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INTRODUCTION
Little Trip to Heaven

A seedy skid-row bar. A defective neon beer sign sputters and a television drones on, unwatched. A tired bartender with a hard face mops the bar top with a towel. A cocktail waitress, aged before her time, sits alone, occasionally casting glances at the joint’s only patron. He motions once in a while for a refill and continues to gaze at the battered, varnished wood of the bar and the little bubbles in his glass.

Such scenarios come to most people’s minds when they think of Tom Waits. A 2:00 a.m. world where the disenfranchised struggle to forget life’s little indignities. Here, love is a fleeting ideal. Dreams never come true, but they are relentlessly manufactured, a comfort, a way to get through the night.

Tom Waits is the poet laureate of homesick sailors, down-on-their-luck traveling salesmen, dance-hall girls — anyone seeking refuge from life’s disappointments at the bottom of a glass. Waits’s vision is an American Gothic of three-time losers, lost souls, and carnival folk. Driving this vision is the artist’s understanding of such people. He refuses to look down on them. Some of his critics have said that he has sentimentalized them, but this is rarely true. Waits habitually respects his subjects because of — not despite — their faults and weaknesses. To him there has always been a shabby nobility about surviving in a hard, cold world. And sometimes the bravest thing a person can do is stay the course and hold on to his dreams and ideals.

In 1976, Waits told Newsweek,  “There’s a common loneliness that just sprawls from coast to coast. It’s like a common disjointed identity crisis. It’s the dark, warm, narcotic American night.”1 This, more than anything else, is what intoxicates Tom Waits. Not alcohol, not drugs, not fame, not fortune . . . but maybe love. He’s inspired and challenged by the endless possibilities, the desperation, the hurried compromises made in order to survive and maybe even grab a little happiness.

The irony of Tom Waits’s career is that after he found happiness, love, and sobriety, his music became more and more experimental. Starting with Swordfishtrombones in 1983, his work became increasingly primitive and sensual. The melodic conventions and piano-based instrumentation of his earlier albums gave way to a much more radical sound.

Then, in 1999, the album Mule Variations brought Waits’s project full circle. The two extremes of his music — the jazzy saloon ballads and the weird Harry Partch–meets–Bertolt Brecht dance-hall music from hell —came together in a unified, breathtaking whole. Critical acclaim for his work intensified. In the meantime, Waits had abandoned his low-life urban hipster persona and been reborn as a nice, contented, slightly eccentric gentleman farmer, husband, and dad.

Still, as his music and his persona underwent these transformations, Waits’s focus on the common man never wavered. And the consistency of his themes signaled to some members of the record-buying public that little had changed. “I seem to have a wide reputation,” Waits admitted to writer Mark Rowland in 1993, “but my records don’t sell a lot. A lot of people seem to have bought one record or heard one record a long time ago and got me down, so they don’t have to check in anymore: ‘Oh, that guy. The one with the deep voice without a shave? Know him. Sings about eggs and sausages? Yeah, got it.’”2

Even Waits himself acknowledges that he has created such an overpowering legend for himself that it’s sometimes difficult to distinguish fact from fiction — real-life events from the elements of what he thought would make, at one time or another, a cool story. Waits is a very funny man and an entertainer at heart. When he does interviews, imparting the truth is not nearly as important as spinning a yarn. He’ll gladly tell an obvious fib if it makes the tale more interesting or sets up a joke. Sometimes he seems motivated by the desire to relieve the monotony of answering the same questions over and over again. Waits once told Gavin Martin of New Musical Express,  “Music paper interviews, I hate to tell you but two days after they’re printed they’re lining the trash can. They’re not binding. They’re not locked away in a vault somewhere tying you to your word.”3

Of course Waits doesn’t simply tell stories to amuse himself and his audience; he also tells them to shield himself because, although he is a very forthright character, he is also an intensely private man. He has allowed few hard facts about his personal life to escape into the arena of public knowledge; those details of his past that he does — only occasionally —make mention of he downplays, tosses off. Minor bits of information, such as his mother’s first name (which is Alma) or where he went to school (Hilltop Junior and Senior High Schools in Chula Vista, California), have been unearthed — with difficulty, and despite Waits’s efforts to conceal them — but they provide little real insight. The stories that Waits has built up around himself as a protective device have done their job. And if you want to piss Tom Waits off, pry a little.

Then there is the rear guard: Waits’s friends are fiercely protective of him. Not one of them will utter a negative word about the man. Which doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re all covering something up. Many will tell you that Waits is just a good man at heart and bears few people any ill will. Perhaps he’s just what he seems to be — a genial guy and a loyal friend. As Bones Howe, who produced seven albums with Waits, from The Heart of Saturday Night (1974) to the soundtrack to the film One from the Heart (1982), put it, “He’s the only artist I’ve worked with throughout this forty-three-year career that I miss being around and hanging out with. He’s my favorite.”

Waits does deserve a private life. So in this biography I have tried to respect the boundaries he has struggled to establish and to delve, instead, into his music and the dynamic legend that he has created for himself. I haven’t dragged any skeletons out of his closet or speculated about his sex life. This book is a celebration of a brilliant storyteller — a man who happily reinvented himself as a beatnik purveyor of squalid urban hip. And the process of reinvention continues. I have to acknowledge right off the bat that many of the things described in the coming chapters quite possibly never happened — except in the mind of a compelling self-mythologizer. But it’s important to realize that they are still vital pieces of the puzzle that is Tom Waits.

“I’ve got a personality that an audience likes,” Waits said in 1976. “I’m like the guy they knew — someone raggedy and irresponsible, who never really amounted to much but was always good for a few laughs. A victim, just a victim. But I don’t mind the image.”4 Because of all this, Waits has taken on a larger-than-life quality. Legend has it that Tom Waits has lived life to its fullest, stared down his demons, and awoken countless times not knowing where he was. Often, tales of his exploits have a strong basis in truth. And even when they don’t, they really should . . .


1
OLD SHOES AND PICTURE POSTCARDS

There are certain people in this world who are difficult to imagine as children. Tom Waits is certainly one of them. In fact, in the 1973 press-kit bio for his first album, Closing Time,  Waits claimed that he was born in a taxicab with three day’s growth of beard. As soon as he popped out, he told the driver to head for Times Square on the double. In other interviews, he maintained that the driver wouldn’t let him out of the cab until he had come up with the fare — which was pretty tough since he didn’t have pockets.

This tall tale evolved into stage patter. At a show Waits gave in Princeton, New Jersey, on April 16, 1976, he treated the audience to the following version: “I was born at a very young age in the backseat of a yellow cab in the Murphy Hospital parking lot in Whittier, California. It’s not easy for a young boy growing up in Whittier. I had to make decisions very early. First thing I did was pay, like, a buck eighty-five on the meter. As soon as I got out of the cab I went out looking for a job. The only job I could land was as labor organizer at a maternity ward for a while. I got laid off, got a little disenchanted with labor.”1

Since then, the story that Tom Waits was born in a taxi outside a hospital has become official — the Gospel According to Saint Tom. Is it true? Quite possibly not, but the people who would know aren’t talking (even the County of Los Angeles seems to be in on the conspiracy, accepting payment for a copy of Waits’s birth certificate but failing to deliver it).

The taxi story didn’t make it into the brief birth announcement that appeared on the society page of the Pomona Progress-Bulletin on December 9, 1949: “WAITS — To Mr. and Mrs. Jesse F. Waits, 318 N. Pickering Street, Whittier, a son, Thomas Alan, 7 pounds, 10 ounces, born December 7 at Park Avenue Hospital.” But how else could that announcement read? “Born in a Tijuana taxi double-parked in a loading zone?” Not likely. In the end, it doesn’t really matter. The fact is that even if Tom Waits wasn’t born in a taxi, the notion feels right. It’s the way it should have been.

So what do we know? He was born Thomas Alan Waits on December 7, 1949 at a hospital in the sleepy Los Angeles suburb of Pomona, not far from Whittier. Waits has often said in interviews — he did at the Princeton show — that he was born at the Murphy Hospital, and there is little reason to doubt it, despite the published birth announcement, which indicates he was born at the Park Avenue Hospital. The hospital-name discrepancy may be explained as a typo, a trick of memory, an institutional name change — it’s not that important.

Waits’s parents, Frank (after whom Tom named one of his most enduring musical characters) and Alma, were schoolteachers. They both taught for years, although in at least one television interview Waits claimed that his father was a bail bondsman and his mother was a fan dancer — his, he insisted, was a typical show-biz clan.2 Alma’s family was Norwegian; Frank was of Scottish and Irish descent. Frank was actually named Jesse, after his own father, Jesse Waits, but he always went by Frank, his middle name. Tom has said that the name Jesse Frank was a tribute to Old West outlaws Frank and Jesse James — the James Brothers; but as a young man Jesse Junior started using his middle name because he liked the cachet of having the same handle as the Chairman of the Board, Frank Sinatra. The bobby-soxers just wouldn’t fall so easily for a Jesse.

In concert, Tom Waits has claimed that he was “conceived one night in April 1949 at the Crossroads Motel in La Verne, California [northwest of Pomona], amidst the broken bottles of Four Roses, the smoldering Lucky Strike, half a tuna-salad sandwich, and the Old Spice.”3 Where could a couple of young parents go from there? As it turns out, the Waits family lived for most of Tom’s first ten years in Whittier, a town that is probably best known as the home of Richard Milhous Nixon.

Tom had two sisters, and the childhood they passed together was fairly unremarkable. Frank was a frustrated guitarist, and he instilled in young Tom an appreciation of music. Despite his Anglo origins, Frank was fascinated by all things Mexican. By day he taught Spanish at a local school, and by night he played guitar in a mariachi band. Waits’s earliest musical memories are of the mariachi, romantica, and ranchera music Frank would play on the car radio. Alma was also of a musical bent, singing whenever she had a chance. Tom, however, never really felt that he came from a musical family. When Mark Rowland asked him about it for a Musician magazine interview, Waits cracked, “Not like Liza Minelli, all right? Contrary to popular belief, we don’t have the same mother. I took her out a couple of times, nothing ever happened.”4

The same Princeton audience that heard Waits relate the myth of his birth was also told a touching story of how Alma Waits nurtured her son’s musical curiosity. She got him his first musical instrument. “I remember it was Christmastime . . . As the snow fell down all over Whittier, I was coming home from work in the factory. I was right by Palace Pawnshop. There was a piano in the window. It was right next to an old bent-up saxophone, old Toro mowers, some dentures and shit. I knew I had to get my hands on that sucker. And it being Christmastime, I ran all the way home, pulled on my mother’s coat . . . [and] I said, ‘I just got to get my hands on that piano so I can get double-parked on Easy Street.’ Well, Mother, bless her soul, ran all the way down to Palace Pawnshop. The moon was high — she stood out in front of the pawnshop and goddamn if she didn’t throw a brick through the window and get it for me. What can I say? The rest is history.”

Tom had a gang of neighborhood buddies. They engaged in standard kid stuff — “hanging around in the Sav-On parking lots and buying baseball cards,” was how Waits described it to Rich Wiseman of Rolling Stone.5 Waits learned to play the piano at a neighbor’s house, and he tells the story of how he learned to play the guitar in a minor key from a childhood friend named Billy Swed. Billy also provided his pal with a verbal demonstration of the hard-luck lifestyle that has continued to enthrall Waits over the years. A twelve-year-old dropout who already drank and smoked, Billy lived with his overweight mother in a trailer on a polluted lake over by the local hobo jungle. Tom idolized Billy; he was convinced that the writing on Billy’s blue jeans was some secret musical code that he was incapable of cracking. One day, Tom went down to the lake to see his friend, but Billy and his mother had vanished. Tom insisted that he learned more from Billy than he ever did in school.6

He also received some life instruction from a young friend named Kipper. Kipper was handicapped — confined to a wheelchair. When they were both about ten, Tom and Kipper would hang out together, often racing each other to the school bus. Years later, Tom memorialized Kipper, and his neighborhood in general, in the song “Kentucky Avenue,” named for a Whittier thoroughfare.

Waits introduced that song during a 1981 concert with this childhood reminiscence: “I grew up on a street called Kentucky Avenue in Whittier, California. My dad was teaching night school at Montebello. I had a little tree fort and everything. I had my first cigarette when I was about seven years old. It was such a thrill. I used to pick ’em up right out of the gutter after it was raining. My dad smoked Kents. Now, I never liked Kents — I tried to get him to change brands. I used to repair everybody’s bicycles in the neighborhood. I was the little neighborhood mechanic. There was a guy called Joey Navinski who played the trombone, and a guy called Dickie Faulkner whose nose was always running. And there was a woman called Mrs. Storm. She lived with her sister. She used to sit in her kitchen with her window open and a twelve-gauge shotgun [sticking] out of it . . . so we took the long way around.”7

Waits has said that the musical persona he adopted was a slightly idealized version of his own father, and he’s also maintained that his musical tastes were influenced by two of his uncles, Vernon and Robert. Through the decades, the exploits of this pair of uncles have recurred regularly in Waits’s tales, and they have gradually reached Bunyanesque dimensions. Uncle Vernon had a hard, raspy voice. Young Tom wished he could sound just like him; and the adult Waits insists that he came up with his trademark vocals by imitating Vernon. His uncle’s voice was affected by throat surgery he underwent as a child. Family lore has it that the doctors left gauze and a small pair of scissors inside him when they closed him up. Tom says that years later, during Christmas dinner, these surgical relics again saw the light of day — Uncle Vernon, choking on his food, coughed them up.8

Uncle Robert was a botanist who also played the pipe organ for the local church, and Tom was intrigued by what he could do with the instrument. When Robert played the organ, the building would actually vibrate from the sheer force of it. The problem was, Uncle Robert’s music kept getting louder and more experimental, prompting members of the congregation to complain. Old favorites became swirling masses of sound. Cherished hymns ended up resembling “Lady of Spain.” The organ’s vibrations were stripping the paint off the walls. Finally, Uncle Robert was fired, but he never stopped playing. The church was eventually torn down, and Uncle Robert had the pipe organ delivered to his house, where the pipes extended right through the ceiling. Uncle Robert also had a piano that had — somehow — been left out in the rain. Most of the keys no longer worked, so Tom learned to play it using only the black keys.

Waits has described how taken he was with Uncle Robert’s house, which was in an orange grove. The place was a disaster area, clothes and trash strewn everywhere, but this was romantic clutter to Tom, a squalor born of long nights, hard work, and not enough money. The image of a downtrodden man in a downtrodden environment appealed to Tom so much that at one point he asked his mother why he couldn’t let his room get as messy as Uncle Robert’s. His mother pointed out that Uncle Robert was blind.9

One of Waits’s most famous remarks is that he slept through the sixties. In the early seventies most music-world denizens were still either on a post-Beatles psychedelic high or in a Southern California Jackson Browne folk-rock navel-gazing mode. Tom Waits seemed like such an anachronism — a grizzled, drunken hipster cat in roach-killers and a filthy beret who looked and acted like he’d just driven across town from skid row — that one could almost believe in that marathon sleep. But Tom’s sixties experience was actually much more unsettling than his glib comment suggests.

The sixties began with upheaval for Tom. In 1959, when he was ten, his parents were divorced. Frank soon became involved with another woman; Alma remained single for years, and then she married a private investigator. After the breakup, Alma and the three children moved to Chula Vista, California, where Tom quickly became fascinated with nearby National City, a grimy suburb of San Diego near the Mexican border. “It was a tiny community,” he told a concert audience. “The main drag was a transvestite and the average age was deceased.”10 There, Waits became indoctrinated into a whole new world. He started hanging out with adults: pool hustlers, vinyl-booted go-go dancers, traveling salesmen, and assorted gangsters. As he tells it, National City was a sailor town, and the kids he knew had dads who spent more time at sea than they did at home. This made it a bit easier for him to deal with the absence of his own father —absent fathers were the norm.

“I guess most entertainers are, on a certain level, part of the freak show,” Waits told Barney Hoskyns of Mojo in 1999. “Most of them have some kind of 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 gonna become a big sensation and be on the cover of Life magazine and it’ll somehow be this cathartic vindication or restitution.” After the divorce, Frank Waits continued to teach Spanish, and he still took his son on excursions south of the border. In Mexico, Tom would get a haircut, experience the culture, and learn a little of the language. “That’s when I started to develop this opinion that there was something Christlike about beggars,” he explained. “See a guy with no legs on a skate-board, mud streets, church bells going . . . these experiences are still with me at some level.”11

Alma took the boy to church, but Tom just never warmed to the undertaking. For a while he went along to keep his mother happy, but that didn’t last very long. Which is not to say that Waits never pondered the existence of a higher power or a deeper meaning to life. He just sensed that what he was looking for could not be found in organized religion, and he refused to credit the notion of heaven and hell.

“I don’t know what’s out there or up there,” he told Chris Douridas of kcrw-fm’s Morning Becomes Eclectic . “Maybe a little office. Like when your car gets towed in New York . . . You have to go down to Pier 74, and it’s four in the morning, and there’s a Plexiglas shield. It’s three inches thick with bullet holes in it and an old woman with bifocals, sitting there at a typewriter. You can see it, chain-ganged to hundreds of other cars over there. Your car looks ashamed and embarrassed. And you realize she’s got your destiny in her hands. [Religion’s] probably something like that. I mean, after you die . . . people think it’s gonna be simple, but, please . . . It’s gonna be an organizational nightmare . . .”12

A neighbor gave Tom an old piano, and they installed it in the Waits garage. Soon Tom had memorized all kinds of songs. He had an ear for music: he could play any tune he heard, despite the fact that he hadn’t yet learned to read music. Somehow feeling that he should have mastered this skill, he faked it, and no one was the wiser. He’d just commit a song to memory and pretend that he was reading the notes as he played along.

A favorite haunt of Tom’s at about this time was a local movie theater, the Globe. Seeking escape and inspiration, he’d sometimes spend the whole day there, catching ten films, hopping from screening room to screening room, subjecting himself to the manager’s weird programming choices, soaking it all in. Waits recalls seeing a Globe double feature of Disney’s 101 Dalmatians and a gritty urban drama called The Pawnbroker,  starring Rod Steiger. Cruella DeVil of Dalmatians has frightened countless young children, but Steiger’s Holocaust survivor who sets up shop in Harlem is in a whole other league. Waits later remarked that whoever was in charge of programming at the Globe either had an extremely offbeat perspective on life or was completely deranged.13 Still, such experiences were shaping Tom. He was catching some tantalizing glimpses of life’s broad spectrum and starting to sense rich possibilities for art and entertainment.

Early in his career, Waits said that he first acquired appreciation for the blues while attending an all-black junior high school. He’d sneak out at night, head over to Balboa Stadium, and see shows by the likes of James Brown and the Famous Flames. Young Tom also became a huge fan of Ray Charles. Once, years later, while in the bathroom of a club in East St. Louis called the Dark Side of the Moon, he spotted some graffiti that read, “Love is blind. God is Love. Ray Charles is blind. Therefore Ray Charles must be God.”14 Tom Waits was already a believer.

Tom was an industrious boy. “I had a lot of different jobs when I was a kid,” he told the crowd at a 1990 concert. “I used to deliver papers. I had two routes because the first route was such a washout. It . . . didn’t make me feel like a paperboy. It made me feel like a guy who just throws papers away. It started to get to me so I got another route — it was called the Independent . When I used to have to go collect for the Independent it was always so sad. A nice woman would come to the door and she’d say, ‘Wait a minute.’ She’d say, ‘Bob, they’re collecting for the Independent, ’ and off in another room I’d hear, ‘Fuck him!’ It did nothing for my self-image.”15

By the time he was fourteen Tom was working on the graveyard shift at Napoleone’s Pizza Parlor, an establishment he would later immortalize in the song “The Ghosts of Saturday Night.” Back in 1965, you got to Napoleone’s by following National Avenue, past the infamous Mile of Cars, up to the north end of the strip. On the Mile Tom bought a 1955 Buick Roadmaster for $150, and it turned out to be such a lemon that he’d put another $3,500 into it by the time a dealer gave him $12 for the parts. National Avenue was also home to the Golden Barrel, Wong’s Chinese Restaurant, and Escalante’s Liquor Store. Napoleone’s could be found between the Burge Roberts Mortuary and a Triumph motorcycle dealership.

The pizza parlor had been operating for twenty-five years before Tom Waits showed up, and few significant changes had been implemented during that time. Nor has Napoleone’s changed all that much in the decades since. Of course the jukebox now plays cds instead of 45s — for some reason the featured Tom Waits cd is not The Heart of Saturday Night,  which contains Waits’s tribute to the place — but Napoleone’s has retained a strangely comforting forties feel. Maybe this in some way explains why the teenaged Waits regularly made the five-mile trek to Napoleone’s instead of seeking employment closer to home.

Joe Sardo and Sal Crivello, the man who still runs the place, gave Tom the job. Waits says that he was hired because the guy who washed dishes at Napoleone’s was so large that only a skinny little runt could squeeze into the kitchen with him. Tom fit the bill,16 and his long nights of flipping dough, waiting tables, and swabbing the bathrooms began. His shift didn’t end until 4:00 a.m. He had lots of time to think, lots of time to read, lots of time to study people. In 1999 he told Hoskyns that he’d gotten his first two tattoos while working at Napoleone’s. “I got a map of Easter Island on my back. And I have the full menu of Napoleone’s Pizza House on my stomach. After a while, they dispensed with the menus. They’d send me out, and I’d take off my shirt and stand by the tables.”17

On several occasions Waits has asserted that he never had any desire to escape that life — in fact, he harbored dreams of eventually owning his own restaurant. “In my formative years,” he told David McGee of Rolling Stone in 1977, “my ambitions didn’t go much beyond just working in a restaurant, maybe buying into a place. Music was just such a vicarious thing. I was a patron. No more, no less.”18

More than twenty years later he told Hoskyns, “I’m still not convinced I made the right decision. I go back and forth. I’m doing this children’s work. ‘What do you do?’ ‘I make up songs.’ ‘Uh, okay, we could use one of those, but right now what we actually need is a surgeon.’ In terms of the larger view, there’s no question that entertainment is important. But there are other things I wish I knew how to do that I don’t.” Waits began writing while he was working at Napoleone’s, but looking back, he’s not convinced that those early works could really be described as songs. “Mostly they parodied existing songs with obscene lyrics.”19

Sal Crivello remembers it a little differently. He allows that Tom was a hard worker, but it was apparent even at that stage what his young employee truly wanted from life. Crivello insists that Tom was determined to become a musician. “He was fifteen years old. He was doing songwriting. He was playing several clubs then . . . coffeehouses and things like that. We’d always talk about it while we were working. I saw him going in that direction. I knew he was talented, but I just never thought he’d be that big.”

During his Napoleone’s years, Waits never saw Sal out of uniform: an old apron splattered with marinara sauce, a paper chef’s hat, and black rubber-soled shoes. Then one night — he thinks it may have been Christmas Eve — he was shocked to see his boss in an entirely different getup. Sal had arranged to go bowling with a girl he knew, so when his shift was done he disappeared into the back of the restaurant, changed his clothes, and reemerged. Waits says it was like witnessing Superman exiting a phone booth. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Waits had always pictured Sal going everywhere in that stained apron, and he was captivated by the unexpected revelation. Surfaces, he could now see, were likely to be deceptive.20

Across the street from Napoleone’s was Wong’s Chinese Restaurant. When the Napoleone’s staff got tired of eating pizza they’d set up a little trade with Wong’s. Waits told David Fricke of Rolling Stone that he’d shuttle a pizza across the street and “they’d give me Chinese food to take back. Sometimes Wong would tell me to sit in the kitchen, where he’s making all this food up. It was the strangest galley; the sounds, the steam, he’s screaming at his coworkers. I felt like I’d been shanghaied. I used to love going there.”21

Throughout this period Waits was still attending school, but he admits that he was just going through the motions. “I really started to shine after school,” he says, but while school was in session he drifted along, earning mediocre grades and getting into the occasional conflict with his teachers.22 Frank and Alma Waits, schoolteachers themselves, had little sympathy for him and refused to chalk it up to normal youthful rebellion. Despite their displeasure, Tom was unwilling to play the game any longer. Only music had the power to fire his imagination, and so he dropped out of school, took on more hours at Napoleone’s, and began writing songs in earnest. “I thought high school was a joke,” he told Wiseman. “I went to school at Napoleone’s.”23

Later, Waits cut his way through a series of dead-end jobs — janitor, cook, dishwasher, cabdriver, fireman, delivery guy, gas-station attendant —he even sold night crawlers to fishermen. He toiled at all kinds of jobs that involved wearing a hair net and rubber gloves. Waits later described himself during this era as being “a jack-off-of-all-trades.”24 But all these jobs were just a means to an end. The money he made permitted him to explore San Diego’s nighttime netherworlds in his free time, and to him it was a good way of life.

When he finally landed a doorman job at the Heritage, a small club and coffeehouse in the Mission Beach area of San Diego, he found himself in a prime position to experience a wealth of musical styles. Budding rockers played the Heritage, as did folk singers, bluesmen, jazz musicians, and country singers. Anything that a given act might want to do was okay.

Officially, Waits was supposed to be the Heritage’s ticket taker, but he quickly realized that he was also expected to serve as the bouncer. He was issued a chair leg to defend himself with and instructed to get rid of the undesirables — obnoxious conventioneers and caffeine-buzzed punks.

Music was everywhere, on the job and off. Waits’s friends were into whatever was in heavy rotation on am radio, generally content to catch a wave with The Beach Boys or zone out with the incense and peppermints of The Strawberry Alarm Clock. Waits hung back. Love-ins and peace signs didn’t do it for him; he failed to idolize Jimi Hendrix; his bedroom remained unadorned with psychedelic posters. His decor choice was actually quirkier than that. Obsessed with lyrics, he pinned the words to Bob Dylan songs all over his walls. He also started listening to some of his parents’ old 78-rpm records and was blown away by the Tin Pan Alley tunes of Cole Porter and George Gershwin. “I wasn’t thrilled by Blue Cheer, so I found an alternative, even if it was Bing Crosby,” he told David McGee. Waits also came to love jazz, discovering Mose Allison and Dizzy Gillespie.25

While his buddies were lining up for tickets to see big acts like The Beatles, The Who, and The Kinks, Waits was off indulging his less mainstream tastes. Over time, however, he has developed an appreciation for some of the music of the sixties. As he puts it, “The thing about a record is that it’s a record: if you don’t want to listen to it right now, don’t listen. Listen in thirty years . . . In a sense, you put a record on and there it is. There’s that moment they captured . . . I just heard ‘Kicks’ by Paul Revere and the Raiders on my way here, and that’s a cool song! ‘Wild Thing.’ ‘Louie Louie.’ I heard ‘Son of a Preacher Man’ the other day, and it just killed me. There’s a point in the song where [Dusty Springfield] just kind of whispers ‘The only one who could ever love me’ really smoky and low. That’s a sexy song! Hey, it’s all out there.”26

The teenaged Tom Waits was deeply interested in story songs. It consistently amazed him to hear a whole, complicated yarn condensed into a set of lyrics. Country artist Bobby Gentry’s 1967 pop crossover classic “Ode to Billie Joe,” a tale of passion, deceit, and suicide in the American heartland, was a prime example. It had more layers than an onion, and Waits was intrigued. Like Gentry, he wanted to tell stories that would draw people in and entertain them.27

Some nights at the Heritage, Waits was asked onstage to supplement the scheduled entertainment — usually bluegrass, country, folk, or traditional blues players. He’d either bring a guitar along or sit at the club’s piano and perform covers of Mississippi John Hurt and Reverend Gary Davis tunes. Since the Heritage was a local joint employing mainly local acts, very few of which had any original material, Tom didn’t do much of his own music.

When the annual San Diego Folk Festival was on Waits could also be found there, checking out the local talent and the national acts that passed through. Blending with the crowd, digging the sounds, Waits couldn’t have known that in a few short years he’d be playing that very gig himself.

All of this exposure to live musical performance was fueling Waits’s desire to command the spotlight in his own right. He formed a band; an R&B cover outfit called The Systems. Speaking to Hoskyns, he reminisced, “I did an all-Schoenberg program for the first year . . . no, I played ‘Hit the Road, Jack,’ ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’ It was pretty lame, really . . .”28 Another highlight of The Systems’ lineup was James Brown’s “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag,” which years later Waits would sometimes treat his concert audiences to.

Frank and Alma were somewhat bemused by their son’s career choice. “I think when children choose something other than a life of crime, most parents are encouraging,” Waits told Mark Rowland of Musician magazine in 1987. “Music was always around when I was a kid, but there wasn’t a lot of ‘encouragement’ — which allowed me to carve my own niche.” Waits went on to describe how, as a fledgling performer, he had a sense of the inherent dangers of his mission but very little ability to focus, or to determine where the boundaries were. “When you’re young, you’re also very insecure. You don’t know if you can lean on that window, if it’ll break . . . I didn’t really know what I was doing when I started. I have a better idea now. In a way, I’d like to start now. A lot of great guys, only one-third of them is visible, the rest is beneath the ground. Took them ten years just to break the surface.” The fear — engendered in Waits at this early stage — of the risks involved in standing up to perform has persisted through the decades. “I still have nightmares about the stage where everything goes wrong. The piano catches fire. The lighting comes crashing to the stage. The curtain tears. The audience throws tomatoes and overripe fruit. They make their way to the front of the stage, and my shoes can’t move. And I always play that in my head when planning a tour. The nightmare that you will come completely unraveled.”29

The time came when San Diego started feeling kind of small to Waits. He later remarked, obliquely, that “At a certain age, you realized the cool thing about San Diego was that there were a lot of tattoo parlors, and when you were ready, you knew exactly where you were going.” By way of explanation, Waits then related a conversation he’d had with Paul Reubens (the comedian, formerly known as Pee Wee Herman, and one of Tom’s costars in the movie Mystery Men). “He said that he grew up in Sarasota, Florida, and hated it. But then he went one night to a diner, and the whole place was populated by circus people. He went, oh, what a cool place to live. So, there’s a certain place where you make that identification with your community. And then, the next thing it’s like, jeez, I gotta get the hell out of here!”30

In order to “get the hell out of” San Diego, Waits began making his way up the coast to Los Angeles on a regular basis. It was the late sixties. The city’s nightlife was rocking full tilt, and its effects were notoriously harsh. Waits threw himself into it. He’d work till three in the morning, party till dawn, sleep till noon. Speaking to Dave Zimmer of Bam,  he admitted that he’d settled on singing and songwriting as a profession, “because I was basically lazy, irresponsible, impatient, unorganized, a terrible planner, and liked to sleep late.”31

The burgeoning L.A. narcotics scene did not attract him, however: alcohol had become his drug of choice, and it eased his entry into the urban night of seductive women, shabby taprooms, and untold possibilities. He hit the club circuit and was up to speed in no time, spending night after night in a range of seedy joints, getting hammered, watching a succession of bands struggle to capture the attention of their audiences. It occurred to Waits that this was something he could do. This epiphany, he told Buzz magazine, was actually triggered by an encounter with, of all people, Sir Monti Rock iii, an openly gay Puerto Rican singer and celebrity hairdresser who went on to front the seventies drag-queen group Disco Tex and The Sex-O-Lettes. Rock also played the part of the dj at the 2001 Odyssey disco — where John Travolta’s character Tony Manero dazzled them on the dance floor — in the movie Saturday Night Fever . (It was Rock who uttered the classic line, “Look at that chick! She be dancin’, man. She groovin’!”)

Waits caught Rock’s show in a disreputable little Sunset Strip establishment called Filthy McNasty’s. The place was nearly empty — Rock and his band, decked out in shocking-pink jumpers, were playing to the bar staff, Waits, and a handful of wayward businessmen. As Waits describes it, Rock was in the middle of a “bitter and distracted” version of “The Tennessee Waltz” when he suddenly stopped singing. Then he grabbed his drink, hurled it against the wall, and started screaming at the suits, calling them “a bunch of damned bloodsuckers.” Sweat pouring from his brow, Rock launched into a long, rambling, brilliant, but “purely psychotic confession” that was like a “cross between an execution and a striptease.”

Waits, of course, was enthralled. Here was Sir Monti Rock iii, testifying like a preacher and sweet-talking like a pimp, spinning stories for that uncomprehending crowd about his experiences in Puerto Rico, about being a hairdresser, about his dreams of Hollywood stardom. Lighting up a cigarette, Rock then performed an a capella version of Ben E. King’s R&B lament “I (Who Have Nothing).” The suits didn’t get it at all, but Tom Waits did. He knew just where Rock was coming from. And it dawned on him right then and there that it was time to stop spinning his wheels. He had to get into show business as fast as he could.32

At about this time Waits also discovered the writings of Jack Kerouac, Gregory Corso, Charles Bukowski, Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, and the other Beat Generation writers. It was an enormous revelation. Waits had found an entire set of kindred spirits and he wanted to share their energy and richness with the world. He explained to Barney Hoskyns that “It’s like when you buy a record, and you hold it under your arm and make sure everyone can see the title of it … I felt I’d discovered something that was so rich, and I would have worn it on the top of my head if I could have … I incorporated it into what I was.”33

Waits devoured the unofficial Beat bible, Kerouac’s On the Road,  and he was hooked. He tracked down as many of Kerouac’s writings as he could, in the process flipping through some rather esoteric publications — the kind whose readers tend to insist that they really do subscribe for the articles. Kerouac had no interest in filling the pages of such highbrow journals as Gentleman’s Quarterly and the New Yorker,  so he became a contributor to the type of publication favored by the common man — fifties stroke magazines with names like Cad and Rogue . Kerouac was real. He was human. He bled, he sweated, he fucked, he drank too much, and he wrote about it. Waits was right there with him.

Kerouac had coined the term “Beat” in 1948, but it achieved buzzword status in 1952, when Kerouac’s friend and fellow writer John Clellon Holmes published a story in the New York Times Magazine called “This is the Beat Generation.” And it was then that this small, tightly knit group of writers began to work its way into the American literary canon.

The Beat movement had two centers: New York City and San Francisco. Ginsberg (the poet who went on to become a sixties cultural guru), Burroughs (who penned the classic surreal novel of drug addiction called Naked Lunch), and Kerouac had studied together at New York’s Columbia University in the forties, and this triumvirate presided over the flourishing East Village Beat Scene. In San Francisco, Beat blossomed at the City Lights Bookstore in North Beach under the nurturing hand of poet, publisher, and store owner Lawrence Ferlinghetti. (City Lights is still one of the world’s most respected purveyors of alternative literature.)

Entrenched on both coasts, the Beat writers set about mixing two distinct artistic viewpoints. They immersed themselves in the unique structures of American poetry and fell under the powerful influence of Walt Whitman, particularly revering Whitman’s lyric-epic poem Leaves of Grass (first published in 1855). With Whitman’s breadth of vision, his notions of meter and verse, the Beats blended ideas of rhythmic improvisation and syncopation gleaned from the jazz musicians they worshipped, including such legends as Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, and Thelonious Monk. But the Beats represented something more than a literary style. They created a distinct lifestyle, one that was drastically out of step with its context — the button-down Eisenhower years. The Beats adamantly rejected middle-class values, materialism, nonpacifist approaches, and sped off in search of the artistic, sexual, and spiritual self. Along the way they ingested plenty of drugs, engaged in casual sex, explored jazz and Zen Buddhism.

The first true Beat novel was published in 1952  — Go,  by John Clellon Holmes. Then, in 1956, Ginsberg’s Howl became the poetic manifesto of the Beat movement; in 1957, the government tried — and failed — to censor it through the courts. The vibrant, three-part, stream-of-consciousness epic drew on a range of older influences — Whitman, the scriptures — to create something unlike anything anyone had seen before. It revolutionized contemporary poetry. Kerouac’s On the Road came out the next year, and Beat culture entered its heyday.

In the sixties the works of the Beat authors were embraced by the hippies, whose radical new set of counterculture values dovetailed with those the Beats had promoted in the previous decade. Beat influence was reflected in the work of many sixties cultural icons like Ken Kesey, Hunter S. Thompson, Tom Wolfe, and The Grateful Dead. And Tom Waits recast his life in order to live the Beat lifestyle and philosophy.

With a buddy named Sam Jones, Waits packed a car with the necessary gear and went on the road, Kerouac-style. They would see the country, get drunk, get laid, live high, have some great adventures. But the call of the music was too strong — Jones and Waits soon made their way back to California.

His energies renewed, Waits applied himself to his project of musical self-expression. He wrote, drawing on such diverse influences as Irving Berlin, Johnny Mercer, and Stephen Foster34; contributing to this nourishing mix were Mose Allison, Nat “King” Cole, Cab Calloway, Frank Sinatra, Ray Charles, and Randy Newman, not to mention George Gershwin and Jerome Kern. All helped to shape the distinctive Waits persona. Perhaps not surprisingly — considering his penchant for clever stage patter — Waits has also, over the years, cited comedians Rodney Dangerfield, Wally Cox, Harry the Hipster, Redd Foxx, Lord Buckley, and Lenny Bruce as early career influences.

Still, Waits had to develop the lyrical content of his songs. To that end, he became adept at eavesdropping. While working at the Heritage, he’d move around listening to patrons’ conversations, taking notes. “When I put them together,” he later explained, “I found some music hiding in there.”35

At this point, Waits has said, he labored over his original material, constantly tweaking his songs, willing them to be better. Gradually, he pulled together a repertoire. He had an act. It was time to pound the pavement and scare up a few gigs. Waits played some very seedy joints and was usually paid about enough to get drunk after the show. Every Monday night he’d drive north to L.A., hoping to take part in Hoot Night, an amateur event at the popular Troubadour Club, but he never managed to get onstage. Most of his gigs were in San Diego, including the occasional showcase at the Heritage.

The songs Waits was performing had more of a folk vibe than the jazzy numbers that would become his specialty a few years down the road, and his voice was just kind of gruff; it hadn’t yet been ravaged by alcohol and cigarettes to achieve that signature world-weary quality. His voice was, however, decidedly different. Speaking to Mark Rowland of Musician in 1987, Waits said that he’d never troubled himself with questions like, “‘Are you gonna fit in? Are you gonna be the only guy at the party with your shirt on inside out?’ I was never embarrassed, but I’m liking [my voice] more now. Learning how to make it do different things.”36

After over a year of playing the local dive circuit, Waits was getting nowhere fast. The gigs were getting fewer and further between. Money was scarce, and most of it went toward funding his nights on the town and picking up a little extra hair of the dog to keep the world at bay. By now Waits was living in his car — an old fifties boat that was probably as spacious as many L.A. apartments. Frustration, and then desperation, set in.

It was at this low ebb that Waits finally got himself onto the Troubadour stage. After months of standing on the sidewalk outside the club with a mob of other Hoot Night hopefuls, he was allowed to come inside and try to prove that he had what it took to entertain the audience. “It was frightening to hoot, to be rushed through like cattle,” he told Rich Wiseman. “And at the Troubadour, it’s like the last resort. You see old vaudeville cats, bands that have hocked everything to come out here from the East Coast just to play the Troub one night. You also meet a lot of carnival barkers, smoking Roi-Tans and giving you some long Texas routine. They say, ‘Hello, sucker.’ And I was a sucker. But, you’re desperate, you’re broke.”37

That night another classic rock-and-roll success story was written according to the usual formula. It so happened that a rock manager was in the club, and he caught Waits’s set. Herb Cohen handled Frank Zappa and The Mothers of Invention, Tim Buckley, Fred Neil, Captain Beefheart, as well as an up-and-coming songstress named Linda Ronstadt. Listening to Waits, he became convinced that he’d found a diamond in the rough, a singer who was talented and eclectic enough to make an impact. The next day Waits had a songwriting contract and three hundred dollars in his pocket.

“You bust your chops to get hold of something,” Waits told David McGee. “Get chumped again and again to where you become bitter and cold-blooded and suddenly someone’s saying, ‘Okay, here.’ You can’t offer any kind of rebuttal. You just have to take it, along with the responsibility. That was frightening.”38 Frightening but exhilarating. Waits was finally able to move to Los Angeles. There, Cohen supported him for a few years, shepherding his talent, giving him a chance to write.

Slowly, Waits’s reputation started to build. His songs began to make inroads. The quality of his music and lyrics was apparent to those in the business, and some of Tom’s musician friends appropriated a few of his tunes for their own sets. This was how Jerry Yester first heard a Tom Waits song. Yester — who was later handpicked by Herb Cohen to produce Tom’s debut album, Closing Time — was doing production work for Tim Buckley, The Turtles, and The Association, the pop outfit responsible for such smash sixties singles as “Along Comes Mary,” “Windy,” and “Cherish.” Prior to that, Yester had been a member of, and producer for, the pop-folk group The Lovin’ Spoonful. Joe Butler, a founding member of the Spoonful, performed a Waits number for him.

“I heard ‘Grapefruit Moon’ quite a while before I met Tom,” Yester recalls. “So it rang a big bell when I heard it by Tom the first time in my living room. Joe Butler had met Tom somewhere along the line. Butler was in town and he did some recording out at the Association Clubhouse. That’s where I was, weaseling my way into the place so that I could use it while they were on the road . . . which they let me do. They asked me to help some friends out, and Joe was one of them . . . He played that song . . . I remember thinking, ‘Yeah, I like that song.’ Then when I heard Tom do it, it was like the Technicolor version. I could see into the song about a mile deeper.”

Waits recorded at least twenty-four tracks for Cohen and Zappa’s Bizarre/Straight label. Against Tom’s wishes, Cohen released these tracks as the two-volume set The Early Years in 1991 and 1992, but they weren’t originally intended for release. They were essentially two-track demos through which Tom could work out his various kinks and learned about the recording process; Cohen used them to shop Waits’s material around to the record labels and to other artists. Several of the songs that would appear on Waits’s first two albums came from these sessions, including “Ol’ 55,” “I Hope That I Don’t Fall in Love with You,” “Ice Cream Man,” and “Shiver Me Timbers.” In their crude, original form, these songs are undoubtedly interesting to listen to, but their later, more refined incarnations are better examples of Waits’s art.

A number of those first recordings were never officially released. “Mockin’ Bird” is a stunning synthesis of Waits’s Tin Pan Alley jones and the popular folk rock of the time. “Looks Like I’m Up Shit Creek Again,” despite its unfortunate title (which seems to bear the Zappa influence), is actually quite a beautiful and moving Hank Williams–esque country weeper. “I’m Your Late Night Evening Prostitute” is a beautiful preview of Waits’s future forays into folk and jazz. Some of the songs probably deserved to fade into obscurity though: “Had Me a Girl,” for example, is one of the few songs Waits ever wrote with painfully awkward lyrics — “Had me a girl in L.A. / I knew she could not stay”; “Had me a girl in Tallahassee / Boy she was a foxy lassie”; “Had me a girl from Mississippi / She sure was kippy.” But even this song is almost redeemed by its bluesy chorus — “Doctor says it’s gonna be all right / But I’m feelin’ blue.”

The Bizarre/Straight recordings served their purpose well in the end. Making them was excellent training for Waits — training he’d soon be drawing on. Big things were in store for Tom Waits. In 1972 he was signed to Asylum Records.
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ASYLUM YEARS

Tom had become a Troubadour regular by 1972. He often made his way onto the club’s tiny stage, wearing ratty black jeans, a crumpled jacket, and shoes with holes in them. He’d flick the ashes of his Viceroy onto the floor as he regaled the assembled L.A. nightlifers with his tales of triumph and woe. Waits fit right in — his image meshed with that of the venue. Despite — or maybe because of — its run-down aspects, the Troubadour had a certain disheveled trendiness, and being invited to play there was quite a break for an unsigned artist.

Waits says, “They’d put a big picture of you in the window. In those days, if you sold out the Troubadour, that was it. People weren’t playing in sports facilities. They announced your name and picked you up with a spotlight at the cigarette machine and they’d walk you to the stage with the light. It was the coolest thing . . . like Ed Sullivan, without Ed. Anyone could get up. It got very thrilling, because you would find people who’d hitchhiked to this spot for their twenty minutes.”1

One night, while Tom was participating in a Troubadour hootenanny, David Geffen happened by. The boy-wonder music exec had discovered Laura Nyro, The Eagles, and Joni Mitchell (who was so fond of her mentor that she immortalized him in her song “Free Man in Paris”). Geffen began his career as an agent for William Morris, and his nose for talent had propelled him to the top of the heap. From there he ventured off on his own, establishing an artist-management company with partner Elliott Roberts. The two were a powerful combination — they constituted a yinyang of rock-and-roll promotion. Roberts was the slightly scruffy former hippie who felt most comfortable when he was among musicians, drinking, hanging out, and staging impromptu gigs. Geffen was the savvy businessman with a remarkable ability to sell his well-chosen stable of artists to the masses. Geffen was also more attracted to deal making than engaging in the day-in, day-out business of recording.

Eventually Geffen and Roberts were recruited to run Asylum Records. Asylum and its sister label, Elektra, had a reputation for discovering and nurturing esoteric talent. The acts that had sprouted up under the Elektra/Asylum banner reflected a range of musical styles — from The Doors to The Eagles to Iggy Pop and The Stooges to Joni Mitchell. Geffen would go on to form his own prestigious label, Geffen Records, for which he’d sign up such acts as Guns N’ Roses and Beck. In the late nineties, Geffen made yet another major career move, joining forces with movie moguls Steven Spielberg and Jeffrey Katzenberg to form the superstudio Dreamworks SKG.

Geffen wasn’t planning on staying long when he dropped by the Troubadour that night in 1972, but he quickly changed his mind. Commanding the stage was a guy who looked more like a vagabond than a rock musician. But Geffen had barely taken his seat before Waits’s seductive aura had encompassed him. “He was singing a song called ‘Grapefruit Moon’ when I heard him,” Geffen recalled recently. “I thought it was a terrific song, so I listened to the set.” He watched, he listened, and the wheels started turning. Here was an artist who could make some intriguing records. “After [the show], I said that I was interested in him. He said, ‘Well, I’ll have my manager, Herb Cohen, call you.’”

Geffen left the Troubadour thinking that since Cohen had his own record company, this would be “the end of it.” But, to his surprise, Cohen did finally call: “He was interested in making a deal with me for Tom . . . Herb had said that he didn’t really think that it was right for him to make the record. My making the record would help him with the publishing. So I made a deal for [Tom]. And he made a great first record.”

Geffen got Elliot Roberts involved in signing Waits to Asylum. Roberts, who is now Neil Young’s manager, was happy to facilitate the process. “Waits was different than any act out there,” he told Hoskyns — “he’d reinvented himself as a beatnik.”2

Once Tom had been signed to Elektra/Asylum, Herb Cohen contacted Jerry Yester. Cohen had been impressed with Yester’s production work, and he felt that Yester could bring out the best in his young protégé. Not knowing what to expect, Yester agreed to meet with Tom and asked Cohen to send the young musician to his home.

Yester still remembers the occasion clearly. “He came over and I said, ‘Let’s hear your songs.’ He started playing. Marlene [Yester’s wife] was in the bathroom, washing the tub or something. She heard this guy playing and just threw the sponge down, astonished. It was amazing. The songs were just undeniable, just absolutely wonderful. So I knew it was going to be a terrific project.” Waits himself mentioned the same meeting to Barney Hoskyns, concluding, “Jerry Yester was a great producer. The first guy whose house I ever went to and found a pump organ.”3

Yester maintains that he was unfazed by Tom’s beatnik-jazzbo-hipster-bohemian image. “Nothing surprised me in ’72 because it was in the new decade. We’d gone through the sixties and got through so much weird shit that nothing really surprised me. [Waits] just looked like a nice young fellow, which he was. During the album, he started going to the skid-row image. And he cultivated that for an album or two . . . until it started to catch hold. [Then] he just looked at it and snapped right out of it. He recognized that it was destructive. It was amazing to see. He just said, ‘Okay, that’s enough of that.’ And on he went to something else. Because it definitely was a character, it wasn’t him. But his characters are so good and he draws on them with such faith.”

Closing Time,  which was released the year after Waits signed his recording contract, included many standards from his live sets. The album is probably his most accessible, and some hardened Waits fans find it too slick, but Closing Time is, in fact, a uniformly strong collection of songs and a very impressive recording debut. The voice hasn’t yet reached the degree of gruffness it will later achieve, but the songwriting chops are there in abundance. “I was just blown away by the material,” says Yester.

In fact, the entire Closing Time project seemed blessed from the outset. Strong material was the starting point; then, as the recording sessions got under way, it became clear that the chemistry was right, too. “Tom’s real easy to work with,” Yester remarks. “We had a real good relationship. I really wasn’t interested in telling him what to do. I just wanted to get the music out of him. That was the important thing. So, we talked about how he wanted to do it and I would make suggestions. There was a very good relationship between all of the band members. That album was absolutely the easiest one I’ve ever done in my life. It was done in, like, a week and a half . . . in the studio at Sunset Sound. One reason it was good, I think, was we couldn’t get the nighttime hours that I was looking for. We had to come in from ten to five every day. It took two days to get used to it, but once we did it was great. We were even awake when we got there, and it was like a job. Everybody was real alert and into it. We took our lunch breaks, came back and worked again. And we had the evening to do something with. It was like being human, you know?”

The Closing Time cut that seemed to attract the most attention was “Ol’ 55,” a subtle ode to that most American of infatuations, the car, and to the freedom it represents. On a VH1 Storytellers segment taped in 1999, Waits shed some light on what had inspired him to write “Ol’ 55.” He got the idea from a buddy of his named Larry Beezer. The two had hooked up at the Tropicana Motel, where Waits had lived for several years. Beezer knocked on Waits’s door in the middle of the night. He was on a date with a very young girl, he had to get her home to her parents, and he was out of gas. Beezer wanted Waits to lend him some gas money. In exchange, he promised, he’d supply Waits with some jokes for his act. Waits, of course, agreed. Beezer’s car, Waits then explained, was a ’55 Caddy, and it could only go in reverse. So Beezer drove his seventeen-year-old date home backwards along the Pasadena freeway.4

Waits’s passion for cars was enormous. By the early seventies, many Americans had become much more conservative in their gasoline consumption, and suddenly little foreign cars were everywhere. But Waits’s taste in automobiles remained stubbornly traditional. He was always in the market for an American classic, a big old boat that got two miles per gallon and could house a small family. Or, as he himself put it during a 1976 concert at Boston Music Hall, “Climb aboard that Oldsmobile and let it take you for a ride. No, thank you, on the economy car. I don’t like to ride around in the fetal position all night. I like the large one that’s about a half a block long.”5 The kind of car that Frank Waits would have dreamed of owning when it was the latest thing to hit the showroom floor. Now it was just a few blocks ahead of the tow truck. Bald tires, broken turn signals, several shades of primer — these Tom regarded as assets. Somehow it all made sense, given his worldview. He was attracted to cars — and to people — that had once been beautiful and full of promise but had fallen on hard times.

In a 1975 radio interview, Waits outlined his approach to car ownership. For one thing, the idea of forking over more than $150 or $200 for a car violated his principles. He’d rather pick up a twenty-five-dollar special and drive the thing until it cried uncle.6 Jerry Yester went with Waits on one of his car-hunting expeditions. “I helped him buy his ’52 Cadillac,” he laughs. “It was like a work of art and he trashed it on purpose. There were newspapers in it and old paper plates and plastic forks. Beer cans. It was a mess. Kind of an Andy Warhol thing.”

The most Tom ever spent for a car was $150. That bought him a 1955 Buick Roadmaster on National City’s Mile of Cars. He claimed that he “got snookered” on the purchase price, but he was in love with that Roadmaster and he had to have it. He kept it for three years, traveling a few miles here and there between breakdowns. During that time he poured $3,500 into repairs. One day, when the Roadmaster was parked in front of the local dry cleaner’s, its brakes finished, a stack of unpaid parking tickets jammed into its glove box, Waits knew that he’d had enough. He sold the thing to Ace Wrecking for twelve bucks.7

Despite Tom’s VH1 Storytellers yarn about Beezer, many people have insisted that the Roadmaster was the real inspiration behind “Ol’ 55.” Yester says, “I just love that song.” Recalling the Closing Time sessions, he explains, “we could sink our teeth into ‘Ol’ 55’ and get our pop rocks off. We were sitting around listening to the first take of it and Johnny [Seiter, who also drummed on the track] started singing harmonies to it. To hear Johnny’s voice singing with it, it was like, ‘Oh, jeez, get out there in front of a mike.’ Tom loved it and they sounded so great together.”

Waits has referred to his songs as short stories, and Closing Time is rife with tales of lost love and dashed dreams. “I Hope That I Don’t Fall in Love with You” is an evocation of pure loneliness. A barfly contemplates a woman sitting by herself farther down the bar. He begins to imagine the possibilities. Could she be interested in him? How should he approach her? Could they become lovers? Would he break her heart? Would she break his? He hunches over his glass of stout, failing to make his move. Finally the woman goes off alone into the night. “That’s one of those great story songs,” comments Yester. “I loved the way [Tom] played the guitar, because it was so unusual . . . It was always a surprise, even though I knew he was going to do it.”

Another one of Closing Time’s musical short stories was more of an imaginative stretch for Waits. “Martha” is about an elderly man who looks up his first sweetheart fifty years after their breakup. The narrative has an undeniable nostalgic charm, and Waits — despite his age — is convincing in his portrayal of a man who surveys his life and comes to a sad realization. Although he’s had a good ride, something has eluded him. Waits also wears his heart on his sleeve in the gorgeous “Grapefruit Moon.” It’s a simple tale of a man trying desperately to forget the woman he has lost; every time he comes close to succeeding, however, he hears their favorite song and he is wrecked anew. But love doesn’t always evade Waits’s dreamers: “Little Trip to Heaven (On the Wings of Your Love)” is a serene hymn of love and devotion. Then Waits gets frisky and playful, dishing up some funky blues laced with sexual innuendo in “Ice Cream Man.”

Closing Time fades out on the title track, a delicate instrumental suite that came dangerously close to not being recorded. Waits and Yester were working on a tune that just wasn’t coming together. Says Yester, “Then we said, ‘Well, what about “Closing Time?” I just started making phone calls. It was a Sunday evening or a late afternoon and [the problem] was just finding who was available. I found Jesse Ehrlich to play cello, and Jesse said, ‘Well, I got a young guy [Arni Egilsson] plays bass. He’s just wonderful. Here’s his number.’ I called him and he was in the middle of an afternoon barbecue and he’d had a few beers. He was feeling — he wasn’t drunk, but he was just really laid back. He came down, and Tony Terran was on trumpet.”

Yester describes what transpired as “one of those magical sessions that happens once in a great while where no one wants to leave once it’s over. Because it was so good and it happened so quickly. There wasn’t any pain, any strain at all. It just flowed out of everybody.” Yester continues: “Richie Moore recorded it live to track. We listened . . . and it was great. We just kept listening to it. I think we stayed for like three hours after we recorded the song.”

The songs that make up Closing Time are, in Yester’s estimation, still revolutionary. And he has never been able to pick a favorite. “Truthfully, all of them,” he smiles. He points out that “in early ’72, no one was doing stuff like that. ‘Virginia Avenue,’ give me a break. And ‘Ice Cream Man,’ and great stuff like that. And ‘Martha’ — who the hell was doing songs like that, except maybe Dave Van Ronk? Nobody was writing them. Tom was. His writing gift was huge. Obviously huge. And the way he played the piano, it was like Hoagy Carmichael, for Christ’s sake . . .”

One night while Waits was in Denver, Colorado, playing a little blues club called Ebbett’s Field, he had a brief conversation with a member of the house band. Guitarist Chuck E. Weiss had been hanging out at the club since he was a teenager, and he’d been lucky enough to play with veteran bluesman Lightnin’ Hopkins. Hopkins became Weiss’s mentor, and he took the skinny young guitarist with him on tour. Soon Weiss was playing with blues royalty — Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Dr. John — not to mention established rockers like Spencer Davis. In a 1999 interview broadcast on Colorado’s kbco Radio, Waits recalled that Weiss had initially caught his eye because he was dressed in a chinchilla coat and towering platform shoes. They were outside the club, it was icy, and the shoes were like skates. Weiss was scrambling to stay on his feet.8 Intrigued, Waits struck up a conversation with Weiss, and he was impressed when he learned of the Hopkins connection. At sixteen, Waits had seen the blues legend perform live. Waits and Weiss met up with one another again soon afterward, when Weiss moved to Hollywood, and the two became fast friends.

During the interval between signing with Elektra/Asylum and releasing Closing Time,  Waits’s involvement in the nightlife intensified. He wanted to live the marginal Charles Bukowski barfly lifestyle to its fullest. He wanted to frequent tough, smoky joints, shoot pool, mourn lost loves and opportunities. He wanted to search out beauty in squalor. On many nights, he could be found in some one-horse taproom where Budweiser was a sissy drink and if a woman wasn’t mistreating you, it just meant you couldn’t find one. Only in these havens for hard drinkers could he mix with the kind of people he felt compelled to write about. He was feeding his understanding of them.

“We used to go play pool a lot. We used to go drinking a lot — when drinking was fun instead of suicidal,” Yester laughs. “There was a place in Burbank that was fifty cents an hour for a nine-foot table covered with cigarette burns. And cheap beer, cheap Coors. Tom really loved those kinds of places. It had that kind of funkin’ atmosphere.”

When Waits looks back on this era, he does so with amusement and a tinge of regret. In 1982 he told Dave Zimmer of Bam,  “During that period, it was like going to a costume party and coming home without changing. I really became a character in my own story. I’d go out at night, get drunk, fall asleep underneath a car. Come home with leaves in my hair, grease on the side of my face, stumble into the kitchen, bang my head on the piano and somehow chronicle my own demise and the parade of horribles that lived next door.”9

Even though Waits was committed to witnessing and engaging in as many different experiences as he could, he wasn’t endlessly resilient, and he did suffer the occasional jolt. Yester says that one of his favorite memories of Tom came out of an incident that occurred early on while they were working on Closing Time . Yester was mixing the album at Wally Heider Recording, which was located right in the middle of one of Hollywood’s shabbier districts, a neighborhood that Waits had yet to explore. “We’d start working on the tunes and he didn’t like to hang around,” says Yester. “He didn’t want to hear it that many times. He was out just soaking up the atmosphere of Coyne and the Boulevard, which was hookers and all the strange population down in Hollywood at that time — God, it’s a hundred times weirder now! It was very colorful.” One day, Yester explains, “Tom was gone for an hour, and he came back in and he was like . . . white. And just shaking a little. I said, ‘Jesus, Tom, what’s the matter?’ And he’s, like, ‘I just came on to a guy.’” Laughs Yester, “He’s like, ‘This guy was one of the most beautiful women I ever saw in my life! We were going to go up to her place, and right before she said, “You know I’m a man?”’ That really shook [Tom’s] foundation.”

Waits took his show on the road, but when he wasn’t touring he was in Los Angeles working on Closing Time . He had a little one-bedroom house in the Silver Lake district of L.A., and he described his setup to Rich Wiseman of Rolling Stone like this: “I live in a predominately Mexican-American neighborhood and I get along fine there. My friends won’t come over. It’s a hovel. My landlord is about ninety. He’s always coming over and asking if I live here. And my neighbor up front is a throwback to the fifties, an old harlot. She wears these pedal pushers and gold-flecked spiked heels and has a big bouffant hairdo. She has one of the worst mouths I’ve ever heard. I wake up to that. I need a place that is cluttered so I can see the chaos. It’s like a visual thesaurus.”10

Chuck E. Weiss was also living in Silver Lake then, but he eventually moved into the Tropicana Motel, a funky little fleabag on Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood. The Tropicana was a rock-and-roll landmark. There, music-world banditos rubbed shoulders with groupies, rock-star wannabes, hard-luck cases, and drunken traveling salesmen. Record labels put up touring bands at the Tropicana. Andy Warhol filmed his cult movie Heat at this atmospheric locale, and Jim Morrison lived there for years during the glory days of The Doors — he was a Tropicana resident most of the time between 1966 and 1969, at which point he moved to the slightly more upscale Alta Cienega Motel on La Cienega Boulevard. Van Morrison wrote “T.B. Sheets” and several other songs while staying at the Tropicana. Fred Neil was registered there when he recorded “Everybody’s Talkin’.” Big Brother and the Holding Company, Rhinoceros, Bob Marley and the Wailers, and Alice Cooper all made the Tropicana their Hollywood base of operations at one time or another.

Rumors circulated that all sorts of crimes and misdemeanors — ranging from rampant drug use to deviant sex — were being committed at the Tropicana, but as long as you didn’t kill anyone and you paid the rent on time, the management couldn’t care less. Even the Hollywood cops didn’t want to know about it unless the mayhem started spilling out into the streets.

Music and film producer Mary Aloe lived at the Tropicana when she first moved to Los Angeles. “There was this divey hole called the Tropicana,” she recalls, “but it was in the heart of West Hollywood and I wanted to be in the heart of West Hollywood . . . It was like a Motel 6 with shag carpeting. Barely a good, working T.V. . . . old cigarette-butt holes burned in different things. There was a gold bedspread. Who knows if it had ever been washed? Met a lot of characters, mostly in the music business. Of course, I was some little debutante girl coming in with money. They tried to get me to invest in their projects.” Aloe says that some rooms had several people living in them; others were rented by those who needed some place “for a quickie — they’d picked up some trick in Hollywood.” At the Tropicana, she continues, you could mingle with “the famous and the infamous. Then you’d get your people who would stumble in there along the way and had no idea, like me.”

In October of 1970 Janis Joplin was found dead in a “suite” of a seedy Hollywood motel. Rumors spread quickly that it was the Tropicana, although some other stories have suggested that it might have been Landmark Motor Hotel in L.A. or the more upscale Chateau Marmont in Beverly Hills (where just over a decade later, comedian John Belushi would also die from an overdose). Tainted by the word of its part in the tragedy, the Tropicana fell on hard times for a while. It became a curiosity, a stop on the tour itinerary of morbid fans eager for a glimpse of the place where Janis supposedly drew her last breath. Actress Sylvia Miles, while starring in Warhol’s Heat,  stayed in the room where the death was believed to have taken place, and she claimed that she was often awakened in the wee hours by thrill-seekers in pursuit of the ghost of Janis.11

But Chuck E. Weiss did not choose to become a Tropicana resident because of the motel’s storied past. The deciding factor for him was the little greasy spoon next door — Duke’s. Weiss fell in love with both the menu and the atmosphere. Duke’s became his favorite hangout. “I was driving from Silver Lake to there every day to eat,” explains Weiss, “and I thought, ‘I’ll just move in there.’ About seven, eight months later Tom moved in. There were a lot of different people there. Sam Shepard, the playwright, was living there. The Dead Boys were there. Levi and the Rockats were living there. Pretty soon, Blondie would stay there. I’m sure this was because of Tom. As soon as he moved in the place started to get an international reputation.”12

Waits further boosted the motel’s “international reputation” by mentioning the fact that he lived at the Tropicana in the liner notes of his 1976 album Small Change . This triggered one of the most persistent of all the Waits myths. Nearly every Waits fan has heard a variation of it: late one night, a friend of a friend of a friend, feeling drunk and melancholy, dials the number. A barely awake Waits answers, and the fan gushes on for a minute or two about the brilliance of Waits’s work and how Waits is the only one who truly understands the caller. Waits finally replies, irritably, “Yeah, well, that’s great, but I’m trying to sleep here,” and hangs up.

While this did, in fact, occur from time to time, if it happened as often as the mythmakers claimed, Waits wouldn’t have had a good night’s sleep through the late seventies. In a 1980 interview included in the press kit for his album Heartattack and Vine,  Waits conceded that it had been a dumb idea to advertise his location. He added that lots of people with “clinical problems” had phoned, and he had no idea what he was supposed to have said to them.13

Tom’s rent at the Tropicana was nine dollars a night. He has said that in the nine years he lived there he was never provided with clean sheets or towels, but he never complained because he didn’t want to make waves.14

He brought in a piano, stuck it in the back room, and the Tropicana became a funky little homestead for him. That homestead soon became as spectacularly cluttered as the one at Silver Lake had been. Sheet music and beer cans and empty food containers and clothes and nudie mags and wine bottles and cigarette packages and records were all drawn into the vortex.

Acquiring a new cachet as the living quarters of Tom Waits, the Tropicana filled up with struggling musicians. A pre–Fleetwood Mac Stevie Nicks and Lindsey Buckingham holed up at the Tropicana when they came to Hollywood and got their first recording contract; their debut album, Buckingham-Nicks,  was released in 1973. Punk and New Wave acts like The Dickies, The Dead Boys, The Ramones, and Blondie all stayed at the Tropicana when they were in town. Tom Petty’s Heartbreakers lived there, too, though Petty himself chose a little dive in East Hollywood called the Hollywood Premiere — which he describes as even less “luxurious” than the Tropicana.15 Somehow, the Tropicana had become the preferred address of the rock scene, and Tom Waits was the establishment’s unshaven figurehead.

By the time Waits’s debut album was delivered to Asylum, Geffen knew that he had something special on his hands. “I always thought that [Tom] would become an important artist,” says Geffen, “because his songs were so great — although his records tended to become slightly more esoteric, one after the other. There was never, I think, an album with quite the collection of commercial songs that were on his first album.”

Closing Time quickly started generating a buzz within the recording industry. Part of that buzz involved a linking of Waits with another singer/songwriter whose debut album had also just come out. The two new artists found themselves being heralded as nothing less than the future of rock and roll. In retrospect, it’s hard to imagine how such profoundly different musicians could have been lumped together in such a way: Tom Waits and Bruce Springsteen? Closing Time and Greetings from Asbury Park NJ? Then everyone started trying to figure out which of the two would be the next rock superstar. Waits dismisses the whole thing. “They always try to create scenes — just making connections so that they can create a circuitry. It all has to do with demographics and who likes what. If you like that, you’ll like this. If you like hair dryers, you’ll like water heaters. Then you try to distinguish yourself in some way, which is essential — you find your little niche. When you make your first record, you think that’s all I’m gonna do is make a record. Then you make a record and you realize now I’m one of a hundred thousand people who have records out. Okay, now what? Maybe I oughta shave my head.”16

Closing Time’s producer didn’t buy into the hype, either. Yester was convinced that they’d created a great album — “I knew that for an absolute fact” — and that’s all that mattered. He didn’t have to be told by the cultural pundits that Tom Waits was here to stay: “I knew it the first time that I met him and he was in my living room, playing the stuff. You’d have to be a dummy to miss it. All I had to do was keep out of the way. That was the whole point of the thing. That’s what I try and do with an artist. With Tom and Tim Buckley — it was the same kind of case. The talent is so big that it’s really easy to keep out of the way. I just feel very fortunate that I was there. I [only] feel that way about a couple of albums. [ Closing Time is] definitely one, and Goodbye & Hello by Tim Buckley.”

Neither Closing Time nor Greetings from Asbury Park enjoyed immediate commercial success, but both turned out to be sleepers, selling steadily for years. Springsteen, of course, did evolve into the icon the media had predicted he would become, in the process filling stadiums worldwide, selling millions of albums, and spawning countless imitations. Waits has always been quite comfortable with the way things worked out: “I saw Bruce in Philadelphia when I was about twenty-five, and he killed me — just killed me. I don’t know, no one sits down to write a hit record. I got to a point where I became more eccentric — my songs and my worldview . . . Everybody’s on their own road, and I don’t know where it’s going.”17

It’s evident, however, that commercial success is no barometer of influence. The list of artists who cite Waits as an inspiration is long and impressive. To name a few, there are grunge leader Eddie Vedder of Pearl Jam, hip-hop folkie Beck, Les Claypool and the alternative pop-rock funk-metal band Primus, Paul Westerberg of the pioneering Minneapolis band The Replacements, and punk-Irish traditionalists Shane McGowan and The Pogues. Also identifying Waits as one of the best singer/songwriters around are rock experimentalists Sparklehorse, country singer/songwriter and producer Rodney Crowell, alternative chanteuse P. J. Harvey, rapper Everlast of House of Pain, and even actor/singer Mandy Patinkin.

Multiplatinum Canadian singer/songwriter Sarah McLachlan, founder of the all-woman Lilith Fair tour, says that Closing Time touched her deeply when she was growing up, and it still has a hold on her imagination. “I don’t get an opportunity to listen to music too much,” she admits, “so when I feel the need to listen to music, I put on my old faithful [albums] that I know are going to work for me. I have ten cds I’ve had for years and years . . . like Tom Waits’s Closing Time . I’ll never, ever tire of that record. It’s timeless.” McLachlan covered “Ol’ 55” on her EP The Freedom Sessions .

David Geffen envisioned building Waits’s reputation by offering his songs to other artists. Creating exposure for a fledgling artist by inviting more established acts to record his or her material was a strategy that Geffen had implemented for years, dating back to the days when he managed Laura Nyro. Pop songstress Nyro had, like Waits, been adored by the critics from the outset of her career, but she’d had trouble accessing a broad audience, so Geffen went to work convincing some big-name acts to record her songs. As a result, Laura Nyro songs became hits for such luminaries as The Fifth Dimension (“Blowin’ Away,” “Wedding Bell Blues,” and “Stoned Soul Picnic”), Three Dog Night (“Eli’s Comin’”), Blood, Sweat and Tears (“And When I Die”), and Barbra Streisand (“Stoney End”).

Now it was Tom Waits’s turn, and Geffen flexed his networking muscles. “I turned Bette Midler on to his music. And a lot of other people. I put The Eagles together with his music. I tried to get Rod Stewart to record one of his songs.” Geffen suggested to The Eagles that they record “Ol’ 55.” In a Hollywood bar one night, Tom ran into an Eagle who told him that the band had heard the song and was thinking of recording it. Waits was flattered. Shortly afterward, he hit the road for about three months. He didn’t hear another thing about it until “Ol’ 55” showed up on The Eagles’ 1974 album On the Border . The band also released “Ol’ 55” as a single (the flip side was a tribute to actor James Dean).

The Eagles’ version of “Ol’ 55” was solid, well recorded, but it was characterized by the band’s Southern California country-rock vibe, and it didn’t approach the depths of Waits’s own recording. For The Eagles, “Ol’ 55” was just a car, but for Waits it was a lifeline. An unimpressed Waits called the On the Border version of his ode to the automobile “antiseptic” and then remarked that the only good thing he could think of to say about your average Eagles album was that it kept the dust off the turntable. Soon afterward, Fairport Convention and Matthews Southern Comfort alumnus Ian Matthews gave “Ol’ 55” a shot, as did folk singer Eric Andersen. Tom finally concluded that he much preferred his own version.18

In the meantime, Herb Cohen had employed the Geffen strategy and talked Tim Buckley into trying his hand at recording a Tom Waits song. Buckley was himself a respected songwriter with several acclaimed albums under his belt  — Happy Sad (1969), Starsailor (1970) — and a cult following to boot, so some industry insiders were surprised at his decision to include a version of Waits’s “Martha” on his 1974 album Sefronia . But the decision turned out to be a wise one. Buckley added his own twist to this gentle, wistful tune without sabotaging Waits’s intentions.

As his old songs, for better or for worse, took on new life, Waits was moving ahead. He’d taken his act on the road, winning new fans by delivering the goods in person. He’d been writing some new songs. Closing Time was launched, and now it was time to record a new album.
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