code-switching,” he says. “I’m Lin-Manuel at home and Lin at school.”

He knew his name was unusual. His father had encountered it in the late 1960s in Vega Alta when he became involved in the independence movement. His uncle had helped to found the Puerto Rican Independence Party, and when Luis joined the cause, he started to read anti-colonial literature. A piece by Puerto Rican poet José Manuel Torres Santiago about the war in Vietnam particularly moved Luis. In the poem, “Nana Roja Para Mi Hijo Lin Manuel,” a revolutionary lullaby, a father addresses his son, who has a Vietnamese first name and a Spanish surname: Lin Manuel. Worried that his son’s life will be sacrificed in another foreign war, the father envisioned young Lin Manuel growing up to join him in “la guerra justa contra los asesinos yankis” (“the just war against the Yankee killers”). Luis made an adolescent resolution: If he had a son, his name would be Lin-Manuel.

“That name was special because it was the dreams and aspirations of a Puerto Rican dad,” Luis says. His dream was to instill his own work ethic in his children. “I never knew what my kids were going to do with their lives, but I knew that whatever it was, they would need to approach it with love and lots of energy, and they would need to excel.”

Over summer vacations, Lin-Manuel and Cita went to visit their grandparents in Vega Alta. Lin-Manuel was known around town as “Luis the expat’s boy”—“el nene de Luisito, que se fue a Nueva York.” Luis A. Miranda Sr., nicknamed Güisin, was a quiet, old-fashioned man who watched Gunsmoke and kept a dime-store cowboy novel tucked in his pocket, but he doted on his sensitive grandson. He took Lin-Manuel to movies and baseball games, bought him French fries, drove him to the arcade in San Juan and gave him ten dollars in quarters to play; he even built him a swimming pool in the backyard.

But it wasn’t quite a joyful homecoming. Abuelo Güisin and Abuela Eva, beloved pillars of the Vega Alta community, worked all day at the town credit union and travel agency, so the kids were often left to amuse themselves. Cita, six years older than Lin-Manuel, spoke Spanish well enough to make friends and head off on her own. Lin-Manuel’s Spanish wasn’t as good. When he tried to speak in his Nuyorican accent, the other kids laughed at him. As he put it: “In my neighborhood, I’m the kid who goes to the fancy school. In Puerto Rico, I’m the kid who speaks Spanish with a kind of messed-up gringo accent. At school, I’m the kid who lives all the way uptown.”

The benefit of straddling cultures came from the range of music he encountered. He always responded to rhythm. Luz remembers going to a club on New Year’s Eve when she was nine months pregnant with Lin-Manuel. “The music starts, and the baby starts kicking,” she says. “The music stops; the baby stops kicking. The music starts, and he’s up and dancing inside! We had to leave the club.” As a toddler, he’d bop up and down as she played a mix of Latin albums and Broadway cast recordings, salsa acts like El Gran Combo and Héctor Lavoe alternating with My Fair Lady and Man of La Mancha, which she’d seen on a high-school class trip.

Driving Lin-Manuel to her parents’ house in East Brunswick, Luz sang along to her favorite music from her 1960s adolescence: Camelot, the Mamas and the Papas, and the Moody Blues. As for Luis, growing up in Vega Alta, he annoyed his John Wayne–loving father by insisting on watching The Sound of Music over and over; he loved the telenovela-style story of a governess marrying her employer, and he cheered for the moral conviction of a family that sang against the Nazis.

Once Lin-Manuel learned how to use a tape deck, he started making his parents personalized mixtapes as gifts for Mother’s Day and Father’s Day, stringing together medleys of songs he knew they’d like. He sometimes added in his Garbage Pail Kids song, too, which he’d recorded on his yellow Fisher-Price cassette deck. His parents took him to see Les Misérables on Broadway when he was seven; he fell asleep midway through, but the cast album entered their family’s rotation, and he noticed that his mom cried every time she heard “Bring Him Home,” a prayer for a young man’s safety. He learned he wasn’t the only one who cried at music; the right song could move a grown-up too. And on a mixtape, all the parts of his identity could play together on a unified emotional journey: Puerto Rican protest songs and Broadway ballads could share the same cassette.

Cita offered him her own music instruction—’80s pop, like Genesis and Cyndi Lauper, and early-’90s hip-hop, like De La Soul and Black Sheep. In first grade, Lin-Manuel memorized a track, “Land of Confusion,” from one of her Genesis tapes and signed up to lip-synch it at the Hunter talent show, chasing the applause he’d discovered at his first piano recital. Cita dressed him in a turquoise Benetton cardigan over a white turtleneck, and, to complete the look, a pair of aviator sunglasses. When he was called to the Hunter auditorium stage, he donned the sunglasses with an eyebrow wiggle, then dropped them as he bopped to the song. As he left the stage, he heard cheers from the audience. He turned back and smiled.

At first, Cita and her little brother weren’t a team. She resented the intruder in the family who’d made her lose her princess canopy bed and forced her to share a room with Mundi, who was so possessive of the baby that Cita couldn’t get near him. As they grew up, their temperaments diverged. Cita clicked with science and math, while he preferred words. As the older child, she had to endure endless lectures from her father on living up to her potential, while Lin-Manuel realized that if he just said, “I’m sorry, Daddy, you were right,” he could slip away to his room. “I remember seeing my sister get into fights that in my head were avoidable,” he says. “When my parents were around, she felt the double standards at play: I’m younger, I’m the boy, I get favorable treatment. But when it was just the two of us, we were good.”

One year, Cita and her friends went trick-or-treating as the Go-Go’s, an ’80s girl group, and she helped Lin-Manuel don a white sheet with two holes so they could go as “the Go-Go’s… and a ghost.” She stayed up late on Christmas Eve to build him a He-Man play set, even though Santa got the credit. She brought her brother to see early hip-hop movies like Beat Street, a drama about a breakdance crew in the South Bronx, and Disorderlies, featuring the subversive antics of the rap trio the Fat Boys. “She took him under her wing,” her mother says.

Lin-Manuel was delighted. He’d pretend he was a DJ, scratching his Dr. Seuss record on his toy Fisher-Price phonograph. The sounds and rhythms of rap verses appealed to him. Even watching cartoons, he thrilled to a playful rhyme in the theme song to Darkwing Duck: “When there’s trouble you call DW!”

Hip-hop had been born in the Bronx, just across the Harlem River from his neighborhood, six or seven years before him; it felt, in a way, like another big sibling. He turned out to have a direct conduit to its origin. When he started commuting to Hunter, his parents signed up for a little yellow school bus that shuttled students from northern Manhattan to the public magnet schools on the Upper East Side. The bus service was run by the Bakers, a Black family from the Bronx. “Lin used to read a book on the bus,” the father, Billy Baker, says. “He was a quiet little guy with cute chubby cheeks.” Billy’s son Duane was an aspiring rapper, and when Duane was old enough to drive the Baker bus, he tested his material on Lin-Manuel and the other kids. Lin-Manuel sat rapt.

During the forty-minute drive down the Henry Hudson Parkway from Inwood, Duane taught the captive Baker bus crew his favorite bars. He made Lin-Manuel memorize the lyrics to “Beef” by Boogie Down Productions, a rapping diatribe against the meat industry. “ ‘Beef, what a relief! When will this poisonous product cease?’ ” they would shout. Geto Boys’ “Mind Playing Tricks on Me,” a cautionary tale of anxiety and drug-induced paranoia, was another standby. “They were all kind of educational raps,” Lin-Manuel says.

The Baker family was enmeshed in the emerging hip-hop scene. Billy Baker had grown up with Big Bank Hank, a rapper in the Sugarhill Gang, the group that helped bring hip-hop from the streets to the radio when their 1979 single “Rapper’s Delight” became the first rap song to hit the Billboard Hot 100. Billy had gotten married at Hank’s house, and he used to drive the early rap crews around the neighborhood. “I had a van to take their equipment to the park,” he says. “That’s how hip-hop began in the Bronx—they stole electricity from the lamppost and did free concerts.”

On the Baker bus, Duane taught Lin-Manuel “Rapper’s Delight.” What could have been a slog in traffic became an education. The bus’s downtown path mirrored the spread of hip-hop from Black protest music in New York’s northern borough to the burgeoning entertainment soundtrack for kids everywhere.

Arriving at school revved up on Duane’s rap tutorial, Lin-Manuel gained more confidence performing in the classroom. His fourth-grade teacher noticed that “after some initial nervousness,” he started to let his sense of humor and creativity come through in his assignments; for instance, he wrote a “Jack and the Beanstalk Rap.” Building on his success, he and a classmate crafted an illustrated sci-fi story where robots fell in love. The Romeo and Juliet narrative was about bridging different backgrounds; one robot came from the rap world of Run-DMC, the other from the musical-theater world of Jean Valjean, the prisoner given the number 24601 in Les Misérables. They called their story “DMC Meets 24601.”

When Lin-Manuel was in fourth grade, his worlds started to converge even more when he saw Disney’s 1989 animated musical The Little Mermaid. As the big calypso number “Under the Sea” began, he couldn’t believe it: He was hearing the sounds of the Caribbean—steel drums and a syncopated beat—buoying a giant underwater dance routine. “It rocked my world,” he said. He’d play the soundtrack at home for his friends, then come to school, leap on a desk, and sing, “Under the sea!” After he found out that one of his schoolmates, Jennie, was the composer Alan Menken’s niece, he begged her to get him an autograph. He bowed down before her; he pleaded; he persisted. Finally, a Post-it note arrived with an inscription from Menken: “To Lin, with lots of love. Now please stop kissing Jennie’s feet!”

His classmates relished his brio. For a unit on birds, he changed the lyrics from a popular McDonald’s ad in which a customer orders everything on the menu in one breath into a recitation of the name of every bird his class had studied. After singing the complete list, breathless, he pretended to faint. It was a hit. He spent hours practicing his routines in his bedroom, jumping on his He-Man sheets, dancing to the Footloose soundtrack, and now he’d found an appreciative audience. “I was never the brightest student at Hunter College Elementary School,” he recalled, “but I was good at making up songs, and I was good at making kids laugh, which is the only currency that matters when you are surrounded by people who are much smarter than you.”

At home, he was often alone. After Luis finished his term as adviser to Mayor Koch, he was appointed head of New York City Health and Hospitals. On top of that position, he founded the nonprofit Hispanic Federation to advocate and fundraise for Latino communities. Cita graduated from Stuyvesant High School and headed to Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute to study engineering, and to pay her tuition, Luz took on extra work doing forensic evaluations for the courts. Lin-Manuel hardly saw his parents except on weekends, when he joined them at the movies: action comedies with his father, psychological dramas with his mother.

He didn’t feel lonely, however. His father had brought home an early VHS camcorder from the mayor’s office when Lin-Manuel was seven, and since then, he’d been obsessed with making movies. He graduated from stop-motion animation with Coke bottles and G.I. Joes to live-action remakes of his favorite film sequences. He even coaxed Abuela Mundi onto the floor to reenact the 1989 medical-alarm commercial: “I’ve fallen, and I can’t get up!” (When she saw him coming with the video camera, Mundi warned, “Nos jodimos todos ahora, aquí viene el nene con sus inventos”—meaning “Now we’re all screwed, here comes the boy with his inventions!”) He carried his family’s two VCRs into his bedroom, hooked them up to his TV, and spent hours with his finger hovering over the record and pause buttons, editing his footage. “I fell in love,” he says.

He wasn’t allowed to tote the camcorder to Puerto Rico for the month he stayed with his grandparents every summer, so Abuelo Güisin borrowed a security camera from the credit union where he worked. The family ran a video store, and Lin-Manuel could watch whatever he wanted. Fueled by a mix of Looney Tunes and ’80s action comedies, he told his grandfather where to point the camera as he staged ever more elaborate and gruesome sequences, putting some newly acquired blood capsules to work. The camera’s audio-dubbing feature allowed him to film a fight scene and juice up the slapping and punching sounds afterward. (“I loved the musicality of action sequences,” he says. “It was genuinely beautiful to watch Jackie Chan.”) A later model with video-dubbing let him record a song and then superimpose his own images, a gateway to music videos and lushly scored death scenes.

One day, an elderly neighbor, Margot, looked over at the Mirandas’ house and saw a body tumble off the roof. She heard a bump and started screaming, “Lin-Manuel! Lin-Manuel! Ay, dios mío!” Margot was sure Lin-Manuel had fallen to his death. It turned out that he had made a dummy out of a stuffed hoodie and pants and tossed it off the roof to complete his shot. He was experimenting, charting his own self-directed film-school course. He wasn’t daunted by the limitations of being a young artist. “It was so much more interesting for me to make stuff than to think about making stuff,” he says. “You couldn’t exactly make a movie like you saw in the movies, but with a video camera, you could get pretty close.”

At the end of sixth grade, everything came together for Lin-Manuel: music, performance, Broadway, and Puerto Rico. At Hunter, the culmination of elementary school happened to align with Lin-Manuel’s interests. The entire spring term built toward it; the whole school came to see it: the sixth-grade play.

The tradition was created by a music teacher, Barbara Ames, who’d arrived at Hunter in 1985, the year Lin-Manuel began kindergarten. In her first spring, she enlisted the entire sixth grade in a production of West Side Story. The art teacher designed the costumes; the shop teacher helped with direction, and his wife choreographed the dances. For the second half of the year, the students researched the show, wrote the program, painted the sets, made the costumes, auditioned for parts, and rehearsed from spring break until the performance at the end of May.

The sixth-grade play directed by Ms. Ames became the highlight of the calendar. Every year she chose a show with lots of leads, and if there weren’t enough singing roles to go around, she’d make up more. “Everyone wanted to have a part, and I didn’t want to disappoint anyone, so I added things,” she says. Five years ahead of Lin-Manuel, Bobby Lopez, the future composer of The Book of Mormon and Frozen, auditioned to play Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof but was cast as the Russian constable, who didn’t have a song. So Ms. Ames wrote “The Constable’s Song” herself and gave it to Bobby to open the second act. She did the same for girls who lacked a number in Bye Bye Birdie. Copyright purists might balk, but the students loved their bespoke shows. “Ms. Ames is a saint, and there should be a church in her name,” one of her former students, Siobhan Lockhart, says. “What she did to support everyone’s talents was astounding.”

In 1992, for Lin-Manuel’s sixth-grade play, Ms. Ames decided to put on a medley from each of the six previous musicals that she had staged. Lin-Manuel would get to try out for a part in every show he’d seen at Hunter! He knew what he wanted to sing for his audition. His parents had recently taken him to see The Phantom of the Opera on Broadway. He’d been mesmerized by Andrew Lloyd Webber’s thundering synth-rock theme and the show’s sympathy for an outsider songwriter. When it was his turn to audition, he sang one of the Phantom’s big solos, “The Music of the Night,” several octaves up.

“Lin’s audition was unbelievable,” Ms. Ames says. “Not that he was particularly musically distinguished, but he was adorable—such a cute kid, charming and charismatic.” He got cast as a farmer in Oklahoma!, a son in Fiddler, and a backup dancer in The Wiz. But there was more. Ms. Ames saw star potential. He got to play three leading roles: the villainous Captain Hook in Peter Pan, the Sharks chief Bernardo in West Side Story, and the rock idol Conrad Birdie in Bye Bye Birdie. He was thrilled. “That was the most incredible experience I had in elementary school,” he says. “It was me finding my niche.”

His niche entailed more than performing. In the West Side Story section, part of his life at home converged with his role at Hunter. “It was the only time at school where I got to be Puerto Rican,” he says. Sure, the musical’s 1950s depiction of Puerto Ricans as knife-wielding gang members didn’t map onto his family’s experience or that of any other Puerto Ricans he knew. But in the song “America,” Bernardo and Anita debate whether life is better in Manhattan or back on the island they came from, a question Lin-Manuel asked himself all the time as he shuttled between summers in Vega Alta and the rest of the year in New York. He played Bernardo by imitating his dad’s accent. When Anita sang, “Life is all right in America,” he shot back, “If you’re all-white in America.”

Lin-Manuel’s parents could tell that Ms. Ames had given their son and his classmates something special. The nephew of a distinguished actor in Puerto Rico, Luis had won an island-wide monologue competition as a teenager; he’d given up acting to accelerate through his degrees, but he still loved musical theater. “Ms. Ames was very patient in making sure the kids were having fun,” he says.

Lin-Manuel was having the time of his elementary-school life. As the Elvis-esque rocker Conrad Birdie, he strutted atop a platform in a gold-lamé jacket that Mundi had sewn specially for his short, skinny frame. All he had to do was open his mouth, and the girls in the chorus were instructed to swoon. Everyone was watching him, adoring him. He knew that his parents loved him, and they came to every performance, but they spent much of their waking hours at work. “When your parents are gone most of the time, it feels like oxygen to have all that attention focused on you,” he says.

After the performance, Lin-Manuel told Ms. Ames, “This is what I want to do for the rest of my life.”
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After the thrill of the sixth-grade play, high school at Hunter felt overwhelming. It began in seventh grade, when Hunter opened its coveted spots to students from all five New York City boroughs who competed through rounds of admissions tests. There was often a sense of inferiority among rising elementary-school students, who wondered if they could keep up with the new cohort. For Lin-Manuel, that anxiety felt acute. “Seventh and eighth grade sucked for me,” he says. “It was a time of real self-consciousness.”

That self-consciousness came partly from recurrent math frustrations severe enough to send him to the nurse’s office with headaches and stomach trouble. Lin-Manuel’s body was changing, too, in ways he didn’t welcome. “The way puberty expressed itself on me was my nose growing before the rest of my face,” he says. “I was so sensitive about it.” What his family dubbed “the Miranda nose,” after his grandfather’s sizable feature, made him identify less with a patriarch than with the big-beaked mascot on the Froot Loops cereal box: “I felt like fucking Toucan Sam.” Some boys were starting to date girls, locked in “an arms race,” as he saw it, to have their first kiss. Others were clinging to childhood, happily watching Disney after school. Lin-Manuel had crushes on girls, but he didn’t know how to talk to them, and he couldn’t fathom how some of his classmates had learned. “Where’s the guidebook?” he wondered.

So he retreated back to the elementary-school musical-theater world where he’d been a star. High-schoolers at Hunter had to complete seventy-five hours of service credit, and Lin-Manuel logged all of his hours during seventh grade by helping his former teachers put on the sixth-grade play. It was another Ms. Ames spectacular: A Chorus Line. Unlike the original Broadway production, no one was cut from the chorus. Ms. Ames wrote individual backstories for each of the more than forty students; everyone got a solo turn. Bodily maturity was kept at bay; instead of “tits and ass,” they sang “poise and class.” Lin-Manuel was in heaven. “I couldn’t really deal with the pecking order of high school, so I went back to sixth grade.”

He also turned heartbreak into art, writing his own songs in a musical-theater vein. Phantom and Les Misérables were his favorites, so he composed melodramatic, anguished tunes, mostly about girls he pined for from afar. Much to his father’s chagrin, Lin-Manuel had little motivation for schoolwork; it was a running joke among his friends that his grades in Spanish class weren’t particularly good, even though he spoke Spanish at home. Instead, he spent his time jotting lyrics in the margins of his notebook. A characteristic ballad, “I Ran with Roses,” pictured a date with a classmate as a grandiose, doomed romance:


I ran with roses to see you again,

And it’s those roses that made our love end.

Out in the cold,

My heart is broke with pain—

You’re driving me insane,

Driving me insane!



Underneath these fevered lyrics, he played a simple chord progression. He’d discovered that if he moved his right hand up the white keys on the piano in a fixed triad, the tonality would shift from major to minor (F major, G major, A minor), from optimism to heartbreak.

He’d quit piano lessons since he never wanted to practice what his teacher assigned; he just wanted to play on his own. To figure out more complex chords, he’d head after school to his friend Alex Sarlin’s place on the Upper West Side. Alex had a piano and the complete Beatles Fake Book—all the band’s songs written out with accessible piano chords. He let Lin-Manuel noodle on the keyboard while he did his homework. Alex was an artist. He drew cartoon portraits and made a weekly television show that was broadcast on a local-access channel. He could pick up any instrument and play it. Lin-Manuel couldn’t. But Alex was patient as Lin-Manuel tried to plunk out a bass line, shifting the inflection of the chord in his right hand by playing different notes underneath with his left. “What chord is this?” Lin-Manuel would ask, venturing beyond a chord that matched the bass note. “That’s an F over G,” Alex would reply, introducing him to the world of musical suspension—dissonant, unresolved, full of possibility.

After writing songs as an escape from schoolwork, Lin-Manuel had the chance, in eighth grade, to write songs for an assignment. This was thanks to a beloved English teacher. Rembert Herbert had a commanding aura at Hunter. He was quiet, nearing fifty, with gray hair and large glasses. He wore sweater-vests and tweed jackets and rode a motorcycle. Unlike most high-school teachers, he had a doctorate. He set high standards, expecting students to revise their work until they found the perfect words, like his models James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison. His former students can still quote his maxim: “The genius must be supported by the labor.”

Lin-Manuel did not earn Dr. Herbert’s respect at the start of the year. For a unit on Macbeth, students had to pick three scenes and represent them creatively, so Lin-Manuel asked a friend to film him in front of his house in Inwood. He recited Macbeth’s soliloquy in voice-over, staged a curtain-rod duel, and tagged a cheeky “Greensleeves”-scored credit sequence onto his death scene, listing the author as “Willy Shakespeare.” Dr. Herbert was unimpressed. He urged Lin-Manuel to go further, to develop his ideas, to do more than slap a flimsy idea on-screen. Lin-Manuel returned to scribbling in his notebook in the back of the class.

Then Dr. Herbert assigned The Chosen. Lin-Manuel was captivated by Chaim Potok’s novel of a Modern Orthodox boy, Reuven, who becomes friends with Danny, the brilliant son of a Hasidic rabbi. The boys meet when they face off in a fierce baseball game and Danny hits a line drive into Reuven’s head, smashing his glasses. “When the chapter ended, Reuven was in the hospital, and he’d been hit in the eye with a baseball, and I was like, What the fuck?” Lin-Manuel says. “I was in; I was just hooked.” He devoured the required chapters, then finished the rest of the book to find out what happened. It was the first time he’d sped ahead of his classmates.

Dr. Herbert put students in groups and asked each one to teach a set of chapters from the novel. Lin-Manuel leaped in. He told the students in his group that he was going to write a song for each of their chapters. He would record the vocals, too; all they had to do was lip-synch. They were relieved. Lin-Manuel set to work on his musical version of The Chosen. For Reuven nursing his eye injury in the hospital, he composed a Phantom-esque anthem of self-pity:


That lousy Hasidim—

I don’t really need ’em.

I’d play ’em and beat ’em—

If my eye weren’t in pain!



For Danny, growing up in the Hasidic rabbi’s oppressively quiet home, he wrote a Jean Valjean–inspired ballad of suffering:


Now I can hear the silence, I hear it all the time.

It’s a silence that no one else hears, it’s a silence that’s all mine.

I hear my father screaming, it’s a voice that’s racked with pain,

But for seventeen years, I’ve suffered as well.

If I tell him my plan, he’ll condemn me to hell!



This one Lin-Manuel lip-synched himself. On “condemn me to hell” he slapped his desk as hard as he could, and his classmates gasped and laughed. Dr. Herbert took note.

Toward the end of that winter, the class was assigned a personal literary essay, in which students picked a book to relate to their own experience. Lin-Manuel chose the first adult novel he’d read on his own, during his miserable stay at sleepaway camp the previous summer: Stephen King’s It. For his essay, he wrote about his fears, about the novel’s creepy invasion of his nighttime imagination, about his hope that friendship would vanquish terror. When Dr. Herbert returned the paper, Lin-Manuel found an unexpected note on the back:


Lin-Manuel—This is an excellent, well-crafted essay. It confirms what I have suspected for some time—that you have been “hibernating” in the back of my class, emerging only occasionally—as when you wrote “The Chosen” musical for class earlier this year. It’s a new semester, almost spring—join us!



This was the nudge Lin-Manuel needed, the equivalent of Harry Potter receiving a letter from Hogwarts. It was an affirmation: In the eyes of the esteemed Dr. Herbert, he had talent. “It was the first time someone who was not in my family said, ‘You’re a writer,’ ” Lin-Manuel explained. For an eighth-grader frequently overwhelmed by the strengths and brilliance of his classmates, that meant a great deal. And it was a reprimand framed as an invitation. “Dr. Herbert essentially called me out. He told me, ‘That creative energy you are burning in the back of the class is what we need in the class. You can use that here.’ ” Dr. Herbert had taught many talented students; Lin-Manuel’s prose didn’t make him a standout. But he’d never had a student compose a musical for a project. He encouraged Lin-Manuel to try out for the student-written-theater club.

At Hunter, extracurricular activities abounded, especially in the arts. There were three newspapers. There were three choruses. And there were three theater groups: Hunter Theater Ensemble put on a play in the fall; Musical Repertory did a musical in the winter; and Brick Prison—winkingly named for Hunter’s windowless edifice, a former armory building—produced student-written one-acts in the spring. Brick, as students called it, had been founded in the 1980s as an alternative to faculty-directed shows, though by the time Lin-Manuel arrived, all the theater productions were run by students. Cynthia Nixon was an alum. Long before Sex and the City, in 1984, as a senior, she performed on Broadway while also appearing in Brick Prison’s Days of Wine and Neurosis.

A decade later, in the spring of 1994, Lin-Manuel showed up to audition for Brick. He encountered a group of upperclassmen gathered in a classroom opposite the Hunter auditorium. Although Dr. Herbert was the nominal faculty adviser, students took charge of everything: writing the plays, selecting the scripts to be produced, casting, acting, directing, designing the sets and costumes and sound and lights, making the posters and the programs, painting and sewing and building and rehearsing everything to be ready for a three-day April run. In the classroom where Lin-Manuel auditioned were two future filmmakers, a future television producer, a future theater professor, a future dancer, and a future four-time Emmy-winning comedy writer. It was heady company to join.

With six student plays picked for that year, Brick’s directors had more than fifty roles to cast. For the first round, each auditioner presented a monologue. Lin-Manuel came ready. He’d memorized Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” in his communications class. When it was his turn, he launched into the haunted verse: “Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary…” He knew how to perform high-wrought anguish. He leaned into the pounding rhythm, relishing every alliteration; his eyebrows danced. After his final “Nevermore!,” Rachel Axler, the future comedy writer, starred his name on the audition sheet and wrote, “Whew!”

Lin-Manuel was the only underclassman cast in two different plays. “He was this firecracker eighth-grader who came out of nowhere and was fun to be with,” Siobhan Lockhart, one of the directors, says. His breakthrough role came in a dark comedy, Swingline 457, about a dinner party at an Upper East Side high-rise that goes awry when an obnoxious guest tosses a Swingline stapler out the window, killing someone below. Lin-Manuel and a senior played grumpy old men from the apartment across the way who popped in for comic relief, squabbling, limping, and hamming it up amid the unfolding murder investigation. “They were very, very funny,” Siobhan recalls. “People loved the show.”

And Lin-Manuel loved being back in a school play. “Theater felt like a magic bullet for me,” he says. “This is a lane I could be good in.” What’s more, his talent earned him a place among older students, which alleviated the stress of the pecking order he’d felt ever since the new students arrived in seventh grade. The upperclassmen in Brick Prison didn’t care who was considered cool in Lin-Manuel’s class. They valued him for his good humor and the skills he showed onstage. That boosted his confidence. “When I first met him, he was a shy little boy,” Adam Rauscher, a friend who also acted in Swingline 457, says. “Then he became the outgoing person who everyone knew.”

His new friendships extended beyond rehearsal too. An older student, Chris Hayes (the future Emmy-winning MSNBC host), took the bus after school with Lin-Manuel to their distant uptown neighborhoods. They’d become friends when Lin-Manuel missed his stop; Chris noticed the younger student deep in the Bronx, on the verge of tears, and took him home so he could call his mother for directions back to Manhattan. When they were both cast in Swingline 457, they started riding home together after rehearsal
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