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Childhood Friends

In the end, it was the Everly Brothers that did it.

Lots of kids like to sing, lots of kids can sing, and nobody denied that little Arthur Ira Garfunkel fell firmly into the latter category. Throughout his childhood and into his teens, the sound of music resounded within the Garfunkel family home—Art singing alone as he went about his daily activities or, more formally, joining his brothers, the older Jules and the younger Jerome (quickly shortened, of course, to Jerry), and their salesman father, Jacob (“Jack”), and harmonizing together.

All four of them enjoyed singing, but Art adored it, particularly on those occasions when they’d gather around their father’s wire recorder and capture their voices for posterity. Later in life, Art would admit that it was the sound of his voice coming out of the machine that convinced him to get into what he called “the business.” But it was the merciless fidelity of a recording that taught him to never be content with the sound of his voice and to instead scour it for flaws and imperfections that he could work to eliminate.

So when, at school, he met with a boy who seemed as fascinated by his singing abilities as he was, friendship was inevitable.

Paul Frederic Simon was just a shade over three weeks Garfunkel’s senior. He was born on October 13, 1941 (Art was born on November 5), in Newark, New Jersey, where his parents—radio band member Louis Simon and elementary school teacher Belle—remained until the birth of their second child, Eddie, in 1945.

They then moved to a brick-built two-story home in Forest Hills, in the New York borough of Queens, just three blocks away from the Garfunkels, and that was always the place that Simon thought of as home. More than sixty years later, onstage at what he thought of as his final concert, he insisted it was “more fate than coincidence” that determined his final show would be at Flushing Meadows Corona Park.

“I could have ridden my bike from home to the park in about twenty minutes when I was a kid.” He tossed a ball into the audience. “This is like two miles from where I played high school baseball. It’s a little dark out, but you know what? I’m going to play a quick game of catch.”

The two boys, Paul and Artie, entered first grade together in the fall of 1947 at Public School 164 in the Queens Valley—the same establishment where Belle Simon was a third-grade teacher.

It took them time to get to know one another, though. In fact, the pair were in third grade before Simon absorbed what he called “a significant memory” of his future partner, a school concert at which a tall, distinctively fair-haired boy stood up to perform Nat “King” Cole’s “Too Young.” He brought the house down, and Simon, though his own musical interests were far from honed at this point, was instantly intrigued.

Still, it would be another year or so before Simon, now aged ten, even thought about music as anything more than something he enjoyed listening to. He’d been selected to appear as the White Rabbit in a school production of Alice in Wonderland—newly released as a smash hit Disney movie with a soundtrack overflowing with future classics. Simon was up in his bedroom practicing some of the songs, singing along with the record. Suddenly he noticed his father standing in the doorway, listening.

“That’s nice, Paul. You have a nice voice.” Simon, retelling the anecdote many years later, exclaimed: “That was it. From that moment on, I thought of myself as someone who could sing.”

Although not as beautifully as that kid at school.

His lack of interest in music as a child is scarcely shocking. With a father whose own musical career had taken him both into the recording studio and onto the television screen, Simon grew up viewing making music as simply something you did like teaching or running a store.

He admired his father and was usually allowed to stay up late to watch Louis appear on TV. But still it was a job; music was what helped pay for food, clothes, the television itself. Any glamour that may have been attached to the profession was always countered by the matter-of-fact awareness of—“well, it’s just what dad and his workmates do.”

Or what he did. Louis had never intended to remain a musician his entire life, and he continued his academic studies throughout his performing career. Now, in his forties and armed with a doctorate in education, he packed his bass away and joined his wife in teaching at City College.

In the meantime, Alice in Wonderland was getting closer, and the casting threw Simon and Garfunkel together—Art was to play the Cheshire Cat, and every day after school for close to two months, the pair were onstage together, rehearsing. Inevitably they soon discovered they were walking the same way home; they fell into conversation easily and naturally, and friendship blossomed.

Part of the attraction was that both boys considered themselves what Garfunkel would later describe as “outsiders.” Although neither was at all unpopular, still they did not mix easily or willingly with their classmates. Though both were certainly interested in those topics that were considered hottest among their peers—namely, various sports—neither threw himself with all-consuming gusto into the lifestyle that accompanied them.
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Their sense of unity only strengthened once the 1953–54 school year got underway. Both had graduated from PS 164 and were now enrolled at Parsons Junior High—a tough school in a rough neighborhood. To make matters worse, and to set them further apart from their peers, both had been fast-tracked into a special program aimed at gifted students.

It marked them out for bullying, both at school and, even more terrify-ingly, as they walked home, trying desperately to avoid the attentions of the local gang that hung around the streets, waiting to pounce upon them.

The pair would race the short distance home in the hope of avoiding their tormentors, knowing that should they be caught, stones would be thrown, schoolbooks dropped into puddles, cash stolen, and bruises collected. Only once they’d made it back to their respective houses could they consider themselves at all safe, and that added to the sense of security they garnered from one another’s presence.


Two Stars Are Born

Sunday afternoons were the highlight of the boys’ week, when the pair would meet at Garfunkel’s home and, as often as not, spend their time goofing around with Jack Garfunkel’s wire recorder. They would sing together, concoct comedy routines, and occasionally create their own radio show, playing favorite records and doing their best to ape the mellifluous tones of the double-act disc jockeys of the day. They even concocted aliases for their “show”—Art Michaels (Garfunkel) and Ted Howard (Simon). For some reason, they didn’t feel their given names had any showbiz resonance whatsoever.

The two boys were bar mitzvahed, three weeks apart of course, in late 1954, when they turned thirteen. For Paul, it was something he did largely to please his mother; theirs was not an especially religious household, but Belle would show up at synagogue occasionally, and her eldest son’s bar mitzvah was one such occasion.

Garfunkel, too, was not overly keen on the ritual, but there was one aspect that he throughly enjoyed. Because nobody else had a voice anything like as good as his, he was decreed cantor—the lead singer—at his own bar mitzvah.

Singing suddenly felt even more important.

Up until this point, American radio had largely been dominated by big bands, swing, balladeers, and novelty songs. Only a handful of listeners, comparatively, were aware of what was happening in what we might now call the “underground”—the more specialized worlds of R&B and country, wherein all manner of new musical forms were germinating, if only one knew where to hear them.

Certainly they would scarcely have permeated Simon and Garfunkel’s adolescent world—for them, “pop” music was the big hits of the day, and when Simon picked up his first guitar, that was the kind of music he dreamed of emulating: the sounds of Jo Stafford, Doris Day, Kitty Kalen, Perry Como, the Crew Cuts, Rosemary Clooney, and so forth.
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The boys acquired a second tape recorder and experimented with overdubbing; they were perfectionists in their zeal to sound, as Garfunkel later put it, like “real people.” Face to face, they sat in the Garfunkel family basement, working on their technique and their timing, watching one another’s mouths as they sang, until their harmonizing was as instinctive as it was extraordinary. And once they had achieved that, they could make it look ordinary.

The duo made their first “public” appearance during assembly at Parsons Junior High, one morning in the summer of 1955. They chose to perform an a cappella “Sh-boom,” one of several Crew Cuts songs in their repertoire at the time. It was a wise decision. More than any of the myriad vocal groups that were floating around at the time, the Canadian quartet possessed both the sound and the material that Simon and Garfunkel saw as their own natural direction.

“Crazy’Bout You Baby” was their first major hit in 1954; “Sh-boom” and “Earth Angel” were their biggest American chart-toppers during 1954–1955 and the blueprint for a succession of further hits. At least for now, they were also the foundation of Simon and Garfunkel’s Sunday sessions.


You Can Call Me Benjamin

He was a serious child, Paul Simon. So serious that his parents, resigned never to see him smile, started calling him after the Supreme Court Associate Justice Benjamin Nathan Cardozo.

He never seemed to smile, either, but it was not the worst role model to give the boy.

Born in 1870, Cardozo was appointed to the Supreme Court by President Hoover in 1932. A lifelong Democrat, his appointment was declared (and remains) one of the few times in the history of the Court when partisan politics did not play a role in a nomination—Hoover was Republican. It was a popular decision, however; Cardozo was confirmed less than a week later.

He would serve barely six years on the Court. Following a massive heart attack in 1937 and a stroke in the following year, Cardozo, aged sixty-eight, passed away in July 1938. His impact on the Supreme Court, however, and thence on American law, has seldom been replicated—indeed, it is atribute  (albeit a most peculiar one) that, close to twenty years after his death, Cardozo’s demeanor could still be recalled as readily as his decisions.

Even today, in fact, visitors to the legal website Oyez.org will find Cardoza remembered for his “felicity of expression”—in other words, he didn’t smile very often.

But like so many of the formal faces that are presented to the world, it disguised a keen sense of humor, and no reluctance whatsoever to deploy it.

Such as the time he was asked to describe himself. “In truth, I am nothing but a plodding mediocrity—please observe, a plodding mediocrity—for a mere mediocrity does not go very far, but a plodding one gets quite a distance.”






Rock’n’ Roll Is Coming

It was a gradual process, but as 1955 began to trickle through the egg timer, and with increasing pace as the year wore on, a different kind of music began leeching into Top 40 radio. Bill Haley and the Comets, Little Richard, Fats Domino, and Elvis Presley were coming and, with them, a new terminology. “Rock’n’ roll” was on its way, and it coincided with the next major landmark in the two friends’ lives, as they moved on to a new school, tenth graders at Forest Hills High.

The shift in the musical firmament was, in some ways, a mixed blessing for the boys, particularly for Art, whose voice and tastes continued to lean toward the harmony-strong likes of the Crew Cuts and the Hilltoppers. But he was also a big fan of Alan Freed, the firebrand Cleveland disc jockey who had made the New York station WIN’s air-waves his own; and the fact was, you couldn’t have one—Freed—without the other—rock’n’ roll.

And besides, who was to say that you couldn’t like both sides of the musical coin, Nat “King” Cole and Jerry Lee Lewis, “Earth Angel” and “Heartbreak Hotel”?

It was Simon—seated in the family car, waiting while his parents picked up some groceries from Waldbaum’s Supermarket—who heard Elvis first. Heard him, and fell for him. As much as his father complimenting his voice, as much as the applause his White Rabbit received in Alice, Elvis Presley set Paul Simon on his musical way, but for wholly different reasons.

Elvis did not receive the plaudits of parents and teachers; Elvis did not sing in a voice that the older generation might consider “nice.” He was down and dirty, suggestive and sly. He sang in English, but it was coded in a way that only a teenager could understand, how this phrase meant that observation, and this intonation meant that inflection. And when you saw him on TV, or even in pictures, his guitar slung as low as his quiff soared high, you knew. This was what music was really all about.

Louis Simon bought his son a cheap Stadium guitar, and the boy practiced till his fingers were as raw as his and Garfunkel’s throats sometimes felt. His parents encouraged him, too; Louis had already tried to persuade Paul to learn piano, while his mother, Simon later remembered, “was extremely supportive.” He went on, claiming: “[She was] the first nourishing person in my life. She made me feel as if I could take my needs very seriously because she did. By the time I was twelve or thirteen, I felt that I was special because I could play the guitar and write songs.”

Actually, he was a couple of years older than that, but the point remains unaltered.

Those Sundays gathered around the wire recorder, aping the popular DJs of the day, were now devoted to making music. Simon was not so much playing his guitar at this point as pounding on it, creating rhythms that were more akin to the sound of a speeding locomotive than they were a handful of chords. Garfunkel, too, was experimenting, gathering the licks and tricks he’d learned from his favorite balladeers and merging them with the moments he loved best in rock’n’ roll.

“I loved Elvis Presley,” Simon admitted later. He taught himself to sing a little like him, and to play and move like him as well. But he was also realistic enough to know, even then, that he could “never be Elvis Presley,” determining that he would “go and find something else to do.”

Garfunkel, years later, could still marvel at the knowledge that Simon “does have an Elvis Presley style which he can always pull out of his back pocket.”

But Elvis was not alone in there.

Sam Cooke impacted heavily on Simon. “I think Sam Cooke was the best voice,” he told Spin in 1987. “I don’t think anybody was in Sam Cooke’s league. And he also tended to be more of a soft singer and phraser, so there was more for me to learn because that’s what my voice is naturally. Although he could belt too, essentially for me it was the smoothness of his voice. I was a big Sam Cooke fan, still am, even more for his work with the Soul Stirrers than for his pop stuff.”

There was Dion and the Belmonts, New York street kids with a direct line to doo-wop heaven. Hits like “Teenager in Love” and, later, when Dion DiMucci went solo, “Runaround Sue” and “The Wanderer,” would become eternal touchstones in Simon’s life. In fact, he would perform with Dion on several occasions, first at the singer’s 1989 induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and then in 2015, when the pair duetted on the title track from Dion’s latest album, New York Is My Home.

“It’s my ‘street rock’n’ roll song,’ my love song to the city and my girl,” Dion explained.To my eyes the city is pure; it lifts me to a higher reality. I experience the fullness of life in New York. It’s all here.”

And, almost as soon as the song was written: “I knew I had to sing it with Paul Simon. I knew Paul would ‘get’ this song. And he did. Soon after I sent it to him, [he] called and said he’d become obsessed with it and added his own distinct touches to the production. This was a labor of love for us.”

Even so, these other names scarcely mattered. Early in 1957, the boys found another force to emulate. It was called the Everly Brothers.


At a time when rock’n’ roll was considered a nasty, greasy, evil noise, the Everly Brothers almost single-handedly turned it into a national obsession and, in an age when rock’n’ rollers were widely regarded as untalented yobs making an unnatural racket, the Everlys’ close harmonies proved that even devils could sound like angels.

In the midst of the most tumultuous upheaval that popular entertainment had ever witnessed, Don and Phil Everly established themselves as the bridge between the pop harmonies of the old wave and the earthy rhythms of the new. And there was nobody else like them.

Siblings born two years apart in Brownie, Kentucky (the elder Don), and Chicago (younger Phil), and raised in Shenandoah, Iowa, they were born into showbusiness. Their father, Ike, a coal miner by trade, had a show on local Shenandoah radio, presenting his own family group, the Everly Family, and quickly singling out the boys with their own moment in the spotlight, as Little Donnie and Baby Boy Phil.

Their fame followed them to Knoxville, where the family moved in 1953; teenagers now, the pair were “discovered” by Chet Atkins, and in 1956—by which time the boys were living in Nashville—they cut their first single for Columbia, Don’s own country-fied “Keep a-Lovin’ Me.”
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It didn’t sell and Columbia lost interest. Atkins, however, kept the faith, introducing the duo to Wesley Rose, one-half of the Acuff-Rose publishing house. In return for the Everlys pledging their songwriting to the company, Rose arranged an introduction to Archie Bleyer, head of the Cadence label, and in early 1957, their very first single for the company, “Bye Bye Love,” soared to number two—held back only by the omnipresent Presley. The first time Simon heard it on the radio, he phoned Garfunkel immediately. “There’s a record we have to go and buy.”

Indeed, no matter what else the rock’n’ rollers of America could fling at the charts, that was how it would remain for the rest of the decade—Elvis was King, none could dispute that. But the Everlys were the princes-in-waiting, and the string of hits with which they confirmed that status still reads like one of the greatest hits collections that could ever be compiled: “Wake Up Little Susie,” “All I Have to Do Is Dream,” “Bird Dog,” “(Till) I Kissed You,” “Ebony Eyes,” and more.

For five years, between 1956 and 1962, the Everly Brothers enjoyed an almost unbroken run of success on the Billboard Top 20. Even more pronounced than their hits, however, was the sheer weight of influence that the Everlys brought to bear, not only on great swaths of the music scene, but upon impressionable young listeners as well.



Across the United States, and over the ocean in Europe, too, the notion that rock’n’ roll had not, after all, chased harmony into the hills was one that more than one aspiring pop singer rejoiced in. The Beatles’ trademark harmonies—along with those of other British Invaders—were straight out of the Everlys’ songbook. Buddy Holly was a fan, and he wrote “Wishing” for the Everlys. And for Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel, there could have been no greater influence or idol.

In his 2017 autobiography, What Is It All but Luminous, Garfunkel confesses their hero worship: “The Everlys were our models, Paul and I wrote our songs together [their first was called “The Girl for Me”] and practiced getting a tooled, very detailed accuracy in our harmony.”

They were serious in their endeavors; “The Girl for Me” was even legally copyrighted. They completed the necessary forms, paid the required fee (four dollars), and lodged their composition with the Library of Congress.




Tom and Jerry

They also took to riding the subway into Manhattan after school, Simon’s guitar in tow, to tour around the record company offices. They did their homework, too—they would only visit labels who released records they liked.

Still unconvinced by the marketability of their own names, they introduced themselves as Tom Graph (Garfunkel) and Jerry Landis (Simon); although, of course, it was not their names that saw so many doors slam in their faces before they’d even had a chance to play their songs. They were not, after all, the first fifteen-year-old kids to think that all they needed do was knock on a door to get a record deal, and they wouldn’t be the last.

They were offered one deal, by one Morty Kraft, who “signed us and locked us away from all competition for six months,” as Garfunkel put it. Nothing happened, but the pair didn’t give up. Not immediately. But High School was coming to an end; college and adulthood were just around the corner. It was time, both boys knew, to place their childhood dreams on hold and step out into the real world. They would give music one last try.
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