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Praise for Always Magic in the Air

“Smart and brisk . . . Emerson . . . captures the hit-driven hustle, the marriages, the divorces, the fortunes made (and sometimes lost) and the often serendipitous beginnings of these fateful collaborations.”

—Chrissie Dickinson, The Washington Post Book World

 

“Extensively researched and lovingly written, the book’s on the top of my charts. . . . The book has a you-are-there urgency. . . . [I]n this irresistibly readable book, things are still bomping, and the beat is there, for anyone to catch.”—Caroline Leavitt, The Boston Globe

 

“Emerson is very good at limning the forces—musical, cultural, economic—that affected the sounds pouring out of radios and jukeboxes in the 1950s and 1960s.”—Joanne Kaufman, The Wall Street Journal

 

“Again and again in Always Magic in the Air, his engrossing account of the early days of rock and pop music, Ken Emerson puts you at the moment of creation.”—David Kirby, Chicago Tribune

 

“Emerson’s book is just about everything you could wish for. Love and clear-sightedness may be the most delicate of all critical balancing acts. For Emerson, it’s his true north, the critical compass that makes you believe you’re reading a man you can trust. . . .Emerson makes you believe you can hear the world in a pop song, even a world that’s lost.”

—Charles Taylor, New York Newsday

 

“Fascinating.”—Dave Barry, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

 

“Magisterial . . . scholarly and highly entertaining.”

—Mick Brown, The Daily Telegraph (London)

 

“The story of these writers is long overdue in the telling, and Emerson tells it splendidly. Under the boardwalk or up on the roof, this is a marvelous read.”—Kirkus Reviews

 

“I found Always Magic in the Air an unputdownable read. I was a teenage purchaser of many of the records described; and I have never subscribed to the ‘standard’ critical view of ’60s pop. Maybe that’s why I had to keep reading so compulsively—just to see what each of these people wrote next and whether it was still inscribed somewhere deep in my psyche (yes, mostly).”

—Simon Frith

 

“This is a book about some of the greatest songwriters of the ’50s and ’60s, a group responsible for the great blues and rock and roll explosion at the mid-century. This work will add to the general understanding of their importance.” —Ahmet Ertegun, founding chairman, Atlantic Records
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I thank God I have low tastes.

—Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.




INTRODUCTION

Turn the dial, push a button, click the mouse. Go to the movies or a restaurant, ride the subway or visit the mall. Throughout America (and a good bit of the rest of the world), chances are it won’t be long before you hear a song composed by a remarkable group of songwriters who huddled in cubicles within a couple of blocks of each other in midtown Manhattan in the late 1950s and early ’60s. It could be “On Broadway” (where “the neon lights are bright” and “there’s always magic in the air”) or “Stand By Me,” “Save the Last Dance for Me” or “Walk On By,” “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do,” “Will You Love Me Tomorrow,”

“Do Wah Diddy Diddy,” “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’,” or “(You Make Me Feel Like a) Natural Woman.”. . . Popular music thrives on novelty, yet songs such as these—instantly identifiable, endlessly replayed on radio, recycled in commercials and film sound tracks, and rerecorded by new generations of performers as well as many an older artist—have enjoyed a run of nearly half a century.

The music reminds baby boomers of their youth, of sock hops and slumber parties, of transistor radios and tail fins, of good girls who said no and the nice boys who took that for an answer, of not-so-nice girls wearing too much mascara and the bad boys with DAs who whisked them away on motorcycles. While an older generation fondly remembers snapping its gum and fingers to the beat, younger ones are captivated by what sounds like exhilarating innocence.

Nostalgia and naïveté cannot entirely explain these songs’ persistence. Professional craft and artistry have also made them endure. And so has the way the music not only embodies a long-gone era but anticipates and speaks to our own. Expressing the optimism and outrage of the early civil rights movement, it amalgamated black, white, and Latino sounds before multiculturalism became a concept, much less a cliché, and integrated audiences before America desegregated its schools. It helped create a youth market—teenagers were a new breed of human being and a brand-new consumer category—and trafficked in teen idols from whom Justin Timberlake and the Simpson sisters directly descend. In addition to making life fun for teenagers, the music made life more real for them by introducing racial and economic themes that encouraged a political as well as a consumer consciousness. The combination was in keeping with a period when fear and frivolity, Sputniks and hula hoops, simultaneously girdled the globe. “Get me another drink,” said a character in Nevil Shute’s On the Beach, a best-selling 1957 novel that depicted the dying days of the human race as radioactive fallout swept the world. “I want to go somewhere—do something—dance!”

This is the story of seven songwriting teams, fourteen men and women who helped create the sound of a city, a nation, and an era: Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman, Burt Bacharach and Hal David, Neil Sedaka and Howard Greenfield, Carole King and Gerry Goffin, Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil, Jeff Barry and Ellie Greenwich. The book is about the world that made these songwriters and the world they in turn made in their music.

Most of these songwriters and much of their music are still alive and kicking. After 2,036 performances on Broadway, Smokey Joe’s Café, a revue of the songs of Leiber and Stoller, is playing in various venues around the world. In 2004, Sedaka appeared at Carnegie Hall (as well as in the pop charts with a remake of one of his hits by American Idol runner-up Clay Aiken), Mann and Weil performed their songs on another Manhattan stage, and King crossed the country playing benefit concerts for John Kerry’s presidential campaign. His contribution to the sound track of Grace of My Heart, a 1996 film based very loosely on King’s life, helped spark a revival of popularity for Bacharach that  shows little sign of subsiding. Performing and rerecording the songs he wrote with Hal David, collaborating with Elvis Costello, popping up in Austin Powers movies, Aimee Mann lyrics, and even a White Stripes album, the suave septuagenarian is ubiquitous.

Many other important pop music songwriters were active in New York City during the 1950s and ’60s. Otis Blackwell, who wrote or cowrote such memorable songs as “Fever,” “Don’t Be Cruel,” “Great Balls of Fire,” and “Handy Man,” comes immediately to mind. So do Bob Crewe and Bob Gaudio, who wrote most of the Four Seasons’ hits. But this book is intended as a narrative, not an encyclopedia.

Another thing it is not is a string of biographies, although several of these songwriters deserve one. Instead of studying them individually,  Always Magic in the Air paints a group or family portrait. For not only did these writers know, collaborate and compete with, and sometimes marry and divorce one another, but they also share a family likeness.

In many ways they were a family. Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller were the patresfamilias, influencing and inspiring all these writers (with the exceptions of Neil Sedaka and Howard Greenfield), hiring some of them, working with others, and producing some of their greatest songs. All but one of them was Jewish, and Greenwich, the odd woman out, is half Jewish. Most of them were born or grew up in Brooklyn. Like one of the protagonists in Michael Chabon’s novel The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay, they “dreamed the usual Brooklyn dreams of flight and transformation and escape.” As Brooklyn Jews, raised on the Rosenbergs and Jackie Robinson, they developed a political and racial awareness to varying degrees. As the children and grandchildren of immigrants, they had some respect for, and in several instances training in, classical European music, which they did not forsake even as they fell in love with African-American and, at the height of Puerto Rican emigration to New York, Afro-Cuban music.

The black music that initially bowled over the older of these songwriters was jazz, jump, and rhythm and blues. The younger ones were enthralled by the doo-wop they heard on Alan Freed’s Rock and Roll Show after the obstreperous disc jockey moved from Cleveland to New York in 1954 and, as the New York Times noted, “jumped into radio like a stripper into Swan Lake.” Doo-wop’s wobbly vocal harmonies encompassed a grave sentimentality and a giggling nonsensicality that  reflected the emotional extremes of their own—and most people’s—adolescence. Eventually nearly all these writers also became infatuated by Latin rhythms and incorporated them into their music. That’s why Buddy Borsalino, a character in The Wanderers, Richard Price’s vivid account of teenage life on the wild side of the Bronx in the 1960s, filed records under “F” for fast, “S” for slow, and “C” for cha-cha, assigning to this last category Goffin and King’s “Will You Love Me Tomorrow,” Leiber and Stoller and Ben E. (not to be confused with Carole) King’s “Stand By Me,” and all the Four Seasons’ songs.

Their origins and enthusiasms prepared these writers to become the last gasp in the grand tradition of the Great American Songbook, the heirs of Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, George and Ira Gershwin, Harold Arlen, and others. And some of their songs are standing the test of time as well as “Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered” and “All the Things You Are.” But unlike their antecedents in a different technological era, these composers became keenly conscious that they were writing records, not songs. A 45 rpm single had to be played on AM radio and Dick Clark’s American Bandstand in order to be heard. Almost inevitably, many of these songwriters developed into arrangers and producers, if only in self-defense: to preserve their music as they intended it to sound and to sell.

This music is commonly called “the Brill Building sound,” a misnomer I perpetuate in the subtitle of this book with great reluctance. Although a lot of these songs originated in the legendary shrine of the music publishing business at 1619 Broadway, as many if not more emanated from 1650 Broadway and other nearby buildings with only addresses for names. The catch-all term has created such misunderstanding that both the definitive history of the American popular music business and the late editor of the recording industry’s authoritative trade magazine mistakenly located Aldon Music—home to Sedaka, Greenfield, King, Goffin, Mann, and Weil—in the Brill Building rather than 1650 Broadway. This book, in turn, may be guilty of oversight if not error in concentrating on the songwriters of the Brill Building and 1650 while neglecting the denizens of 1697 Broadway, but, again, this is a narrative, not an omnibus.

Street numbers are one potential source of confusion. Nomenclature and genre are another. Although these writers’ songs are staples of rock  “oldies” radio, Bacharach, for one, and Gerry Goffin (with less justification) have insisted they never wrote a rock song. Leiber and Stoller’s “That Is Rock & Roll” is one of the weakest records they wrote and produced for the Coasters. To some rock ’n’ roll diehards, the music written in the Brill Building and 1650 Broadway during this era is at best pop and at worst pap. In neither case is it to be confused with rock ’n’ roll, which was “all but dead” by 1958, according to one critic, and lay dormant until the Beatles revived its rude energy in 1964.

Songwriters who are by no stretch of the imagination head-banging rockers have cast similar aspersions. Paul Simon, a bit player on the Brill Building/1650 scene during this period, once observed, “Rock and roll got very bad in the early ’60s, very mushy.” In his recent memoir, Bob Dylan agreed: “Things were pretty sleepy on the American music scene in the late ’50s and early ’60s. Popular radio was sort of at a standstill and filled with empty pleasantries. It was years before The Beatles, The Who or The Rolling Stones would breathe new life and excitement into it.”

Although “rock ’n’ roll” and “rock” are legitimate historical, taxonomic, and descriptive terms, they should not be brandished as value judgments. They are merely categories or subsets of popular music, and using them to disparage pop music is as illogical as decrying jazz because it isn’t bebop or classical music that is not symphonic. However disparate their music, Clay Aiken and the White Stripes are equally pop.

If the music of the Brill Building and 1650 Broadway consisted merely of “empty pleasantries,” Stoller and Leiber’s “Yakety Yak,” Shuman and Pomus’s “This Magic Moment,” David and Bacharach’s “The Look of Love,” Greenfield and Sedaka’s “Calendar Girl,” King and Goffin’s “Loco-Motion,” Weil and Mann’s “We Gotta Get Out of This Place,” and Greenwich and Barry’s “Out in the Streets” would not be so perdurable, and there would be little point to this book. Yet these criticisms, however ill-founded, illuminate one of this book’s major themes.

Rock ’n’ roll erupted in the mid-1950s. One music historian called it “the dynamite that blew apart the structure of an industry.” When Elvis Presley entered and dominated the charts in 1956, record sales rose by roughly $100 million from the previous year’s $227 million. The market  for such records consisted of roughly 13 million teenagers, whose estimated annual spending power ranged from $7 billion to $10 billion.

Rock ’n’ roll reared its head unpredictably, however, in regional markets and on independent record labels. In order to maximize profits, the market had to be consolidated and the product commodified. The need to rationalize rock ’n’ roll became all the more urgent in 1957-58 when Elvis Presley entered the Army; Jerry Lee Lewis was banned from the airwaves for having taken his thirteen-year-old third cousin as his third wife before his second divorce became official; Buddy Holly was killed in a plane crash; Little Richard got religion; Chuck Berry was arrested for “motor-vatin’ ” across state lines with an underage girl; and, after an uproarious concert in Boston—headlined by Berry and Lewis—Alan Freed was charged under a Sacco-and-Vanzetti-era anti-anarchy statute with “inciting the unlawful destruction of property during a riot.” The interruption of these rock ’n’ roll stars’ careers and the indictment of one of their most passionate promoters left a yawning void to be filled—or at least papered over.

This is where the Brill Building and 1650 Broadway came in. The music publishers and songwriters who worked there routinized the creation and production of rock ’n’ roll. They smoothed the rough edges of black R&B performers to help them appeal to a white audience, and they roughed up white performers just enough to create a tousled titillation. Reining in the unruliness of rock ’n’ roll made it safe for teenage America and profitable in the mass marketplace. A biographer of Phil Spector noted of Don Kirshner, the publisher who employed Sedaka, Greenfield, Goffin, King, Mann, and Weil and peddled their songs, “More than anyone else Kirshner . . . made rock and roll a profession rather than just a vehicle of rebellion.”

But concentrating entirely on how these songwriters tamed the wildness of early rock ’n’ roll ignores how much they brought to the music as well. They enriched it not only with a Latin savor but also with strings and echoes of classical music. They contributed to a second flowering of doo-wop and the blossoming of groups such as Dion and the Belmonts. They pioneered a distaff doo-wop, the girl-group sound of the Shirelles, the Crystals, the Ronettes, and the Shangri-Las. Working with black artists such as the Drifters, Ben E. King, and Dionne Warwick, they helped create modern soul music and gave it an uptown urbanity. Their songwriting craft set a standard to which John Lennon  and Paul McCartney aspired, and it paved the way for the British Invasion that would roll right over many of them.

Another element these songwriters added was women. Apart from Dorothy Fields and Kay Swift, the great American songwriters of the 1920s through the ’50s composed a men’s club. Sun Records in Memphis, where Elvis and many other early rock ’n’ rollers started out, was a boys’ club. The prominence of Carole King, Cynthia Weil, and Ellie Greenwich was unprecedented in American popular music, all the more so because King and Greenwich not only wrote but arranged and produced songs. (Their prominence did not prevent their husbands from receiving first billing, however. It was always Goffin and King, Mann and Weil, Barry and Greenwich.)

It would be simplistic to argue that these women imbued the music of the Brill Building and 1650 Broadway with a female or feminist perspective. Sometimes the men did. “I always admire that Gerry could really get inside the head of a woman,” King said of her husband. Hal David wrote the defiant lyric to Dionne Warwick’s “Don’t Make Me Over”: “Accept me for what I am / Accept me for the things that I do.” These songwriters, male as well as female, often explored emotions and behavior that did not conform to the blustering macho stereotypes that had characterized much of early rock ’n’ roll.

Finally, and ironically, these songwriters who calculatedly cranked out hit after hit with assembly-line efficiency also brought to popular music a new authenticity. They were young people, for the most part, writing for young people. In the best of their work, as we shall see, they often drew upon, dramatized, and shared their own experiences, be it Doc Pomus’s polio and marriage in “Save the Last Dance for Me” or Carole King’s premarital pregnancy in “Will You Love Me Tomorrow.” Such songs sounded real when they were originally recorded, and the records still sound real today.

The genius of the songwriters portrayed in this book lay in their ability to assimilate and project rock ’n’ roll into the mainstream of American popular music, thereby extending and expanding both. If there is some truth to the charge that these songwriters ended up nearly killing the very thing they loved before the Beatles and Bob Dylan rescued it, purists who prefer the raw to the cooked and deplore accommodation and domestication forget that the greatest American music is seldom pure. A product of mixed races and mixed motives (making  noise, making art, making money), American culture is by its very nature impure, “sophisticated” in the original meaning of the word: mixed and adulterated.

The proof of these songwriters’ success does not lie in this book’s attempt to chronicle and explicate their accomplishments. It’s in the music, which I hope I will help readers understand and enjoy more fully.




Chapter One

THE ORIGINAL COOL CATS
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In October 1957, New York traded the Brooklyn Dodgers for the Los Angeles-based songwriting team of Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller. The ball club’s farewell season in Ebbets Field was dispiriting. The Dodgers’ third-place finish was their worst showing in a decade. But the twenty-four-year-old songwriters were on a streak that had begun eighteen months earlier when Elvis Presley sauntered into the lounge of the Sands Hotel in Las Vegas and heard Freddie Bell and the Bellboys fooling around with a song about a feckless lover who was “nothin’ but a houn’ dog.”

This stroke of good fortune was soon followed by another when a United Fruit Company freighter rescued Stoller and 128 other passengers from the Andrea Doria. The Italian ocean liner bearing him and his wife, Meryl, back from a belated honeymoon in Europe had collided with the Stockholm and sunk in dense fog sixty miles south of Nan- tucket. When the Cape Ann deposited Stoller safely in New York on July 26, 1956, a relieved and elated Leiber greeted his bedraggled partner with a silk suit and news that Presley’s stripped-down, speeded-up version of the song they had written four years earlier for Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton was a stupendous hit. Three weeks later, “Hound Dog” reached No. 1 on Billboard’s pop singles chart.

Now, as Leiber and Stoller arrived in New York intending to stick around, Presley’s “Jailhouse Rock” became their second No. 1 song. By year’s end the team would have more hit pop singles—eleven in all—than any other songwriters in 1957.

Overnight they had graduated from inadvertent beneficiaries of Presley’s spectacular success to witting accomplices, writing songs to order  for Elvis. A pretty ballad to croon? “Loving You” fit the bill and became the title of Presley’s second film. A Christmas novelty? Leiber and Stoller concocted “Santa Claus Is Back in Town” in the nick of time for the holidays. Stoller even shaved off his hipster’s goatee to play piano with Presley’s on-screen band in his third (and best) movie, Jailhouse Rock.

Elvis was only the half of it. Leiber and Stoller also wrote pop hits in 1957 for the Coasters, the Drifters, Ruth Brown, Gale Storm, and Perry Como. Storm, star of the TV sitcom My Little Margie, and Como were, like Elvis, white. The Coasters, the Drifters, and Ruth Brown were black rhythm-and-blues performers on the roster of Atlantic Records (or, in the case of the Coasters, its subsidiary, Atco). The small, independent, New York-based record company specializing in R&B had engaged Leiber and Stoller as writers and producers on a nonexclusive basis since late 1955, and now this relationship was beginning to pay off for everyone.

The success of their work with Elvis persuaded RCA Victor, Presley’s label (as well as Como’s) and one of the nation’s largest record companies, to offer Leiber and Stoller jobs at its New York City headquarters in A&R (Artists and Repertoire), selecting and producing material for RCA artists. Because these performers were overwhelmingly white and Atlantic was scarcely considered competition for one of the so-called Big Six labels, an exception in Leiber and Stoller’s otherwise exclusive one-year contract with RCA allowed them to continue their association with Atlantic.

And so, while the Soviet Union lofted Sputnik I into orbit and the 101st Airborne and the National Guard protected nine black students at Little Rock’s Central High School, Leiber and Stoller moved from L.A. to Manhattan. They were eager to enjoy and profit handsomely from the best of all worlds: corporate perks and feisty independence; pop, rock ’n’ roll, and rhythm and blues; black and white artists; white and black audiences. Stoking the fires of the Elvis phenomenon, they inspired the singer and his teenage fans with their funky facility. They could lend middle-aging mainstream singers a little rock ’n’ roll oomph. And they could tweak R&B acts until they crossed over to the pop charts from the rankings of what only eight years earlier had still been stigmatized as “Race Records.”

Their backgrounds made Leiber and Stoller feel at home yet out of place in every camp. Born on April 25, 1933, Jerry Leiber grew up in a Yiddish-speaking household in a largely Catholic neighborhood on the edge of Baltimore’s black ghetto. He felt less affinity for his “really anti-Semitic” neighbors than for the African Americans to whom his mother’s grocery store extended credit and he delivered groceries and kerosene. “I identified with the blacks. I felt very sympathetic to them, and they were sympathetic to me.” The blues and boogie-woogie that Leiber overheard on the radios in his customers’ homes sounded a lot more inviting than the Polish, Russian, and Jewish folk music played in the immigrants’ social club his family frequented. “Those radios were like magic boxes to me; they played music I never heard anywhere else.” The death of his father when Leiber was only five, abandoning him to the ministrations of a mother and two older sisters, may have heightened the appeal of R&B’s manly bravado.

Mike Stoller was born six weeks before Leiber, on March 13, in Belle Harbor, Long Island. He moved when he was four to Sunnyside, Queens, where he was reared on Red Seal records (RCA’s classical line) and Richard Strauss. His father was a contractor, his mother a former model and actress who had appeared in the chorus of George Gershwin’s 1927 musical comedy, Funny Face, and her sister was a conservatory-trained pianist. While economic necessity introduced Leiber to black music and culture, in Stoller’s case it was the political principles of his liberal parents, who sent him at age seven to an interracial summer camp in New Jersey where he heard black teenagers playing boogie-woogie on an upright piano. Fascinated, he took several piano lessons from James P. Johnson, the great stride pianist who had tutored Fats Waller. Bebop enthralled Stoller when he entered his teens, and he began to sneak into jazz clubs on Manhattan’s Fifty-second Street and hang out at a Harlem social club.

Leiber’s family moved to Los Angeles in 1945, Stoller’s in 1949. When Leiber, on the recommendation of a drummer and fellow student at Fairfax High School, appeared on Stoller’s doorstep in the summer of 1950 and urged Stoller to write songs with him, each was “astonished by the other person.” According to Meryl Stoller, “It was like, ‘Wow! Where did you come from, soul mate?’ In other respects they were diametrically opposite.” Manic, impetuous, and aggressive, Leiber was a  motormouth with curly red hair. One eye was blue, the other brown, and there was a crazy glint in both of them. (Asked what he put down for eye color on his passport, Leiber told a friend: “Assorted.”) Stoller, on the other hand, was so laid-back he could scarcely be bothered to raise his eyelids, much less his voice. His manner was retiring and so, even in his early twenties, was his hairline. Over the years some people found Stoller’s impassivity intimidating. “I was afraid of Mike,” recalled Kenny Vance, a member of Jay and the Americans, a vocal group Leiber and Stoller produced. “Mike was deadpan. He was like a jazz guy, very dry. Jerry was more outgoing.” “They were the original cool cats,” said Steve Tyrell, a record promoter, producer, and pop singer. “Especially Mike—he was a beatnik.”

They differed in tastes as well as demeanor. Stoller was deeply interested not only in modern jazz, sitting in once with trumpeter Chet Baker, but also in contemporary classical music. Caring little for music he couldn’t dance to, Leiber demanded a beat. But Leiber and Stoller shared a passion for what they later called, in a song they improvised for the b-side of a single, “alley music.” Even before blackface minstrels sang about Shinbone Alley in the 1830s, the alley was where African Americans could get down, get high, and get laid. On the eve of World War I, homesick South Carolinians at New York’s Jungles Casino would cry, “Now, put us in the alley!” when they wanted James P. Johnson to get funky. “They’d dance, hollering and screaming until they were cooked,” Stoller’s teacher recalled. The alley was where the Clovers, one of the most popular R&B vocal groups of the 1950s, went “ballin’ ’til half past three” and Little Richard’s Uncle John ducked with Long Tall Sally when he saw his missus coming.

For Leiber, perhaps, “alley music” was a reminder of the backdoor deliveries he had made and the backstreet music he had heard in Baltimore. For Stoller, it echoed his boyhood in Queens when, huddled under his blankets past bedtime, he listened surreptitiously to Symphony Sid Torin’s jazz program on a battery radio. One commercial extolled the sartorial splendors to be found at Alley’s Pants on Brooklyn’s Ful ton Street. “Alley, Alley, Alley, you been so good to me” went the bluesy jingle. “You got those three-ring bottoms . . .” Exactly what “three-ring bottoms” were was as mystifying as the origins of the singer. Identified by Torin as “Doc Pomus,” he became “a mythical figure” in Stoller’s young imagination. When Leiber and Stoller were  transplanted to California, Central Avenue, the main street of Los Angeles’s black ghetto, Watts, became their alley.

The relaxation of discriminatory hiring practices in the aircraft and other defense industries drew African Americans in droves to Los Angeles during World War II. The city’s black population more than doubled between 1940 and 1946, and its spending money and numbers made L.A. a hotbed of rhythm and blues. Melding the Kansas City swing of touring territory bands with the blues and boogie-woogie of migrants from Texas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas, R&B flourished in Central Avenue nightclubs such as the Club Alabam and on local independent record labels like Modern and Aladdin. Critics haggle over when and where jazz and blues spawned R&B and R&B in turn helped spark rock ’n’ roll. The evolution (or devolution, according to detractors) was continuous and occurred on many fronts, while the lines dividing genres are blurred and arbitrary. But Los Angeles was where much of the action transpired, and local performers played principal roles: Charles Brown; Roy Milton and his Solid Senders; Joe Liggins (whose “The Honeydripper” has as strong a claim as any to being the first rhythm and blues record); Joe’s brother, Jimmy Liggins; Johnny Otis; Percy Mayfield; and Jesse Belvin. According to one prominent producer, “The big, first surge of R&B was on the West Coast in L.A., not in New York.”

“People talk about the blues in Chicago,” blues singer Jimmy Witherspoon once told an interviewer, “but do you know that 99 percent of the blues was recorded right here in Los Angeles? I didn’t say ‘a lot.’ I said 99 percent.” Witherspoon idolized Big Joe Turner and sat at his feet when the blues shouter from Kansas City opened a club, The Blue Room, on Central Avenue. He also discovered Johnny Otis, the Greek-American impresario of L.A. R&B. “He’s a white guy who’s passing for black,” Witherspoon noted, “and a great drummer.” Witherspoon became the first performer to record (though not to release) a song by Leiber and Stoller, “Real Ugly Woman,” at a concert at L.A.’s Shrine Auditorium in December 1950, only months after the teenagers met. “She’s three hundred pounds of meat,” Witherspoon hollered, “And she’s my female Frankenstein.” “When Jerry and I started writing,” Stoller once said, “it was a kind of spontaneous combustion.”

With Lester Sill, the national sales manager for Modern Records,  acting as their mentor and guide, the duo explored Los Angeles’s bustling R&B scene. “It was a secret world,” Leiber recalled. That was alley music’s greatest appeal: It concealed and disclosed secrets about life and death, love and sex, and racism that were unmentionable in the mainstream popular music sung by Dinah Shore, Patti Page, and Perry Como. Like the femme fatale in Walter Mosley’s first Easy Rawlins mystery, Devil in a Blue Dress, which vividly evokes Central Avenue just before Leiber and Stoller began to haunt it, the young songwriters had “a predilection for the company of Negroes.” They, too, liked “jazz and pigs’ feet and dark meat, if you know what I mean.” “We used to argue between the two of us over which one was the blackest,” Leiber said. Who won? According to Stoller, “We did.” On one of the rare occasions they performed and recorded one of their own compositions, the sardonic “Too Bad Sweet Mama,” Jerry Leiber styled himself “Billy Black.”

Leiber and Stoller cruised Central Avenue while the best minds of Allen Ginsberg’s generation dragged themselves “through the negro streets at dawn”—as “Howl” famously began. A new crew of ostensibly hip and defiantly beat writers was beginning to trumpet their love of black culture and their conviction that it was superior to their own. In 1957, the year Leiber and Stoller moved to New York, Norman Mailer published “The White Negro” and effectively dismissed the discipline, intelligence, and artistry of Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Charlie Parker by declaring, with what he thought was high praise, “Jazz is orgasm, it is the music of orgasm, good orgasm and bad.” That same year saw the publication of On the Road, in which Jack Kerouac demonstrated greater knowledge of jazz but little more understanding of African Americans: “At lilac evening I walked with every muscle aching among the lights of 27th and Welton in the Denver colored section, wishing I were a Negro.” Kerouac wrote that he yearned to “exchange worlds with the happy, true-hearted, ecstatic Negroes of America.” (When Orval Faubus barred these happy Negroes from Little Rock’s Central High School, Louis Armstrong sounded more angry than ecstatic: “The way they are treating my people in the South, the government can go to hell.” He added, “It’s getting almost so bad a colored man hasn’t got any country.”)

But Leiber and Stoller were more than just another couple of thrill-crazy kids in search of what Kerouac called “old-fashioned spade kicks.”  Their experience of African-American culture was more intimate and less patronizing than the Beats’, and it continued a time-honored musical tradition of envy and emulation. Thirty years earlier, Bix Beiderbecke had shared rotgut with Milton “Mezz” Mezzrow and wondered “why white musicians are so corny.” According to Mezzrow’s account, the great white jazz cornetist said, “Hell, you even feel better physically when you get in a colored café. The people all seem to be enjoying everything in a real way. . . . goddamn, those people know how to live.”

Listen to Leiber in 1990: “I felt black. I was, as far as I was concerned. And I wanted to be black for lots of reasons. They were better musicians, they were better athletes, they were not uptight about sex, and they knew how to enjoy life better than most people.”

Musicians like Johnny Otis and Mezz Mezzrow who passed for black were models for the young Leiber and Stoller. If Mezzrow’s 1946 memoir, Really the Blues, is to be believed, his draft card read “Race, Negro.” Arrested at the 1940 World’s Fair with his pockets full of reefer, Mezzrow, who played Dixieland clarinet and saxophone when he wasn’t peddling marijuana, convinced his jailers he was black so he could share a cell block with his buddies on racially segregated Rikers Island. Years before James P. Johnson gave Stoller lessons, the stride pianist’s recording of “Bleedin’ Hearted Blues” and “You Can’t Do What My Last Man Did” inspired Mezzrow to try, for the first of many times, to kick his opium habit. Leiber and Stoller’s occasional use of the songwriting pseudonym Elmo Glick suggests that they had read Really the Blues, which features a poolroom proprietor and good friend of Mezzrow’s named Emil Glick. Just as Mezzrow was, according to one jazz critic, among “the first self-conscious students of jazz,” Leiber and Stoller were precocious pupils of rhythm and blues.

Dropping out of Los Angeles City College, Leiber and Stoller spent the early 1950s writing mostly for local R&B performers such as Otis, Witherspoon, Charles Brown, Little Esther, and Little Willie Littlefield. Under the gaze of a photograph inscribed by George Gershwin, Stoller puttered on an upright piano in his parents’ apartment while Leiber shouted words until licks and lyrics coalesced in as many as five songs a day. As their titles—“Corn Whiskey,” “Back Door Blues,” “Fast Women and Sloe Gin,” “Flesh, Blood and Bones,” “Hollerin’ and Screamin’,” “Blood Is Redder Than Wine”—suggest, many of these lurid blues and boogies were generic celebrations of juice and jelly roll.  “We felt, in some cases, very successful if people thought that what we wrote was traditional,” Stoller once said. “We wanted people to hear that we were part of a tradition, rather than imitating something that wasn’t ours.”

Yet Bobby Nunn and the Robbins’ “That’s What the Good Book Says,” the very first Leiber-Stoller composition to be released (Witherspoon’s “Real Ugly Woman” was recorded earlier but issued later), displayed a hip impudence that was distinctly Leiber and Stoller’s and would become a hallmark of their career. The Robins, as they were usually and officially known, had been discovered by Johnny Otis, who played vibes on “That’s What the Good Book Says.” Inspired perhaps by that Gershwin photo, “That’s What the Good Book Says” married George and Ira’s “It Ain’t Necessarily So” with the jive harmonies of the Golden Gate Quartet, a gospel group that was a formative influence on the Robins. Leiber and Stoller’s riff on Scripture included hemp-smoking Hebrews and an impenitent Eve who opined, “This apple cider taste mighty fine.”

Leiber and Stoller’s breakthrough came on August 13, 1952, when Big Mama Thornton recorded “Hound Dog,” a song it had taken them less than fifteen minutes to write. Their “novelty jump,” as one trade paper called it, reached No. 1 on the national R&B charts. Set to a relaxed rumba beat, the original “Hound Dog” was about sass and sex. Thornton, a three-hundred-pound “female Frankenstein” notorious for her foul language, scars on her cheeks that a razor may have incised, and mannish garb of khaki trousers and plaid shirts, sang with a deep growl and a broad wink. She inveighed against her shiftless lover, but she didn’t get too hot and bothered. Imbued with the realism and the comedy of rhythm and blues, her rendition acknowledged that she had been done wrong before and would probably be done wrong again, yet it recognized that grit and good humor would prevail.

Presley’s version, on the other hand, “disappointed” Leiber and Stoller because it sounded “terribly nervous, too fast—and too white.” But that’s what made it rock ’n’ roll. Performing for white teenagers to whom everything in life and love was happening for the very first time, Presley packed innocence, outrage, and apocalyptic urgency into “Hound Dog.” He sang as if he couldn’t believe his lover’s perfidy. And by garbling the lyrics and repeating emphatically six times “Well, they  said you was high-classed / But that was just a lie” (Thornton sang “You told me you was high class / But I can see through that” twice and left it at that), he expanded a sexual salvo into a class manifesto.

The original “Hound Dog” was a breakthrough on at least two additional counts. When Leiber and Stoller, dissatisfied with the drummer on the date, urged Johnny Otis, the session’s producer, to fill in on drums, they replaced Otis in the recording booth and for the first time became de facto producers. When the record became a hit, they were displeased once again. The label of the 78 (the 45 rpm record had not yet become the pop music standard) rendered Stoller’s name as Stroller and credited Johnny Otis as coauthor. (The musical accompaniment was attributed to Kansas City Bill & Orchestra, a reminder not only of the enduring influence of the territory bands but also of another song that Leiber and Stoller wrote in 1952: “K.C. Lovin’,” later and better known as “Kansas City.”) Adding injury to insult, the record company’s owner stopped payment on a check to the duo. This injustice provoked Leiber and Stoller to form their own publishing company, Quintet Music, and record company, Spark. According to Stoller, “The idea was that Jerry and I shouldn’t end up being screwed out of our royalties again.” It was as producers, publishers, and entrepreneurs as well as songwriters that Leiber and Stoller put their stamp on rock ’n’ roll.

The third single Leiber and Stoller wrote, produced, and released on Spark, in 1954, reunited them with the Robins. Just prior to their signing with Spark, the group was on RCA and Leiber and Stoller had penned for them “Ten Days in Jail,” in which a convict complains only semi-comically, “I don’t dig this bread and water / I like my meals made to order.” Now Leiber and Stoller took this a step further and created a calling-card style: a comic narrative, set to a black rhythm, that pokes fun at cultural and racial stereotypes. Exploding with sound effects of swirling sirens and the rat-a-tat-tat of tommy guns, swaggering to a Muddy Waters beat, the Robins’ “Riot in Cell Block #9” is at once hilarious and ominous. Although the jailhouse rebellion it describes is quashed by record’s end and the inmates, obviously black, return to their cells, guest singer Richard Berry warns with a basso profundo drawl that they will surely rise up again. (Berry, best remembered as the composer of “Louie Louie,” was not a member of the group, but Leiber and Stoller enlisted him when the Robins’ Bobby Nunn sounded too  tentative.) Sly and the Family Stone recalled this insurrectionary threat seventeen years later when, as America’s cities were burning, they appropriated the song’s chorus for the title of their 1971 album, There’s a Riot Goin’ On. Nearly two decades after that, “Riot in Cell Block #9” reverberated, however subliminally, in California gangsta rap like Niggaz with Attitude’s “Fuck tha Police.”

Early, pre-Leiber and Stoller Robins records, such as “Courtroom Blues,” drew on old vaudeville and chitlin’ circuit skits. There were many antecedents and analogues apart from the group’s own recordings for Leiber and Stoller’s combination of black humor, narrative, and a rocking chorus: the Clovers’ “One Mint Julep” (written by Rudy Toombs) and “Your Cash Ain’t Nothin’ but Trash” (by Jesse Stone), for instance, and the Treniers’ “Uh Oh (Get Out of the Car)” (by Claude and Cliff Trenier). Leiber himself cited as an influence the dialogue between Jimmy Ricks’s bass voice and the rest of the Ravens, one of the very first doo-wop and so-called bird groups that inspired the Robins’ and many other groups’ names. (Indeed, the Robins had originally been called the Bluebirds.)

But “Riot in Cell Block #9” took such storytelling to new, dramatic heights. Until he heard Amos Wilburn sing “Bad Bad Whiskey” on the radio, Leiber had aspired to be an actor. Now he was writing “playlets.” In the Robins, he and Stoller discovered and developed “a little company of players, a vaudeville troupe,” in Stoller’s words. Leiber and Stoller’s theatrical imagination, the ensemble’s malleability, and relentless rehearsing made the Robins and the group into which they would shortly evolve, the Coasters, an extraordinary comic vehicle. The comedy might be an affectionate parody of popular culture in the contemporaneous spirit of Mad Magazine (launched in 1952). Or it might have a sharper, more subversive point, skewering racial discrimination. Half a century later the Robins/Coasters remain the most consistently and uproariously funny group that R&B and rock ’n’ roll have ever known, recalling Mezz Mezzrow’s characterization of jazz in the 1920s as “a collectively improvised nose-thumbing at all pillars of all communities, one big syncopated Bronx cheer for the righteous squares everywhere.”

Kenny Vance of Jay and the Americans described how Leiber directed the group a few years later. Though their name and personnel had changed, the modus operandi remained the same: Jerry Leiber would actually transform himself into this character. He would slink and dance around the office, singing the part that he wanted Billy Guy or Carl Gardner to become. Jerry Leiber would go into that place and he would become that guy that he wanted them to imitate. I had never really seen anybody break character like that. I had never really seen anybody transform himself into a black guy. . . . It was wild to watch his abandon, to watch him do his work and not be self-conscious about it. . . . It sort of gave me permission to find that part of me inside myself.




Leiber later sought on several occasions to blunt the racial edge of “Riot in Cell Block #9,” claiming that all he had intended was to spoof the Gangbusters radio show of his youth. “Those voices just happened to be black. They could have been white actors on radio. . . . We used to write cartoons.” But D. H. Lawrence’s dictum about American literature applies to American music as well: “Never trust the artist. Trust the tale.” Only a couple of years earlier, Leiber had dallied with a left-wing commune seeking to convert Mexican workers at a Lockheed plant to Marxism. Neither he nor Stoller—whose uncle, Hollywood screenwriter and novelist Guy Endore, fronted a script for the blacklisted Dalton Trumbo and wrote pamphlets defending Chicano rights—was a political naïf. If racial injustice was the furthest thing from their minds, they probably would not have hired Richard Berry to provide such a lowering lead vocal, and they certainly would not have followed up “Riot in Cell Block #9” with “Framed,” in which a white judge (in 1954, was there any other kind?) throws the book at a hapless black defendant. The social criticism as well as the cartoonishness of Leiber and Stoller’s black humor anticipated the more celebrated and entirely Caucasian “black humor” of writers like Terry Southern and Joseph Heller, who also made a mockery of political, racial, and sexual hypocrisy.

Yet Leiber’s insistence on the innocuousness of “Riot in Cell Block #9” and popular music’s long, wretched history of exploiting black artists raise the question of how black Leiber, Stoller, and the music they made in Los Angeles actually were. Leiber himself recalled that when he ventured a suggestion during the recording of “Hound Dog,” Big Mama Thornton glared at him “like looks could kill and said—and  this was when I found out I was white—‘White boy, don’t you be tellin’  me how to sing the blues.’”

Although Presley’s recording of “Hound Dog” sounded “too white” to them, Leiber and Stoller had worked with ofays before. When a wealthy Los Angeles businessman put up the money to record his son and two fellow UCLA students, Leiber and Stoller wrote two pop hits for the Cheers: “Bazoom (I Need Your Lovin’)” and “Black Denim Trousers and Motorcycle Boots.” “You couldn’t get three whiter people in this life,” according to Buddy Bregman, who arranged and conducted the orchestra on “Bazoom.” Oblivious to R&B, as most white teenagers still were in 1954 and 1955, the Cheers were a pre-rock ’n’ roll pop vocal group that loved show tunes. One member, Bert Convy, would later appear in the original Broadway productions of  Fiddler on the Roof and Cabaret.

“Black Denim Trousers and Motorcycle Boots” lampooned motorcycle movies like The Wild One, culminating in the fatal crash of a Marlon Brando-like character who “never washed his face and . . . never combed his hair” and “had axle-grease embedded underneath his fingernails.” Another Cheers song that Leiber and Stoller cowrote, “Chicken,” parodied James Dean and Rebel Without a Cause. The cool cats of Central Avenue couldn’t take the pop culture of white teenagers seriously, yet they profited from it. The Cheers recorded on a major label, Capitol. In addition to being covered by Vaughn Monroe, “Black Denim Trousers and Motorcycle Boots” was the first song recorded and released by a vocal quartet from Toronto, the Diamonds, who would become famous a couple of years later for their delirious rendition of “Little Darlin’.” It was also an unlikely hit in France for Edith Piaf after Leiber and Stoller sold the song’s foreign rights for $15,000 to Jean Aberbach, the dapper Viennese co-owner with his brother, Julian, of Hill and Range Songs. Leiber and Stoller’s relationship with the Aberbachs, who were shortly to become Elvis Presley’s music publishers, preceded their involvement with Presley.

Leiber and Stoller’s irreverence toward icons of white teenage culture extended even to Elvis. Three years after “Riot in Cell Block #9,” “Jailhouse Rock” reduced a prison uprising to a party. Instead of rioting, the inmates were rocking, having such a good time behind bars that they didn’t want to escape: “I wanna stick around a while and get my  kicks.” Prison had turned into a playground, and the prisoners, including Presley, into pussycats.

Leiber and Stoller worked extensively with the Cheers, composing or coauthoring at least eight songs for the group and two more that the Robins also recorded. Simultaneously they wrote “cartoons” for the black as well as the white group. “Riot in Cell Block #9” was far too incendiary to be played on radio stations catering to white listeners, but Leiber and Stoller smoothed the rougher edges of the Robins’ racial humor on most of their subsequent records. No matter how much they prided themselves on being “race” men and how little they identified with white teenagers, they recognized rhythm and blues was beginning to appeal to a larger audience that it would be folly to ignore—especially as they began to settle down and assume adult responsibilities.

They had a record company to run, partners to please (Lester Sill, Sill’s friend Jack Levy, and Stoller’s father), pressing plants to pay, and distributors to dun—often to little avail. And in May 1955, Stoller married Meryl Cohen, a bookkeeper with a fondness for jazz who often attended their recording dates. “Every session was like a live performance,” she recalled. “It was like sitting in a club. There might have been twenty takes on the same song, but it didn’t matter. It was never exactly the same. And then you had these two careening idiots in the recording booth, dancing around and waving their arms and screaming. They were an act in themselves. They never knew it, but they were. Jerry never sat still. Even Mike couldn’t sit still if [he] wasn’t . . . at the piano.”

It was at such a session on September 28, 1955, that the Robins recorded “Smokey Joe’s Café,” which dramatizes a diner’s close call when he makes the mistake of ogling the proprietor’s girl. Carl Gardner’s bug-eyed lead vocal quivers with lust and then fright when Bobby Nunn’s deadpan bass warns him to “eat up all your beans, boy, and clear right on out.” The group’s harmonies provide a theatrical as well as a musical chorus, swarming over octaves and filling the café with buzzing spectators. Even the musicians are players. Barney Kessel’s guitar tartly punctuates the proceedings, and Gil Bernal’s slinky saxophone solo prolongs them. “Smokey Joe’s Café” is a rich record and a cunning one, too. By putting the song’s black protagonist on the receiving end of a threat, it disarmed white fears that “Riot in Cell Block #9” had aroused.

Although “Smokey Joe’s Café” was a local success, Spark Records  lacked the resources to win the song a wider hearing. But the record caught the ear of Nesuhi Ertegun, whose brother, Ahmet, had cofounded Atlantic Records. Nesuhi had befriended Leiber and Stoller and solicited from them a song, “Ruby Baby,” that the Drifters recorded for Atlantic only a few days before the Robins cut “Smokey Joe’s Café.” Nesuhi brought the record to Atlantic’s attention and Ahmet, who had tried unsuccessfully to acquire “Riot in Cell Block #9” for national distribution, leased “Smokey Joe’s Café.” Rereleased on Atlantic’s Atco label, it was only a minor hit, but it was the first time the Robins reached even the lower rungs of the national pop charts.

It was also the last time. Largely on Nesuhi’s recommendation, Ahmet and his partner, Jerry Wexler, hired Leiber and Stoller to provide material and produce records for Atlantic. Unusual for its era, the arrangement was not exclusive, and it stipulated that Leiber and Stoller receive a producers’ royalty of two cents per record sold. If Leiber and Stoller were not the first independent record producers, they certainly became the first highly successful ones. The royalty agreement and Atlantic’s wider distribution also relieved them of the burden of managing their own record company. When Spark was dissolved, however, three of the Robins and their manager declined to sign with Atco. Casting their lot with Leiber and Stoller, Carl Gardner and Bobby Nunn were joined by new singers and dubbed the Coasters, a name that echoed the Drifters’ and described their bicoastal status as a Los Angeles group on a New York label.

Within days of their agreement, Leiber and Stoller were writing songs for Atlantic’s stable of artists. On November 3, 1955, Big Joe Turner—whom Atlantic had nudged from jazz and blues into rhythm and blues and, with “Shake, Rattle, and Roll,” to the threshold of rock ’n’ roll—recorded a jump blues by Leiber and Stoller, “The Chicken and the Hawk (Up, Up and Away).” According to Jerry Wexler, who produced the New York session with Ahmet Ertegun, Leiber was “Mr. Disorderly, . . . a charming mess—extravagantly verbal, always in a flamboyant dither,” while “[w]ith his Robert Oppenheimer visage—the huge forehead and penetrating eyes—Stoller was the taciturn virtuoso, an enigmatic keyboard wizard who looked as though he’d just arrived from Venus or Jupiter.”

The following year, Leiber and Stoller songs propelled Ruth Brown and the Drifters from the rhythm-and-blues to the pop charts. “Lucky  Lips” was an uncharacteristic attempt by Leiber and Stoller to pen a formulaic pop song. “Fools Fall in Love,” on the other hand, cast a jaundiced eye on Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers’ “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” and on the sentimentality that was mother’s milk—along with Strontium 90—for most adolescents, black and white, in the 1950s:Fools fall in love in a hurry.  
Fools give their hearts much too soon.  
Just give them two bars of “Stardust”;  
Just hang out one silly moon,  
And they’ve got their love torches burning,  
When they should be playing it cool.




Once again the cool cats expressed their disdain for the sentimentality of teenage culture—fourteen-year-old Lymon was an early “teen idol”—and, with their dismissal of “Stardust,” for that of their parents. Meticulous taskmasters, Leiber and Stoller demanded fifty-six takes of their song, and their perfectionism yielded rewarding results. The Drifters had been left rudderless by the departure of their original lead singer, Clyde McPhatter, but they landed higher in the pop charts with “Fools Fall in Love” than ever before—while failing altogether to make the R&B rankings. The song seemed to appeal more strongly to white teenagers than to the Drifters’ black base. When Leiber and Stoller not only wrote but also produced the Drifters’ “Drip Drop” in 1958, the group fared even better with pop audiences.

Despite their dedication to black music and their dismissal of teenage pap, Leiber and Stoller’s greatest contribution to Atlantic Records was to make black music more alluring to white kids, and to help the company make the transition from an R&B specialty label to a rock ’n’ roll powerhouse. Leiber and Stoller straddled and synthesized both strains of music, and never more brilliantly than with the Coasters.

Less than ten minutes were left at the end of the Coasters’ last recording session in Los Angeles on February 15, 1957. They had recorded three songs, which left them one song shy of a second single. Studio time was too costly to waste, so with Stoller at the piano and Leiber in the booth, the group rushed to perform a song the pair had written invoking the celebrated sleuths of their childhood: Sherlock Holmes, Charlie  Chan, Boston Blackie, and Bulldog Drummond. Perhaps because there was no opportunity to prepare anything more elaborate, the music was radically simplified. Recorded on the fly, it sounds, in Leiber’s words, “really funky, cranky, trashy.” The clubfooted rhythm, pounding on every other beat, makes it clear that the singer is going to be trudging on the trail of his sweetheart for quite a while. For the first time on a Robins or Coasters record there is no saxophone, no instrumental solo. The vocal harmonies are elementary, too, endlessly repeating “Gonna find her.” The rudimentary setting spotlights the rubbery lead vocal of Billy Guy, a newcomer to the group and a great clown; he hammers some words with flinty precision, stretches others as if they were Silly Putty, and toward the end veers unexpectedly into falsetto. Stripped of most of the accoutrements of rhythm and blues, “Searchin’” achieves the simplicity and the incessancy of rock ’n’ roll. Yet it also (and here lies Leiber and Stoller’s genius) gets down to the barest essentials of funk. It reached No. 3 on the pop charts in the summer of 1957, higher than any record Atlantic had ever released, and proved that Leiber and Stoller did not need Elvis Presley to make a song a hit.

That summer Leiber and Stoller produced a Coasters record that failed even to dent the charts. Although “What Is the Secret of Your Success?” ostensibly expresses a black bum’s befuddlement at Elvis Presley’s stardom (“How come you make all the little girls faint?”), it is also at least semiautobiographical. The lead is sung by Billy Guy, who Jerry Wexler once observed “really was an expression of Jerry Leiber.” You can almost see Guy scratch his head in disbelief as he sings:People point at you and say you’ll sure go far  
Just a year ago you was an awful mess  
What is the secret of your success?




Bobby Nunn reveals the answer in his most sepulchral bass:Some cats got it and, uh, some cats ain’t.




Leiber and Stoller had it, and they were taking it to New York.



Chapter Two

A BROADWAY DIVIDED

[image: 003]

Leiber and Stoller moved to New York for the same reason Elvis Presley left Memphis-based Sun Records for RCA; Alan Freed, the disc jockey who coined the term “rock ’n’ roll,” graduated from WJW in Cleveland to WINS in New York; and Dick Clark commuted from Philadelphia to broadcast The Dick Clark Saturday Night Show live from Manhattan.

Power and opportunities in the music business were concentrated in New York. Most of the Big Six record companies were headquartered there. So were most of the major music publishers (including Presley’s); the two major performing rights licensing organizations, the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP) and Broadcast Music, Inc. (BMI); the television networks; and the radio stations with the nation’s biggest audiences. As Leiber and Stoller had discovered to their dismay with Spark, it was much harder to break a Los Angeles record on the right side of the Rockies than to distribute and promote across the country a record originating in New York. As rock ’n’ roll grew in popularity, it inevitably followed the money, gravitating toward and consolidating in New York.

Tin Pan Alley did not roll out the welcome mat for alley music. The very month Leiber and Stoller arrived, Frank Sinatra denounced rock ’n’ roll as “written for the most part by cretinous goons.” “[B]y means of its almost imbecilic reiteration, and sly, lewd, in plain fact, dirty lyrics,” he fulminated, “it manages to be the martial music of every sideburned delinquent on the face of the earth. It is the most brutal, ugly, desperate, vicious form of expression it has been my misfortune to hear.”

Rock ’n’ roll was an easy target in an era of anxiety over China’s Great Leap Forward, the Soviet Union’s great leap into space, Cuba’s revolution, and, within America’s borders, the racial unrest that reared its head in Little Rock and the juvenile unrest epitomized by Charles Starkweather’s murderous spree. Little evidence linked rock ’n’ roll to a Communist plot, but conspiracy theorists would have had a field day if they had discovered Leiber’s dalliance with a leftist commune. The music was clearly culpable, however, of promoting racial mixing and miscegenation, and of corrupting the minds and morals of kids who should have been hitting the books in order to take back the lead in the space race.

“[I]f we do not get off our soft fannies in this country and get down to basic things and get down to business and perhaps turn back the clock a bit to the old times when we had family life and the father was the head of the family,” a judge warned a U.S. Senate subcommittee investigating juvenile delinquency, the Russians “will not beat us only with sputniks, and with missiles, they will also beat us in the markets of the world.”

Although juvenile delinquency was nothing new—New Yorkers founded the Society for the Reformation of Juvenile Delinquents in 1824—juvenile arrests more than tripled in New York City between 1950 and 1959, while juvenile court cases more than doubled nationally between 1948 and 1957. “Never in our 180-year history has the United States been so aware of—or confused about—its teenagers,” a popular journalist observed. One poll indicated that juvenile delinquency ranked behind only national defense and world peace as Americans’ greatest concern.

Rock ’n’ roll was widely viewed as synonymous with juvenile delinquency. In 1956, Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers recorded a song protesting “I’m Not a Juvenile Delinquent.” Some listeners were skeptical—in this instance, with good reason. A heroin overdose would kill Lymon at age twenty-five, and one Teenager died in prison. When Harrison Salisbury published a book about juvenile delinquency in 1958, the Pulitzer Prize-winning New York Times correspondent entitled it The Shook-Up Generation after Elvis Presley’s No. 1 hit of the previous year, “All Shook Up.”

Concern for America’s moral fiber was probably not what triggered Frank Sinatra’s outburst against rock ’n’ roll, however. He had personal  and professional reasons to resent the upstart music. For Sinatra, 1957 was a very bad year. His ABC television series flopped, and only one of his records managed to break into Billboard’s Top Ten while Presley boasted five, two of them composed by those “cretinous goons,” Leiber and Stoller. Sinatra was also speaking for many of his cronies in the citadel of popular music publishing, the Brill Building.

Named after its owners, men’s haberdashers who initially occupied the ground floor, the Brill Building opened for business in 1931, the same year as the Empire State Building. Art Deco ornamentation enlivened its ten-story white brick façade, and a handsome bronze and slate entrance dared the Depression to do its worst. The Great White Way was crammed throughout the 1930s and ’40s with nightclubs, vaudeville houses, and movie palaces. Directly across Broadway from the Brill Building was the Rivoli Theatre, “the Parthenon of Times Square,” and on New Year’s Eve, 1932, The Paradise, renowned as the home of, count ’em, “50 Girls 50—World’s Most Beautiful Girls,” opened on the Brill Building’s second floor. The upper stories at 1619 Broadway housed the lower orders of show business and street life: bootleggers, bookmakers, agents, promoters and, as Tin Pan Alley inched up Broadway from its original home on Twenty-eighth Street, music publishers, songwriters, and performers.

A. J. Liebling regaled readers of The New Yorker in the 1940s with tales of “The Jollity Building,” a composite that drew heavily on the Brill Building. Here, Liebling wrote, “the small-scale amusement industry nests like a tramp pigeon.” The Jollity Building’s denizens were “the petty nomads of Broadway,” some of whom camped out in the third floor’s cubicles, which were “formed by partitions of wood and frosted glass which [did] not quite reach the ceiling” and were “furnished with a desk and two chairs.” These rented “for $10 and $12.50 a month, payable in advance.” An office on a higher floor might accommodate two desks, “four theatrical agents, a band leader, a music arranger, a manager of prize fighters, and a dealer in pawn tickets.” According to the Jollity Building’s rental agent, “Nobody would be in this building unless he had already hocked his watch.”

In his autobiography, Jerry Wexler described the men who peddled, published, and plugged pop songs amid the hurly-burly of the early 1950s as “right out of John O’Hara’s Pal Joey.” Commanding the second table on the right in Lindy’s at Fifty-first and Broadway, they  sported “smooth felt hats with tapered crowns, double-breasted gabardine suits, wide white-on-white collars and big-knotted hand-painted ties, shiny black wing tips and ultrasheer rayon socks, always a smile, always a story to tell and a song to sell.”

The 1958 Manhattan Yellow Pages listed Sinatra Songs, Inc., as one of ninety music publishers at 1619 Broadway, and many others who couldn’t afford a phone clustered there. Two of Sinatra’s favorite songwriters, Johnny Burke and Jimmy Van Heusen, were tenants. So were Irving Caesar, the man who wrote George Gershwin’s lyrics before Ira did, and Charles K. Harris Music, whose founder had published in 1892 “After the Ball,” the first pop song deliberately conceived and marketed as a million seller. Racing season saw an early-afternoon exodus from the Brill Building as Caesar, Jule Styne, and other old-timers bolted to the track.

In the late 1950s, the Brill Building retained a certain raffishness. A bookie would interrupt songwriting sessions to retrieve the betting slips he stashed in a piano. Enterprising writers continued to start on the top floor and work their way down. “If they had a song that was so-so but they could sell it,” recalled Ed Cramer, an attorney who became head of BMI, “they’d get $25 for an advance, and they’d sell it five times before they hit the first floor. It was like The Producers. The song wasn’t going to make it, so no one would ever know the difference.” Still, by now the Brill Building had settled into stodgy semi-respectability. One major publisher nearly fired a young secretary for wearing a sweater to work. “It could just as well have been an insurance company,” she recalled.

The two restaurants at the base of the Brill Building illustrated its divided nature. To the left was the Turf Restaurant, where writers congregated because the food was cheap and traded tips about who was looking for new material. “The Turf was for people with less money,” one habitué recalled, “though it had two sections. For cats that did have money, it was seafood, surf and turf, and you could sit at a table. The guys who could get roast beef on a bun for 50 cents were standing at the counter.” “There were about twenty phone booths,” Kenny Vance remembered. “So everybody who didn’t have an office in the Brill Building had their own office, because they’d be working out of the phone booth.” The Turf made life easier for impecunious patrons by listing a public telephone number in the Yellow Pages.

To the right you entered Jack Dempsey’s Restaurant and Bar, where the champ held court in a corner booth and only big shots and tourists could afford the fare. If Dempsey looked out the window, he might see Quincy Jones and other arrangers and songwriters who, Jones wrote in his autobiography, “hung out in front of the Brill Building doorway like Mafia hit men, hands in pockets, collars up, freezing their asses off, broke, hungry, always looking for the next job.”

Before he found success in 1959 singing the novelty number “(Seven Little Girls) Sitting in the Back Seat,” Paul Evans, a songwriter and performer, made the rounds with his guitar. “I started knocking on doors in the Brill Building. I knew that this was the center of publishing. However, I remember distinctly in a couple of instances—‘Come in!’—opening the door and finding guys playing cards in the middle of the day. And they were not interested in listening to material. These were old-line guys, mostly, who saw a kid with a guitar [and were] praying  rock ’n’ roll would go away.”

“Some of them could not accept the fact that their music was not as popular as it once was,” Ed Cramer said, “and the only explanation that they could accept was a conspiracy to keep them off the air. It was a convenient excuse, but I felt sorry for
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