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For Tom Fry, who turned me on to Captain Beefheart—and so much more—at the tender age of twelve. Friends reunited by Brian Wilson after twenty-seven years.



And in fond memory of Rob Partridge.
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“You can’t really be too concerned with what people think of you. You’re on your own adventure of growth and discovery. Like Charles Bukowski said, ‘People think I’m down on Fifth and Main at the Blarney Stone, throwing back shooters and smoking a cigar, but really I’m on the top floor of the health club with a towel in my lap, watching Johnny Carson.’ So it’s not always good to be where people think you are, especially if you subscribe to it as well … which is easily done, because then you don’t have to figure out who you are, you just ask somebody else.”

(Tom Waits to the author, 24 April 1985)





Prologue

The Only Thing Worse than Being Misunderstood

“I do believe in the mysteries of things, about myself and the
things I see. I enjoy being puzzled and arriving at my own
incorrect conclusions.”

(Tom Waits to Mark Rowland, Musician, October 1987)



I’m guessing the woman was a Jewish-American Princess, though I’ve no idea how cold she was on her honeymoon.1* She certainly had a frosty look on her face as she did an about-turn and marched back towards me. Maybe not frosty, exactly; more plain scared. For she’d just let slip that Tom Waits had declined the chance to top one of the bills at California’s Coachella Festival. The little nugget had popped out and, as she trotted away, it dawned on her what she’d done.

“Hey,” she said in a palpably anxious voice as she returned, a clammy palm placed on my forearm. “Don’t get me in trouble with that Coachella story, you hear?”

I beg your pardon? You’d think she’d whispered that Waits was cheating on his wife, not that he’d turned down the organizers of a frigging rock festival. What did it matter if people knew? To her, apparently, it mattered a lot. The mild panic on the woman’s face told me something of what I was up against simply in attempting to write a book about Tom Waits.

A few weeks later, Keith Richards sent word from on high that he was happy to talk about working with Waits on Rain Dogs and Bone Machine. But the offer was summarily withdrawn because Tom—or more accurately, “Tom and Kathleen” (Brennan, Waits’ wife)—had been apprised of my request. The apparent perversity of not wishing one of rock’s undisputed greats to go on the record with his love and admiration confounded me. It also got me thinking about the Waitses’ real agenda in stymieing biographers past, present, and future.

At various points during two years of researching Waits’ life and work I had to stop and ask myself, “Do I actually have the right to write a book about Tom Waits?” It’s tough not to personalize the rebuffs, not just from the Waits camp but from certain acquaintances and collaborators. Tough, too, not to see their polite requests that such people not consort with me as covert censorship.

“What do you think they’re afraid of?” friends asked me. Generally what I said was something like: “I don’t know what they’re afraid of. I think they know I’m not Kitty Kelley or Albert Goldman or J. Randy Taraborrelli—or Nick Broomfield or A. J. Weberman or Rupert Pupkin. There’s not a lot of dirt to dig up anyway. So Waits got loaded with Rickie Lee Jones and Chuck E. Weiss. So they defaced lawn jockeys in Bel Air and got into a spat with some cops at Duke’s coffee shop. So what.” Usually I paused before adding: “Actually I don’t think they’re afraid of anything. They just don’t want a book out there that, in some cod-Freudian, ad hominem way, reduces Waits to the sum of his life experiences. And I have some sympathy with that; in fact, I have total respect for such a stance.”

My friend Jeb Loy Nichols reminded me of how the artist Joseph Cornell (one of Waits’ minor heroes) resisted all attempts at investigation of his life. For the eccentric Cornell—subject of Deborah Solomon’s biography Utopia Parkway—the only thing worse than being misunderstood was … being understood. And as Bob Dylan—one of Waits’ major heroes—once said, “What’s so bad about being misunderstood?”

For decades Waits has played an elaborate game with the media, hiding behind the persona he projects. To the question “Will the real Tom Waits please stand up?” there is no real answer. “Tom Waits” is as much a character created for his fans as it is a real man behind the closed doors of family life. “Am I Frank Sinatra or am I Jimi Hendrix?” he said when I asked him if his persona had ever merged with his actual personality. “Or am I Jimi Sinatra? It’s a ventriloquist act, everybody does one.”

But, I countered, some artists are more honest about it being an act than others. We aren’t supposed to think Neil Young is doing an act. “I don’t know if honesty is an issue in show business,” Waits retorted. “People don’t care whether you’re telling the truth or not, they just want to be told something they don’t already know. Make me laugh or make me cry, it doesn’t matter. If you’re watching a really bad movie and somebody turns to you and says, ‘You know, this is a true story,’ does it improve the film in any way? Not really. It’s still a bad movie.”

Reading this quote again, I think that Waits a) should be right but b) is being disingenuous. He knows full well that fans and critics alike experience rock music as, in some sense, communing with an artist’s soul. Robert Christgau, “dean of rock critics,” called this “the idea that the artist’s persona is their fundamental creation.” Put another way, fans of auteur-artists such as Bob Dylan and Neil Young have long sought to establish a correspondence between their life and their work. Heritage rock mags are predicated on rooting out the “stories” behind albums such as Blood on the Tracks or Tonight’s the Night. There’s an inordinate amount of investment in the notion of the artist as suffering seer or tortured poet.

“I spend my entire time trying to explain to people that I’m a creative writer,” P. J. Harvey—a hardcore Waits fan—told me. “People jump to conclusions, and I can understand it, because if I’m very interested in an artist—whether it’s Neil Young, Bob Dylan, whoever—I want to imagine that those stories are true. But I think also that when I listen to those writers I project my own stories into their songs. And I’d like people to be able to do that with mine.”

Dylan and Young, of course, wrote the book on messing with the preconceptions of fans and critics—of not being the “Bob Dylan” or “Neil Young” that people want them to be. Not for nothing was Dylan the first singer-songwriter model for the young Tom Waits starting out in San Diego.

The games Waits plays with interviewers thwart all attempts to marry his music to his life: like Prince, an artist he loves, he’s too protean to be so easily captured. Moreover, in our age of mass celebrity he refuses to sell himself as a rehab car-crash fuckup. He’s the anti-star who declines to live according to the narrative of sin and redemption that celebrity culture requires. All of which puts a biographer in the invidious position of feeling like a parasite feeding on a resentful host. (In 1999, after years of following his career and writing at length about him, I finally had the opportunity to interview Prince. “Is it truth or is it conjecture?” he asked me about Imp of the Perverse, a book I’d written about him. “What gives you the right to write a book of conjecture about my life?” I had to think about that. I guess I’m still thinking about it.)

I’ve interviewed Waits in person twice, and spoken to him on the phone a number of times. Like most of the journalists who’ve talked to him, I (like to think I) have got along well with him. I’ve been regularly reduced to helpless laughter by his conversation. The first encounter was between albums in downtown New York, the interview a special concession to New Musical Express, who’d made Swordfishtrombones their Best Album of the Year. Not being on the interview treadmill, Waits was easy company, teasing waitresses and talking about the everyday madness of his adopted Manhattan.

The second time, fourteen years later in a diner near his northern California home, Waits was partway into a week of being grilled by the European press, and I got the distinct sense that he’d been ground down by the earnestness of his interlocutors. He loosened up some when we went for a backroads spin in his 1970 Coupe de Ville, but there was a wariness, a fatigue, about him that hadn’t been there in 1985. The struggle to hold on to his privacy in the face of almost cultish fascination with his every move had, I thought, started to tell.

I first contemplated writing a book about him circa 1991. Somewhere in a drawer lies a thin proposal for a tome entitled A Sucker on the Vine: Tom Waits in Tinseltown. Fifteen years later came a phone call from an American editor and a conversation about possible biographical subjects. We stopped at Waits. I said that, as hard as it would be, a serious study of Waits as artist and man had to be attempted by somebody.

Yet nothing quite assuages the guilt a biographer feels in prying into the personal history of such a resistant subject. (“We have a right to know,” Waits mutters with sinister invasiveness on 1999’s hilarious “What’s He Building?”) I’ve often tried to put myself in Waits’ shoes during the process of researching this book, and try as I might to defend my right to write about a public figure I can understand his distaste for the idea of someone rooting about in his past. “The stories behind most songs are less interesting than the songs themselves,” he said to me in Santa Rosa. “I mean, that’s my opinion. So you tell somebody, ‘Hey, this is about Jackie Kennedy.’ And they go, ‘Oh wow.’ Then you say, ‘No, I was just kidding, it’s about Nancy Reagan.’ Well, it’s a different song now. In fact, all my songs are about Nancy Reagan.”

Waits should be right when he says this. What difference should it make to our love of his music if we know that this song is about Rickie Lee Jones, or that one about Nancy Reagan? It shouldn’t and ultimately doesn’t. Yet Waits—the Waits of the 1970s, at least—uniquely invites conjecture about his “real” self, for the simple reason that he turned himself into a work of art at the very start of his career. The persona of the skid-row boho/hobo, a young man out of time and place, was an ongoing experiment in performance art that, by some accounts, nearly killed him. Or at least exhausted itself, running aground on its own limitations.

Any biographer of Waits is necessarily engaged in an impossible but irresistible quest to find the truth about a man who claims “truth” is overrated—or simply irrelevant in the context of “show business.” But here’s the rub: is it conceivable that actually we glean more about the “real” Tom Waits by, as it were, reading between the lines of his songs than we do about supposedly more “open” singer-songwriters?

“I’m not sure you can’t tell more about me from what I’ve written than you can tell about purportedly confessional songwriters,” Randy Newman, one of Waits’ formative influences, once said to me. “When you meet them you’re not so sure that’s what they’re writing about.”

If Waits has always hidden behind his role as unreliable entertainer-, the tension in his music is in the space between the mask and the emotion, the frame and the picture. We enjoy the artifice but are moved by the pain and compassion that seep through the tropes of the “Tom Waits” schtick. “Most readings of Tom see his work as either a direct reflection of his self or entirely a performance,” says journalist Pete Silverton, who interviewed Waits a number of times over two decades. “I think it’s a far more interesting and complex mixture than that.”

Of course we have no “right to know” the real Tom Waits, any more than we have a right to know anyone who chooses to remove himself from everyday society. Yet artists unavoidably invite identification from the people who fall in love with their art: we all want to get closer to their greatness. “These American self-created men, like Woody [Guthrie] or Tom … I see them driving by sometimes,” Rickie Lee Jones wrote memorably in 2000. “They create a language for themselves and stick everybody in a car and drive to where people can understand what they’re saying. We feel fierce about these people. We want them to exist, we want them for ourselves, not just on magazine covers, but we want to live next door to them. We want them to be a part of the best of ourselves.”2* An unfortunate side effect of this is the uneasy symbiosis between the artist’s recalcitrance and our need to articulate the mystery of his art.

Interestingly, Waits has never gone down the Scott Walker route of refusing (almost) all interview requests. He is no rock-and-roll version of J. D. Salinger or Thomas Pynchon. He never hid out in the mountains like Dylan after his motorcycle accident, or like Bucky Wunderlick in Don DeLillo’s novel Great Jones Street. He’s never said, à la Melville’s Bartleby (or Alex Chilton or Lewis Taylor3†), “I would prefer not to.” Generally he’s been on hand to give good quote in support of the latest album. Yet for the better part of forty years he’s managed to shield himself behind a smokescreen of humour and verbal dexterity. For all the “Gee, I dunno”s and “Aw shucks” that pepper his talk, he remains one of the most articulate interviewees in the business.

In “What’s He Building?,” a prying busybody tries to imagine what his eccentric neighbour is up to in his uninviting abode. As the monologue unfolds, the conjecture becomes increasingly absurd. Vaguely sinister as the man sounds, it’s clear that Waits’ sympathies lie with him rather than with the nosy neighbour. Waits appears to lament the fact that America has become a country where any solitary activity spawns suspicions that there is a serial killer, or a Unabomber, living next door.

Cordoning off his own private life has made Waits prone to outbursts of fairly menacing temper. “Tom’s a very contradictory character,” his friend Jim Jarmusch pointed out. “He’s potentially violent if he thinks someone is fucking with him, but he’s gentle and kind too. It sounds schizophrenic but it makes perfect sense once you know him.”

How badly am I fucking with Waits? Throughout my research I’ve been aware that he and Kathleen know what I’m doing, if only because of emails from people who’ve felt duty-bound to run my interview requests by them, their manager Stuart Ross, or their assistant Julianne Deery. I do appreciate that it must be a little like being stalked, or just being loved by someone you wish would go away.

I thought things couldn’t get any worse when a veteran rock writer named “Uncle Ray”—pseudonym for a Creem contributor who’d met Waits in the mid-seventies—chose not to “interfere with Tom’s privacy” by talking to me. (Jeez, I thought. If I can’t even get ageing rock critics to talk to me, I really am screwed.) Things could have got worse, of course: one of Waits’ previous biographers, Jay S. Jacobs, told me Bette Midler’s response to his interview request was to threaten him with a lawsuit.

Fortunately there were many people from Waits’ past who were prepared to talk about him, either because they had nothing to lose in doing so or because they weren’t going to be told what to do, either by Waits, Brennan, Stuart Ross, or Julianne Deery.

“I think I have the right to tell you stuff about my days working with Tom,” says saxophonist Ralph Carney, who played with Waits for fifteen years. “It’s part of history now.”

“I often think of Tom and wish him well,” Bob Webb, one of his early mentors and sidemen, wrote me. “I mean him no disservice by answering your enquiry, though he apparently believes I’m doing just that. At heart I am too much of a biographer and historian myself to let these facts slip away unrecorded.”

In Waits’ defence I offer this email from Greg Cohen, for many years his virtual right-hand man (and indeed brother-in-law). “It has more to do with the fact that most people in the public eye have had a few bouts of having their privacy invaded,” Greg wrote. “It’s part of your job as an unauthorized biographer to deal with it, to find a way to either continue or let it go. Stuart isn’t doing anything wrong. I have never spoken to him about you. I know him to be a good guy who just happens to help Tom with many things. I am sure you would love to have a Stuart Ross in your life.”

I want to thank everybody who went on record with their (invariably glowing) recollections of working with Waits. I trust that by doing so they won’t find themselves excommunicated from the Waits-Brennan “circle of trust.” More than a few seem in any case to have been “dropped” by them years ago.

“I’m cut off,” says Bones Howe, the man who produced seven of Waits’ albums between 1974 and 1982. “There’s no way I could pick up the phone and talk to Tom now. I would love to be able to just ask him what’s going on. You know, what are his kids like? I mean, he came to my eldest daughter’s wedding. He was kind of in our family.”

One of the hardest things in the course of my research has been not taking umbrage at this intransigent duo—and particularly at the shadowy Kathleen, conceivably the architect of the wall of inaccessibility erected around her husband. At many points along the way I’ve had to stop and remind myself not to let their obstructions turn me against them: to reaffirm the reason for writing this book in the first place, which is to chart the growth of a remarkable artist—to look at where he came from, what he did with his experience, how he changed direction when he needed to—in the belief that people want to know more about it.
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Mr. and Mrs. Waits at a gala tribute to Nicolas Cage, San Francisco, April 1998. (Pamela Gentile)

“I don’t think Kathleen is alone in developing their approach,” says San Francisco Chronicle critic Joel Selvin, who has met the Waitses informally and socially. “People love to see her as the power behind the throne, but my take is that they are very much a couple and highly collaborative. If she takes on a role that allows Tom to be more ‘Who, me?,’ then I suspect that’s part of the plan. They are fiercely private people who control the public’s contact with Tom as much as they can. Once past that veil of privacy, they are the most charming, witty, intelligent and caring people.”

Am I any more qualified to write a book about Waits than the many other writers who’ve followed his journey over the last four decades? I make no claims to be. Ten years his junior, I first noticed his name as a credit on Tim Buckley’s Sefronia, which included a version of the beautiful “Martha.” I remember thinking the jazzbo-beatnik posturing of Nighthawks at the Diner a little trite at the time. I’m not sure I grasped how great Waits really was until I lived for a long wet summer with Nick Cave, who often played Small Change and Foreign Affairs and Blue Valentine in the druggy crashpad we shared in Paddington.

And then came the miraculous metamorphosis of Swordfish-trombones, with its invoking of vanguard outsiders from Harry Partch to Howlin’ Wolf and its heroic resistance to the synthetic banalities of eighties rock-pop. By the time I saw Waits play New York’s Beacon Theater late in 1985, a few months after I’d first met him, it was plain that he was as important an American artist as anyone the twentieth century had produced.

The poet Rainer Maria Rilke famously stated that fame was simply “the sum of all the misunderstandings that gather about a name,” and I can’t see Waits taking issue with that little aperçu. But perhaps he also knows something that both Bob Dylan and Neil Young grasped early on in their careers, which is that the less information you give people, the more they want. Keep ’em hungry, keep ’em guessing.4*

In 2004, Waits said it better than I or anyone else ever could: “You want to make sure that your demand is much higher than your supply. The public is a wild animal. It’s better not to feed them too well.”

Barney Hoskyns

London, August 2008




1* Cf. “Colder than a Jewish-American Princess on her honeymoon”: an expression used frequently by Waits in his mid-seventies live shows.

2* But Jones also pointed out, in the same piece, that “there is no true telling in the selling of an artist—you won’t find any truth in Spin or on VH1 … because they’re selling it to you.”

3† I’ve had run-ins with both these obtuse geniuses. “I don’t know anyone on earth that I really consider understands me as a human being whatsoever,” Chilton, co-founder of the immortal Big Star, told me. “While I have nothing against you personally, for you to write about me would be the best way for me to begin to have something against you.” As for Lewis Taylor, after I wrote a piece in June 2007 proclaiming his Lost Album one of the greatest ever made, I received at least two emails from the man ordering me to take it down. To quote Jeff Tweedy, “Is that the thanks I get for loving you?”

4* Waits once wrote a poem on the subject. It consisted of two lines: “I want a sink and a drain/And a faucet for my fame.”
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Act One

Wasted and Wounded


“When he was asked in April 1952 for a biographic note, he felt as if someone had put to him that most inane of questions: ‘Tell me about yourself.’ He felt like writing back a parody of the author as a man of multiple occupations: He had worked as a towel boy in a Kalamazoo whorehouse, lavatory attendant, male whore, and part-time stool pigeon. He was currently living in a remodeled pissoir with a hermaphrodite and a succession of cats, which he took pleasure in torturing, favoring kerosene over gasoline because it burned slower.”

(Ted Morgan, Literary Outlaw: The Life and Times of William S. Burroughs, 1991)
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Northeastern Ohio Scene, December 1976. (Courtesy of Pieter Hartmans)


Chapter 1
Some Ways about Me that Just Aren’t Right

“Take care of Tom. He needs a lot of love.”

(Alma Waits to Ralph Carney, Chicago, 1986)



Tom Waits tends to bristle when interviewers probe him for the lowdown on his early years as a suburban oddball in the inland empire of Los Angeles. “I’m in therapy now?” he’ll say with a mildly threatening laugh. “Should I lay down?”

But sometimes, if he’s relaxed enough, Waits will drop his guard. When I asked him in 1999 if it was true he’d been alone a lot as a boy, he didn’t answer the fairly innocuous question. But he did say this:

“I guess most entertainers are, on a certain level, part of the freak show. And most of them have some type of a wounding early on, either a death in the family or a breakup of the family unit, and it sends them off on some journey where they find themselves kneeling by a jukebox, praying to Ray Charles. Or you’re out looking for your dad, who left the family when you were nine, and you know he drives a station wagon and that’s all you’ve got to go on, and in some way you’re going to become this big sensation and be on the cover of Life magazine and it’ll somehow be this cathartic vindication or restitution.”

On a simplistically Freudian level, here is the story of Tom Waits in capsule. His father did leave the family when his son was nine (or ten); and the teenage Tom did, literally, kneel before the sound of Brother Ray, dreaming of the “cathartic vindication” he might experience if he too could become a voice coming out of the speaker.

In some ways, that’s the story of all art, period. Extrinsic to human survival, art is nonetheless essential to those who wish to do more than survive—to, in fact, make stuff that’ll enable them to stand out from the crowd. And often those people have, in Waits’ words, “some type of a wounding” that “sends them off on some journey.” Why, for example, are some of us driven to write when we could be doing perfectly normal jobs? Why am I writing this book?

Waits’ great 1999 album Mule Variations featured a song called “Eyeball Kid,” about a carnival freak whose head consists simply of a giant peeper. “Everybody in this business called show,” he said of the song, “has something peculiar about them that they’ve been made fun of for or singled out in an unpleasant way or made to feel like they were not good enough to fit in. And at some point, you realize, ‘Well, dammit, fine! Maybe I can make some dough off of it.’”

He put it more prosaically back in 1975. “I come from a good family and everything,” he said. “But I’ve, over the years, developed some ways about me that just aren’t right, so you just have to look for the kinks in your personality and it helps sometimes.”

Tom Waits did come from a good family, or at least a family that from the outside looked conventional in the context of postwar American suburbia. “I had a pretty normal childhood,” he admitted in 1976. “I learned to handle silverware and all of that stuff.” He was the middle child of three siblings, a boy sandwiched between girls and born to schoolteachers who, at the time of his birth, resided at 318 North Pickering Avenue in Whittier, the same humdrum Los Angeles suburb that produced Richard Milhous Nixon. “He used to go to our church on occasion,” Waits said of the American president in 1973. “That was a long time ago. He’s come a long way since Whittier.”
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The main drag, Whittier, March 2007. (Art Sperl)

Founded by Quakers in the late nineteenth century, Whittier is twelve miles southeast of downtown LA and later achieved minor pop renown via the 1965 release of “Whittier Boulevard,” a wildly pounding instrumental by Latino garage band Thee Mid-niters. (“Let’s take a trip down Whittier Boulevard!” yells Little Willie G. at the beginning, followed by Ronnie Figueroa’s screamed “Arriba! Arriba!”) But that was a very different Whittier—a Hispanic neighbourhood of low-rider barrios like Jimtown and Sunrise—from the middle-class suburb where Waits spent the first ten years of his life, one more akin to the setting for the film Back to the Future, which used Whittier High School as one of its locations. “Pat Nixon taught at Whittier High,” says Pat DiPuccio, who founded the punk fanzine Flipside in the town in 1977. “High school was very big in Whittier. It was kind of like growing up in a Midwest suburb.”

“Tom grew up very much in the way that I did, in the eastland suburban districts of Los Angeles,” says poet Michael C Ford, a Waits acquaintance in the 1970s. “Whittier in the fifties was untouched. The San Gabriel Valley had not been as poisoned as it is now—that grey poisonous ether that comes in now and lays against the San Gabriel mountains.”

The circumstances of Waits’ birth are shrouded in the mystery he prefers. Under duress he’ll concede that he was born “at a very young age” but remains cagey about details beyond the actual date. Was his birthplace Park Avenue Hospital, as mentioned in the announcement of his birth in the Pomona Progress-Bulletin? Or was it Murphy Hospital, namechecked in a song intro on stage in New Jersey on 16 April 1976? And should we infer from Waits’ regular references to being born in a taxi that either his parents didn’t make it to the maternity ward in time or it was a mighty close shave?

Let us record the plain facts that Thomas Alan Waits was born on 7 December 1949, to “Mr. and Mrs. J. Frank Waits,” and that he weighed in at a healthy 7 lb 10 oz. “All they ever wanted was a showbiz child,” he would sing of Zenora Bariella and Coriander Pyle on “Eyeball Kid,” “so on the seventh of December, 1949, they got what they’d been wishing for …”

Zenora and Coriander were Jesse Frank and Alma Waits. Frank, whose name would later be given to the protagonists of “Frank’s Song” and “Frank’s Wild Years,” was the product of Scots-Irish ancestry and hailed from Sulphur Springs, Texas. His family had moved to La Verne, California, whose orange groves he worked in during the 1930s before becoming a radio technician in the Second World War. “He came west,” said Waits. “In those days if you had any kind of bronchial problem they’d say, ‘Aw, move to California!’” Alma Waits, too, was first-generation Californian, born of Norwegian stock and raised in Grant’s Pass, Oregon.

Waits would later claim that he’d been “conceived one night in April 1949 at the Crossroads Motel in La Verne, amidst the broken bottle of Four Roses, the smoldering Lucky Strike, half a tuna salad sandwich, and the Old Spice across the railroad tracks …” If that fanciful scenario is even halfway accurate, it says more about Jesse Frank than it does about Alma. Named after legendary outlaw brothers Jesse and Frank James, Tom Waits’ dad was a wild one—a boozer, a roving romantic, a lover of old sentimental Mexican songs. “He was really a tough one, always an outsider,” Waits said in 2004.

Alma by comparison was a somewhat strait-laced 1950s hausfrau, and a regular churchgoer to boot. “Tom’s mom was a very put-together suburban matron,” says Bill Goodwin, drummer on Waits’ Nighthawks at the Diner. “She was not what you’d imagine Tom Waits’ mom would look like.”

“The first time I met Tom’s mother was the first time I ever heard his voice come up high,” says another Waits drummer, Chip White. “He wasn’t quite as gruff with her. We teased him about it. It was like, ‘Oh hi, Mom, how you doing?’ in a real high voice.”

It’s tempting to see the warring sides of Tom Waits’ character in the unlikely pairing of his parents’ marriage. “On my father’s side we had all the psychopaths and alcoholics,” he’s said, “and on my mother’s side we had all the evangelists.” Throughout his life Waits has in some sense struggled to reconcile his father’s impetuousness with his mother’s domesticity. One pictures the marriage as somewhat akin to that of Nathan and Ruth Fisher in the LA-set Six Feet Under—Dad as louche bon viveur, Mom as fastidious domestic goddess.

“Tom and his sisters were very independent, avant-garde-type people, a little edgy,” says Bob LaBeau, a folk singer and an early Waits champion. “Whereas his mother was this standard type of June Cleaver person. She was just a really neat lady, very pleasant and kind of pretty, a nice woman. I think they were all probably more like their father.”

Waits had no brothers to play or compete with, perhaps explaining the comparative loneliness of his childhood. One has a sense of little Tom as an old soul, a playground introvert in the fifties idyll of the Eisenhower suburbs. “About the rest of his childhood he is fairly reticent,” wrote Dave Lewis in 1979, “[…] admitting that he was often picked on at school for being skinny and ‘funny-looking’ then skimming swiftly over the rest of his background …” In 1999 Waits confessed that—in emulation of Popeye—he “ate spinach so I could get stronger [and] beat up the bullies.”

Waits was small and peculiar, with wild hair that stood up and an odd pigeon-toed walk exacerbated by his “trick knee”—a knee joint that would lock in position, owing to longitudinal splitting of the medial meniscus. “What sort of a child was I?” he has said, clearly discomfited by the question. “I can’t really answer that point-blank. But, you know, I liked trains and horses, birds and rocks, radios and bicycles.” More recently, he said he “[grew] up in a drive-in, watching movies and eating popcorn out of a paper sack and falling asleep in the back seat and getting carried into bed by your dad.”

If Waits did most of the things LA kids did in those innocent suburban days—delivering newspapers, going to Dodgers games, shoplifting, or just hanging around in Sav-On parking lots and trading baseball cards—one suspects he was rather more troubled than a lot of his peers. While Alma offered a measure of security and consistency, Frank was a more complex mixture of authority and nonconformity. On the one hand he taught Spanish in schools in Whittier, Pomona, La Verne, and Montebello; on the other he was a heavy drinker and regular patron of local alcoholic establishments. “I remember my father taking me into bars when I was very young,” Waits said in 1979. “I remember climbing up a barstool like Jungle Jim, getting all the way up to the top and sitting there with my dad. He could tell stories in there forever.”
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Frank Waits and son, Santa Monica Civic Auditorium, October 1975. (Andy Kent)

Frank Waits’ family were a strange lot. For Tom and his sisters, visits to his paternal grandmother’s house amid La Verne’s orange groves usually involved encounters with uncles Vernon and Robert, who both “had an effect on me very young and shaped me in some way.” Uncle Robert was blind and played the organ, erratically, in a nearby Pentecostal church. When the church in question was later torn down, Robert had the organ disassembled and installed in his chaotically messy house, its pipes running up through the ceiling. Vernon, meanwhile, spoke in a deep, gruff voice that Waits claimed was the result of a childhood throat operation. Allegedly the doctors had forgotten to remove a pair of scissors and gauze when they stitched him up. Years later, during a Christmas dinner, Vernon choked and coughed out the gauze and the scissors. “That’s how [he] got his voice, and that’s how I got mine—from trying to sound just like him,” Waits said. “I always hated the sound of my voice when I was a kid. I always wanted to sound more like my Uncle Vernon, who had a raspy, gravelly voice.”1*

Years later, Waits inserted Uncle Vernon into “Cemetery Polka,” the third track on 1985’s Rain Dogs and a first nod to the vagaries of family history. For Waits the song was an opportunity to round up as many of his eccentric relatives as possible and reunite them round the grave. “‘Cemetery Polka’ was, ah, discussing my family in a way that’s difficult for me, to be honest,” he explained. “The way we talk behind each other’s backs: ‘You know what happened to Uncle Vernon.’ The kind of wickedness that nobody outside your family could say.” Around Vernon was clustered the song’s rather more fictionalized cast: Uncle Biltmore, for example, and Auntie Mame who’s “gone insane” and “lives in the doorway of an old hotel.”

La Verne represented more than the roots of Waits’ extended family. It marked the beginning of his early love for the countryside he’d one day roam on Bone Machine, Mule Variations, and Real Gone. The journey from Whittier to his grandmother’s house was then a long drive from the suburbs to the country, crossing railroad tracks as the landscape slowly changed. “We were always waiting for trains to pass,” he said in 2006. “And the magic of that for a kid, hearing the bell—ding ding—and counting the cars as they go by … and I knew we were getting further out of town when I could smell horses … it was like perfume to me …” Now home to hip-hop icon Snoop Dogg, La Verne back then was just a long road, Foothill Boulevard, with orange groves all around and the sound of the Southern Pacific whistling through on the nearby railroad tracks.

On Alma’s side were the Johnsons, who lived up in central northern California. Come summer, Waits and his sisters would visit their relatives in Gridley and Marysville, the latter name-checked in 1977’s “Burma Shave.” That song’s inspiration was cousin Corinne, who couldn’t wait to get out of the place.“[She] was always like, you know, ‘Christ, man, I gotta get out of this fucking town,’” Waits recalled. “‘I wanna go to LA.’ She finally did. She hitchhiked out and stood by this Foster Freeze on Prom Night. Got in a car with a guy who was just some juvenile delinquent, and he took her all the way to LA, where she eventually cracked up.”

Waits treasured happy memories of his Aunt Evelyn and Uncle Chalmer, who grew prunes and peaches in Gridley—and whose welcoming kitchen made an appearance on Mule Variations’ “Pony.” He also recalled visiting other relatives dotted about the Butte and Yuba County towns of Biggs, Oroville, Live Oak, and Chico.

Back in Whittier, the Waitses moved from North Pickering Avenue to a new build on Kentucky Avenue. On “Frank’s Wild Years” Tom sang of their “thoroughly modern kitchen” with its “self-cleaning oven.” Later the street was celebrated in one of his most emotional songs of childhood. “I had a little tree fort and everything,” he said, introducing “Kentucky Avenue” on stage in 1981. “I had my first cigarette when I was about seven … it was such a thrill. I used to pick ’em up right out of the gutter after it was raining. My dad smoked Kents.”

Waits liked to propel himself across the living-room floor in a large rocking chair. Rocking back and forth was a habit that stayed with Waits right into his adult life, and one sometimes associated with the repetitive “stimming” behaviour of autistics. Waits himself has voiced the possibility that he suffered a bout of autism, if such a thing is conceivable.

He liked to lose himself in books. At eight years old his favourite story was about a boy and a horse, and featured a risqué scene in which the boy lay down by a stream with a girl and “bees [were] buzzing all around.” But his imagination was fecund enough without stories. At home was a set of drapes covered with water stains that resembled leaves and camels. “I made my own shapes out of them. And I still do that. When I’m looking at any kind of pattern, I’ll find, say, noses or something.” Years later, moreover, Waits realized he was colourblind. “I juggle with brown and green and blue and red,” he told Elvis Costello. “Green looks brown, brown looks green, purple looks blue, blue looks purple.”

A more disturbing memory of childhood was of a heightened aural sense Waits suffered for several months. As he lay in bed at night, the slightest sound became an almost deafening roar. “I’d put my hand on a sheet,” he recalled, “and it would sound like a plane going by. Or like loud sandpaper.” The experience was frightening enough for Waits to think that he was “mentally ill” or “emotionally disturbed.” In later years he read that “certain artistic people” had had “periods where there was a distortion to the world that disturbed them.”

By the time he was nine, Waits had made a name for himself as a kid who’d rescue cats from trees, and as “the little neighborhood mechanic” who repaired his friends’ bikes while he observed the local characters: Joey Navinski, who played the trombone; Dickie Faulkner with his constantly running nose; and Mrs. Storm, who had a twelve-gauge shotgun protruding ominously from her kitchen window. The latter made a cameo appearance in “Kentucky Avenue,” Waits claiming she would “stab you with a steak knife” if you so much as stepped on her lawn. Also in the song were Joey, Dickie, Ronnie Arnold, Bobby Goodmanson, Eddie Grace’s Buick (with “four bulletholes in its side”) and Charley De Lisle, who could be found at the top of an avocado tree and who years later—as a journalist—interviewed Waits for the Santa Barbara News.

Not named in “Kentucky Avenue” was Waits’ best friend Kipper, whose legs were in braces from polio and who would race Waits to the bus stop in his wheelchair. But it was Kipper’s braces that Waits was offering to cut off and bury in the song’s cornfield. “Childhood is very important to me as a writer,” Waits would say in 1985. “I think the things that happen then, the way you perceive them and remember them in later life, have a very big effect on what you do later on.” As an evocation of American childhood—furtive, inquisitive, reckless, aimless—“Kentucky Avenue” is unparalleled, bringing back all the tragicomic adventures of one’s own youth.

By 1985, Waits evidently felt he’d gone too far with “Kentucky Avenue,” describing it as “a little dramatic, a little puffed-up.” Why he felt the need to slight this masterpiece of what Geoffrey O’Brien called “lovely grief” I cannot conceive. Call me sentimental, but I cannot get to the end of the song without crying.

Another Whittier acquaintance, redheaded Billy Swed, lived with his obese mother in a trailer on the blue-collar side of the town’s railroad tracks. He also played guitar. “He taught me three chords—an A-minor blues progression—and I completely flipped,” Waits told his friend Francis Thumm, claiming it was his clearest musical memory from childhood. “When he played, it was the first time I ever heard anybody play in a minor key. I really recognized it as minor and was attracted to it. I still am.” In 1993 Waits claimed that “the secret knowledge of the chords” Swed taught him was to “outweigh all I learned in school and give me a foundation for all music.”

When Waits went into Jordan Elementary School for show-and-tell one morning, he took a little guitar his father had given him and played his classmates the chord progression he’d learned from Swed. His friends looked abjectly at the marbles and rocks they’d brought. “That was a big moment for me,” Waits told Thumm. It may have been his first live performance.

If there wasn’t much blues in the Waits household, Frank and Alma’s home was hardly unmusical. In their different ways both parents were passionately musical. Frank sang standards, Irish lullabies, and Mexican songs, accompanying himself on the guitar and teaching his son to play the ukulele; Alma sang in an Andrews Sisters-style family vocal group. “My mom came from a big family and they were all very musical,” Waits has said. “She had three sisters and they all sang in four-part harmony.” He has also recalled that his maternal grandfather “had a great low singing voice” and “was able to find all the roots of the chords.”

“Tom has a background that he doesn’t give himself credit for, a very old-fashioned music background where you’re making music in the home,” Francis Thumm has said. “He got a lot of that from his mom and church songs.”

Meanwhile, the family gramophone blared out a mix of show tunes and mariachi, light jazz and Irish ballads, calypso and “country-western.” Stacks of 78s included recordings by Bing Crosby and Perry Como; timeless songs like “I Get a Kick out of You” and “It’s Been a Long, Long Time.” Louis Armstrong followed Sinatra and Harry Belafonte and then gave way to Marty Robbins’ “El Paso” (which Waits learned on the guitar, though he sang it in Spanish). In the family’s Chevy station wagon, the radio was invariably tuned to Mexican music—romantica and ranchera songs broadcast from border stations. Frank, teaching Spanish in night school in nearby Montebello, even took Tom to see bolero kingpins Los Tres Aces—an archetypal “trio romantico” of the 1940s and 50s—at LA’s Continental Club.

Frank, said his son, “didn’t listen to jitterbug or anything like that;” he certainly had no time for the new teen craze that was rock and roll. One afternoon, at the height of Presleymania, father and son were driving along Whittier Boulevard when a souped-up automobile pulled alongside them at a stop light. In the driving seat was a delinquent with a greased-back ducktail, shades on and cigarette in the corner of his mouth. Fats Domino was pumping from the radio, and a girl sat in the passenger seat with black eye-makeup. Frank Waits looked down at the eight-year-old beside him. “You ever grow a ducktail,” he said, “I’ll kill you.”

Doubtless southern California in the 1950s was full of father-son relationships like the one Frank Waits had with his son. On the one hand Dad railed against ducktailed Elvis clones; on the other he drank to excess, sang old Mexican songs, and refused to conform to suburban norms. For Tom it must have been confusing, making it difficult to rebel in the conventional sense. The fact that his father was a teacher made it doubly difficult. “My dad—I think it was a rebel raising a rebel,” Waits said in 2004. “That’s kind of what my kids are dealing with right now—when your mission is really to be immovable and filled with guidance and assurance and an ability to look over the hill and see what’s coming? So somewhere in the conflict of all that is where I am.”

From an early (or at least pre-adolescent) age, Tom seems to have wanted to be older—much older—than he was. Far from rejecting the values and tastes of his parents’ generation, he seems in his own odd way to have emulated them. “I was real repressed,” he’s admitted. “I wanted to skip growing up and rush all the way to forty.”

Waits went so far as to carry around a cane he’d acquired at a Salvation Army store, and into which he’d carved his initials. The stick set him apart, giving him a distinctive walk and identity. When he visited his friends’ houses, he often stayed indoors talking to their dads about “real man stuff” like lawn mowing and life insurance. Plus he liked checking out their Frank Sinatra albums.

This sense of ten-year-old Waits as a Little Father Time is key to understanding him. Out of step with his own peers and dressrehearsing for adulthood, paradoxically he was rebelling by conforming. Musically he was drawn more to Gershwin and Jerome Kern than to Little Richard or Ricky Nelson, fascinated by “a lot of incongruous musical influences” from Harold Arlen and Hoagy Carmichael to Stravinsky and Mississippi John Hurt.
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In the wee small hours of Saturday night: Frank and Tom.

Instead of seeing himself as a renegade rocker, Waits had “an image of me in a dark sport coat and clean tie getting up and entertaining people.” The jackets wouldn’t be sport coats and the ties were rarely clean, but as a premonition it wasn’t so far off the mark. The idea of being an entertainer set in early, if only because the alternatives—bricklaying, cab-driving, making shoes— looked dismal. “I knew what I didn’t want to do,” he once said.

There wasn’t much encouragement at home. At elementary school Waits played the bugle—a silver Cleveland Greyhound he blew into as the Stars and Stripes was raised and lowered at the start and end of the school day. But the notion of going into show business was unthinkable. “There were a lot of preachers and teachers in my family,” Waits has said. “In fact, my father was more than a little disappointed when he found out I was going to be neither. It was like, ‘We aren’t going to be able to help you, then.’ Music wasn’t the family business.”

In 1959, when Waits was ten, Frank Waits left the family home. “The family kind of hit the wall and cracked up and it went by the wayside,” Waits recalled later, “but I do remember the music.” Did he perhaps try to recapture that music in the loungey arrangement for “Frank’s Wild Years”? It was bold to use his father’s name to tell the tale of a furniture salesman who—having “hung his wild years on a nail that he drove through his wife’s forehead”—bought a gallon of gas and torched his suburban home. Metaphorically at least, Frank Waits did exactly that.

Long before “Frank’s Wild Years,” Waits wrote “Frank’s Song,” a curious outburst of misogyny that warned of women with “claws” and “laws,” of women who’ll “break you” and make you “lose your mind.” Was it in some way an expression of sympathy for his father—sympathy mixed with reproach?

As any child of a broken home can attest, divorce feels like the two halves of one’s soul have been wrenched apart. “It was an extreme loss of power, and totally unpredictable,” Waits reflected later. “I was in turmoil over it for a long time.” Divorce would have been rare at that time in a suburban community such as Whittier, so Waits and his sisters may have felt as stigmatized as they were devastated. We know that whereas Frank would twice remarry, Alma remained single for some years.

Waits’ mother made the decision to leave Los Angeles, taking the children to live in a suburb of San Diego near the Mexican border. Chula Vista was a middle-class neighbourhood—“definitely the upscale area of the whole south county,” in the words of a future college classmate of Waits. Drive past its quiet rows of unpretentious bungalows today and it’s much the same as it would have been circa 1960, when local kids shot along its streets on homemade plywood skateboards.

“We used to skate down this hill called Robert Avenue,” Waits remembered. “It was a great curve and you dug up a lot of speed. It went by our neighbor Mr. Sticha. He lived in the beauty of the curve, where all the momentum culminated in a beautiful slough of cement. It took you right past his house but as close as you could get to his porch.” Namechecked years later in “What’s He Building?,” Mr. Sticha would become so apoplectic at the skateboarders that his wife warned them they’d give him a heart attack. When eventually he did have a heart attack—on Halloween night, on his front porch—Mrs. Sticha all but accused them of killing him.

For a boy to be separated from his father at ten years old is no small matter. With Frank remaining in LA, where for many years he would teach Spanish at Belmont High School, father and son would see each other only occasionally. At least in Chula Vista and nearby National City many of Waits’ schoolfriends’ fathers were at sea, making the absence of his own much less of an issue. “The military was the centre of life,” Waits told me of San Diego. “My dad was gone for good, and their dads were gone in the Philippines for eight months at a time. So nobody had dads around.” He told Patrick Humphries that he was “at home with these three women, my mother and two sisters, and although they were there I was on my own a lot …”

One of Waits’ most treasured possessions was a broken Heathkit radio his father had built as a technician during the war. It represented a lost connection to Frank. “When you come from a broken home you’ll always feel attracted to things that are also broken,” he said in 1992. “You want to find something that’s broken and then put it all together. You’re going to feel sorry for that broken radio and that broken guitar.”2*

When, in 1963, Waits finally got the radio working with a broom-handle antenna on the roof of the house, the first song he heard was George Hamilton IV’s hit “Abilene.” “God, I loved it,” Waits recalled in 2002. “When I heard that, it moved me. My folks had split up and I was sitting listening to a radio that my dad had given me.”

Country songs, particularly those with place names in them, became a staple part of Waits’ musical diet. “People have no idea how big country music was in southern California in the forties and fifties,” says writer Todd Everett. “You had all these people coming out from Oklahoma or Arkansas to work in the defense plants or the oil fields, and they brought their music with them. Tom probably came in at sort of the tail end of that.”

What had started with Marty Robbins’ “El Paso” in 1958 continued with “Abilene” and then with Johnny Horton’s “The Battle of New Orleans” and Bobby Bare’s “Detroit City.” The sense of America’s immense landmass in these songs thrilled the budding poet in Waits. More haunting to him than even “Abilene” or “Detroit City” was the chillingly beautiful voice of Roy Orbison. When the two men met many years later, Waits asked the Texan singer where his operatic voice had come from. Orbison replied that “he used to hear a band playing miles away, across the plains, and by the time it reached him it sounded all watery like that … ‘so I wanted to sound all watery when I sang.’”

When Frank Waits saw his kids, generally it involved collecting them—or sometimes just Tom—and driving down to Tijuana, the wild Mexican town just twenty miles south of Chula Vista across the border. “My dad taught Spanish all his life, so we went down to Mexico,” Tom told me. “Used to go down there to get my hair cut a lot.” Tijuana was very different from Chula Vista, with street scenes straight out of Buñuel’s Los Olvidados. “That’s when I started to develop the opinion that there was something Christlike about beggars,” Waits said. “You’d see a guy with no legs on a skateboard, mud streets, church bells going. These experiences are still with me at some level.”

Invariably on these jaunts the Waitses wound up in some bar or restaurant where Frank would carouse into the early hours of the morning. “If you went to a restaurant in Mexico with my dad he would invite the mariachis to the table and give them two dollars for a song,” his son reminisced in 2004. “Then he would wind up leaving with them and we would have to find our way back to the hotel on our own, and Dad would come home a day later, because he fell asleep on a hilltop somewhere looking down on the town.”

Amusing as the story is, it reminds us that Tom and his sisters had an alcoholic father. “It’s a very romantic [picture],” Waits conceded, “but it’s in there with a lot of documentary footage where the lighting is not nearly as good.” By 2006, Waits was more candid about Frank’s drinking. “When I think back on it, my dad was an alcoholic then,” he told writer Mick Brown. “He really left—this is getting a little personal—to go sit in a dark bar and drink whatever … Glenlivet. He was a binge drinker. There was no real cognizance of his drinking problem from my point of view.” Waits added that Frank “removed himself—he was the bad tooth in the smile, and he kind of pulled himself out.”3*

On a trip to Baja California, Waits fell in with a band of local kids in the resort town of San Vicente. The boys would go out to the desert inland, bury themselves up to their necks in the sand, and wait for buzzards to arrive. “You stay as still as a corpse under the sand with just your head showing,” Waits told Francis Thumm. “You wait for the vulture to land and walk over to you, and the first thing they do is try to peck your eyes out. And when they make that jab, you reach out from under the sand, grab them around the neck, and snap their head off.” San Vicente was also where Waits witnessed an unforgettable sight: a woman with a tail at the local carnival. “She let me squeeze it,” he remembered, “and she smiled at me with a rotting grin.”

Waits claimed it was during these Mexican trips that he truly began to see music as a calling. The epiphany was simple enough—“probably [hearing] a ranchera, you know, on the car radio with my dad”—but it convinced the boy that music really was a route out of suburban conformity. “It was something I didn’t completely understand,” he said in 1985. “I thought, ‘I’m going to ride this somewhere, it’s going to take me somewhere.’”

Music was becoming ever more important to Waits, especially when he started to hear intoxicating new sounds—the Drifters, Solomon Burke, Bob Dylan, the Rolling Stones—on the radio. More thrilling than anything was disc jockey Bob “Wolfman Jack” Smith, who rasped and howled over the soul and R&B classics he broadcast from XERF across the border south of Del Rio, Texas. “The first station I got on [my] little two-dollar headphones was Wolfman,” Tom told his friend Rip Rense. “And I thought I had discovered something that no one else had. I thought it was coming in from Kansas City or Omaha, that nobody was getting this station, and nobody knew who this guy was and nobody knew who these records were.”

If Waits’ fixation with the Great American Songbook was about rejecting the peer pressure to conform to California’s bobby-sox teenage dream, now he found himself responding on an almost visceral level to the fevered syncopations of Ray Charles, James Brown, and Wilson Pickett. “I didn’t have a lot of [musical] encouragement, to be honest,” Waits said in 1983.“But sometimes that’s good, you know? What you end up doing is a reaction to all that. So primarily, uh … black music, uh … New Orleans music. Uh … James Brown I listened to in the sixties, uh, Wilson Pickett, the Four Tops, the Temptations, Ray Charles …” In 1976 he told The New Yorker that he’d attended “a predominantly black junior high school in San Diego where the only music was black hit parade.”

O’Farrell Junior High School was located north of Chula Vista in nearby Encanto. Waits was there long enough for him to fall in with a group of classmates who dug the same R&B music he did. One night in 1962, he downed a bottle of cough syrup and jumped in the back of a powder-blue 1961 Lincoln Continental to go see James Brown and the Famous Flames perform an outdoor show in San Diego’s Balboa Park. “We got in the back of the fence with some wire-cutters,” he remembered of the gig. “I haven’t had fun since then.” For the thirteen-year-old Waits the experience was close to religious, as ceremonial in its ritual and pageantry as a St. Patrick’s Cathedral mass. “It was like you’d been dosed or taken a pill,” he said in 2002. “It was like a revival meeting with an insane preacher at the pulpit talking in tongues.” Years later Waits would perform a demented version of Brown’s “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag”—title track of the first album he ever bought—as an homage to the Godfather’s crazed showmanship.

Waits went so far as to join a school band, a “surf and soul” trio that played covers of R&B hits and rock instrumentals by the likes of Link Wray and the Ventures. “[We were] white kids trying to get that Motown sound,” was how he later described the Systems. Assuming the role of frontman, teenage Tom sang and slashed away on rhythm guitar as a harelipped drummer stomped along behind him. There was no bassist, merely a lead guitarist who strangled a primitive instrument he’d built with his own hands.

As vital as this early immersion in black music was, it was offset by the influence of rock’s first great poet. Bob Dylan’s dense lyrics were a gateway for any aspiring singer-songwriter growing up in the early 1960s folk era, and Waits got the Dylan bug bad, plastering his bedroom walls with transcriptions of his songs. The complex chains of images in such masterpieces as Highway 61 Revisited’s epic “Desolation Row” would influence Waits for years to come. As seminal as seeing James Brown in Balboa Park was the Dylan show Waits saw two years later, on 4 December 1964. Held in the Peterson Gymnasium at San Diego State University, the concert set Waits reeling. “Here’s a guy like Dylan on stage with a stool and a glass of water, and he comes out and tells these great stories in his songs,” he recalled of the gig. “It helped unlock the mystery of performance.” Four years away from writing his first song, the fifteen-year-old Waits was soon modelling his basic style and stance on Dylan.

Waits was not a well-adjusted adolescent. In fact, he was manifesting behaviour typical of kids from broken homes. Angry at being semi-abandoned by his father but stifled by his mother’s starchy conservative values, he acted out his pain as only troubled teenagers can. “Too many teachers in my family,” he growled in 1987. “Teachers and ministers. I wanted to break windows, smoke cigars and stay up late, you know?” Dragged along to the Friends Church every Sunday by Alma, Waits yearned to break out of Chula Vista. “I wore a tie that cut off the circulation to my head,” he later recalled. “Then I discovered donuts, cigarettes and coffee when I was fourteen, and that was it for church. My mom said, ‘Don’t forget there’s nothing the devil hates more than a singing Christian.’”

At his new school, Hilltop High in Chula Vista, Waits often found himself in trouble with the authorities, receiving little sympathy from his own teacher parents. He’s described himself as “kind of an amateur juvenile delinquent” who was into “malicious mischief” and “enjoyed the thrill of breaking the law.” Torn between the aesthetes on one hand and the car-club hoodlums on the other, he threw in his lot with the latter “and watched my California Scholarship Federation plaque melt subsequently.” Behind the delinquency lay a deeper confusion and melancholy. “I felt really peculiar when I was going through puberty,” he remembered. “That was a very peculiar period for me.”

[image: ]

Hilltop High, Chula Vista, March 2007. (Art Sperl)

What can’t have been easy was Alma meeting and eventually marrying a man who worked both as a realtor and as a private investigator—and who, according to Waits, had once been employed by guitarist Duane Eddy. “He managed him for a while and had his guitar,” Waits recalled of his stepfather Jim. “He was a strange guy … very interesting.” Waits got along with Jim but felt less and less at home under his mother’s roof.

Sometimes Waits lost himself in movies he watched at the local Globe theatre. Once he caught an unlikely double bill pairing 101 Dalmatians with The Pawnbroker, starring Rod Steiger as a Holocaust survivor in the Bronx. “There in the darkness, it was like going to sleep with a whole bunch of people and dreaming your way into the film,” he would recall. “It’s an intimidating world out there and it was like finding your way to safety, like finding a rabbit hole where you could be warm and safe.” Waits’ adolescent love of cinema would carry all the way through to his own film career in the 1980s and 90s.

Waits also adored cult TV shows such as The Alfred Hitchcock Hour and Rod Serling’s eerie Twilight Zone. “Serling had these great eyebrows and that indelible voice,” Waits recalled in 2006. “There was something about the humanity of his Twilight Zone stories that was very appealing.” One Twilight Zone episode in particular stayed in Waits’ mind. Poignantly, “In Praise of Pip” (1963) starred Jack Klugman—the spitting image of Frank Waits, according to his son—as an alcoholic bookie who gets shot during a holdup. “As he’s dying,” Waits recalled, “he has a vision of his son as a child asking him for help, because he’s now a soldier bleeding to death in a Vietnam field hospital. So he tries to make a deal with God to take him and let his son live.”

Aside from music, movies, and television, Waits increasingly buried himself in books. His Dylan fixation led him indirectly to the Beat writers of the 1950s. High on his reading list were the movement’s founding fathers Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg. “I found [them] when I was a teenager and it saved me,” he remembered. “Growing up without a dad, I was always looking for a father figure, and those guys sort of became my father figures. Reading [Kerouac’s] On the Road added some interesting mythology to the ordinary and sent me off on the road myself with an investigative curiosity about the minutiae of life.”4*

In the company of his high-school pal Sam Jones—name-checked in the song “I Wish I Was in New Orleans”—Waits several times hitchhiked from southern California to neighbouring Arizona.5* “We would just see how far we could go in three days, on a weekend,” he later recalled. “[We’d] see if we could get back by Monday.” One New Year’s Eve, the two teenagers were dropped off in a small town and ushered into the warm bosom of a Pentecostal church. “They were singing and they had a tambourine, an electric guitar and a drummer,” Waits told Terry Gross. “They were talking in tongues and then they kept gesturing to me and Sam: ‘These are our wayfaring strangers here.’ So we felt kind of important. And they took up a collection, gave us some money and bought us a hotel room and a meal.”

[image: ]

Hilltop High yearbook, 1966.

To Mick Brown, Waits said this was “probably the most pivotal religious experience I’ve had,” perhaps explaining the regular forays into gospel scattered through his work of the past twenty-five years. “It was the first time I ever heard church music, with sexual innuendoes,” he told Francis Thumm. “I’d heard the church in the street, but that’s the first time I heard the street in the church.”

Adventures such as these only made Waits the more eager to escape Chula Vista. Looking round at his classmates at Hilltop High, he saw a future that consisted either of joining the Navy or working at the nearby Lockheed plant before raising kids and heading to the beach at weekends. “I disavow any knowledge of the world of surfing,” he stressed on his first visit to the UK in 1976. “I don’t know the first thing about surfboards. Which way you ride it, or what side is up, and I don’t want to learn.”

Waits knew his future lay outside—way beyond—San Diego. “My own background was very middle-class,” he told Patrick Humphries on a UK visit in 1981. “I was desperately keen to get away.”

But first it was time to get a job.


1* It’s interesting that, post-Swordfishtrombones, Waits should return to these primal family memories to explain aspects of his own musical character. One suspects that subconsciously he wanted to make more of his own ingrained experiences as a counter to critics’ frequent allusions to such avant/outsider influences as Harry Partch and Captain Beefheart. Is it too po-faced to point out that if Uncle Vernon had been the influence on Waits’ singing voice that he claimed, then we’d surely have heard ol’ gravel-larynx a lot earlier than on 1976’s Small Change?

2* “All this radio needs is a fuse …” (“Soldier’s Things”). In the 1989 film Bearskin, Waits is seen repairing a radio.

3* Something of the hazardousness of being an ACOA (Adult Child Of an Alcoholic, in contemporary therapeutic parlance) can be inferred from a vivid dream Waits had at the ripe middle age of fifty-five. “I was on the back of a motorcycle and my dad was driving and we were going straight up the trunk of a tree,” he told writer Richard Grant. “He had some special little hook device that he would throw up over a branch to increase our pull. I’m hanging on as best I can and finally I realise that we’re gonna fall back on our backs, like a horse. And just at that moment I let go in terror and find that I’m only a foot off the ground.”

4* To Sean O’Hagan in 2006, Waits said that he was always looking for a father: “It was like, ‘Are you my dad?’; ‘Are you my dad?’; ‘What about you? Are you my dad?’… I found a lot of these old salty guys along the way.”

5* Sam Jones is also mentioned in the booklet of Nighthawks at the Diner: “Special thanks to Sam (I’ll pay you if I can and when I get it) Jones.”
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