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To my parents, Albert and Ellen Carlin




“I’m in love—what’s that song?

I’m in love—with that song.”

—“Alex Chilton”
(Chris Mars/Paul Westerberg/Tommy Stinson)
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SONG CYCLE


One recent afternoon, I padded upstairs to my bedroom, dug up some legal weed I had stashed in a drawer, and got stoned. It was just after lunch, usually the most productive part of my workday, and the late summer sun illuminated my midday indulgence in clear, withering light. Back in my basement office ten minutes later, I donned my fancy Bose headphones (noise-canceling, consciousness-consuming, sonically perfected to some canine ear degree) and crawled under my desk to escape all other stimuli. I had important work to do. I clicked the Play button on my iTunes, lay down on the floor, and closed my eyes, preparing to hear—I mean really hear—Van Dyke Parks’s 1967 album, Song Cycle, for the first time.

Full disclosure: I’ve owned a copy of Song Cycle for at least twenty years and have listened to it, or tried to, dozens of times. I had known the record’s legend for probably twenty years before I bought it, and had come to admire the music in its grooves even as I found it inscrutable and—how can I put this?—an experience that was something other than fun. And I like eccentric art. But Song Cycle threw me off time after time. It requires your full attention and a willingness to open your ears and your mind, cut loose every expectation of popular music you might possess and let it take you over.

So, I went under my desk. No one else was in the house. The lights were dark, and so was my cell phone. Cut off, I willed the modern world away: the Twitter rage, the sanctity of shareholder value, the desiccated dreams, the institutionalized fuckery, the fact that everything is worse than it’s ever been—but when has that not been true?

In 1967, Van Dyke Parks, a twenty-four-year-old classically trained composer and pianist with his antennae tuned to the avant-most edge of the garde, came to his latest opportunity with wild ambitions. Given a multi-album contract with Warner Bros. Records (WBR), a deal that came with a big recording budget, creative control, and no deadline, Parks composed songs for an original album that would marry his intricately orchestrated music with Delphic lyrics invoking the dreams and disasters of America’s past while also opening new horizons for musical and spiritual exploration. Like the Beatles’ in-progress pop art masterpiece, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and the Beach Boys’ unfinished psychedelic/symphonic Smile, on which Parks had served as Brian Wilson’s collaborator in 1966, Parks’s debut album would create its own curiously sparkling world. As Parks and his twenty-five-year-old WBR staff producer Lenny Waronker agreed, they would enter the studio each morning with no guidelines or boundaries. If Parks heard a sound in his head, he and Waronker would work for however long it took, using whatever tools they had or could invent, to capture it on tape.

None of this was normal—not in the popular music business of the mid-1960s, anyway. In 1967, when the top five singles of the year were, in descending order, Lulu’s old-school pop hit “To Sir with Love,” the Box Tops’ straight-rocking “The Letter,” Bobbie Gentry’s gothic country ballad “Ode to Billie Joe,” the Association’s romantic “Windy,” and the Monkees’ pop-rock “I’m a Believer,” the vast majority of pop songs could still be recorded, from basic track to vocals to overdubs, before lunch. But that’s not what Parks and Waronker intended to do, and it wasn’t what the visionary executive reinventing their record company wanted.

After I hit Play, I had time for a deep breath before the rising sound of a bluegrass band filled the emptiness: banjos, strummed guitars, a slide guitar, a string bass, and voices, all clattering through “Black Jack Davy,” an ancient American folk song about a scalawag who seduces a proper lady into abandoning her family and taking up with him. The rattletrap fades in fifty seconds, revealing a song within another song. This is “Vine Street,” an original tune Parks commissioned from fellow composer, pianist, and newly signed Warner Bros. artist Randy Newman. The scratchy opening vignette blooms into a string quartet and the winsome voice of Parks, as he describes what we’ve just heard: a tape of his old band, a folk combo of no repute whose members have long since vanished from his life.

Parks’s strings leap and tumble, speeding up and slowing down, alluding to eighteenth-century Europe, nineteenth-century ragtime, and the sentimental movie soundtracks of twentieth-century Hollywood, that never-never land where “dreams are still born.”

Or is that stillborn?

Hmm.

And here comes more, more, more: String sections collide with electronic keyboards, which keep their distance from the Russian violins and balalaikas. Steam locomotives rumble west in one song and then chug eastward through another. There are birds and single-cylinder motors; the dying blast of the Titanic’s basso magnifico horn; then a tattered verse of “Nearer My God to Thee,” artificially Dopplered to portray our movement past the doomed vessel. There are harps, chattering locust percussion, and electronic distortions of Parks’s wispy vocals, his words and melodies cloaked in gossamer and subjected to the cardboard tape-yawing device he and Waronker jury-rigged onto the recorder’s spindle and dubbed “the Farkle.” Also, they sped up almost every song. “I used to speed up everything,” Waronker says. “I was taking so much speed back then it just sounded better that way.”1

Parks was just as keen on high-velocity consciousness, and sometimes the fellows would get so pilled up they’d have to run around the block to calm themselves down between takes. But even when they were high, they were not sloppy. Parks was one of the rare hippie musicians who brought unerring discipline to his galactic explorations. His lyrics—multi-entendred musings on life, liberty, and the inevitability of death and failure—are Joycean in their linguistic invention and their Farkled perspective of America and the outer limits of physical and metaphysical existence.

Song Cycle clocks in at less than thirty-three minutes, but it’s such complicated listening that it can feel like hours. Just try to track the quirky harmonics written into the string charts or all the colliding time signatures, or the way a steam whistle cry jumps off the horn section’s melody in the middle of “The All Golden” and is then quickly resolved by the horn’s next note. Can you tell if the operatic shriek at the start of “By the People” belongs to a trained soprano or to a theremin wailing through the top of its range? I can’t. Then come the church bells and claps of thunder and a fiddle that is part front porch sing-along, part German surrealist horror movie. “Strike up the band brother, hand me another bowl of your soul,” Parks and his chorus chirp amid the bells and the light drumming of a rainstorm. “We now are near to the end / If you stay with the show say we all had to go…”

Later, I sat in my backyard blinking in the sunlight. Now it was Song Cycle that had me spinning. The inventiveness, the skirting of the impossible, the Farkling of reality by a pair of ambitious youngsters with more daring than common sense. So, what were they doing in the employ of a major American entertainment corporation?



To Mo Ostin, then the chief of the Reprise half of Warner/Reprise Records, Song Cycle was the living example of the albums he wanted his record label to be producing. This was in 1967 when Ostin was first in the position to put his imprimatur on the record company he’d been managing for nearly a decade. Forty years old and only just beyond the dark suits and skinny striped ties of the midcentury executive, Ostin had neither the look nor the spirit of a radical. He’d come up in the music business through the widely admired jazz label Verve Records in the 1950s and was tapped by Frank Sinatra to run his about-to-launch boutique label, Reprise, in 1960. When the singer sold his company to Warner Bros. Pictures tycoon Jack Warner in 1963, Reprise merged with Warner Bros. Records in a new company called Warner/Reprise. The conjoined labels ran mostly independently from one another, with Ostin at the fore of Reprise while WB’s Joe Smith performed the same duty at Warner Bros. The pair of execs came from different backgrounds and had very different personalities, but in the mid-1960s both had been quick to recognize that society, and particularly popular music, was on the verge of a significant shift.

If you were listening in 1966, you could hear it growing: in the increasingly esoteric songs of the Beatles, in the literary nuance of Simon and Garfunkel’s lyrics, in the Howlin’ Wolf–meets–Ornette Coleman psychedelia of the Grateful Dead and so many other glitter-eyed bands lighting up the night in San Francisco. And you heard it not just in the music but also in all that other sixties business, in the don’t-trust-anyone-over-thirty stuff; the smash-the-stateism; the tune in, turn on, drop outedness; the everybody get together and try to love one another right now of it all.

The New Youth, as music critic and cultural observer Ralph J. Gleason called them, wanted the world and they wanted it now. And it seemed like a reasonable demand. It wasn’t like their parents were doing anything worthwhile with it.



In the circle of hip young artists in Los Angeles in the mid-1960s, Van Dyke Parks was always somewhere near the center. Most of the L.A. scenesters, the Roger McGuinns and David Crosbys, the Peter Fondas and so on, knew him best for being Brian Wilson’s collaborator for the Beach Boys’ mysteriously shelved psychedelic masterpiece Smile and for his contributions to the Byrds and Buffalo Springfield. He had charisma and could often be found delivering magnetic disquisitions on philosophy, history, and the pursuit of transcendent consciousness. Chicks dug that sort of thing, and Parks dug chicks, none more than his artist wife, Durrie. Parks was impish, five foot eight on a good day, with the paisley-and-tweed look of a stylish PhD candidate. Smart, talented, and handsome, the baby-faced post-collegiate Parks also had a life on him that you would not believe.

Born to a psychiatrist and English teacher and raised in Lake Charles, Louisiana, Van Dyke had spent his grade school years developing a crystalline falsetto perfect enough to earn him a slot as a soloist in the American Boychoir. Attending the group’s boarding school in Princeton, New Jersey, Parks paid his tuition by taking jobs in New York City, first as the lead soloist in Arturo Toscanini’s 1951 live television production of Gian Carlo Menotti’s one-act opera Amahl and the Night Visitors. Parks’s stage presence earned him a side career in acting, playing a young neighbor on Jackie Gleason’s TV sitcom The Honeymooners, and then a child on opera singer Ezio Pinza’s short-lived family TV show, Bonino. The boy spent a summer in Hollywood performing in The Swan, a costume drama starring Grace Kelly, Alec Guinness, and Louis Jourdan. No one intimidated him. He’d already met, and sung Christmas carols in the kitchen of the Boychoir’s Princeton neighbor Albert Einstein; the genius accompanied the young singers on his fiddle.

After a year studying piano, composition, and arranging at Carnegie Tech (now Carnegie Mellon University), Parks dropped out and joined his older brother Carson in a folk duo they called the Steeltown Two. The brothers moved to Los Angeles in 1962, only to break up their act a year later. Set loose in the recording studios and salons frequented by the city’s hippest young musicians, actors, and writers, Parks wrote and/or recorded a few clever singles for MGM, including “Number Nine,” a pop interpretation of the central theme in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, and “High Coin,” a sparkling tune that describes the heights of his ambition. “I’m going for high coin baby,” he declared.

“I’m fine, it’s my time.”

Parks never recorded “High Coin” himself, but a handful of other artists did, and when he first heard Skip Battin’s version on his car radio, Lenny Waronker, a young record producer who had just taken an Artists and Repertoire (A&R) staff job with Warner/Reprise, lurched his car to the curb to listen closely. No kid could have written that song, he thought. But Parks was two years younger than Waronker, and when they met, the two musical adventurers became fast friends and recording studio collaborators.

On the day in late 1966 when Waronker brought Parks to meet Ostin in the Warner/Reprise offices across the street from the movie studio’s back lot in Burbank, the erudite artist enraptured the executive like no other musician, save Frank Sinatra, had ever done. Parks wrote great songs, had a unique voice, and could master any instrument. He could write arrangements for rock bands and orchestras, and he thought like a futurist. Eager to get Parks on board in every conceivable capacity, Ostin engaged him not just as a recording artist but also as a studio musician, arranger, and producer. Who knew where Parks’s brains, talents, and ambitions would take the company next? When the musician signed the deal on January 5, 1967, Ostin didn’t bother hiding his glee. “We thought he was a phenomenon.”

The Song Cycle recording sessions began in the spring and continued for more than six months, nearly as much time as it would take the Beatles to record Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and twice as long as it took Brian Wilson to create Pet Sounds for the Beach Boys in 1966. The only reason the Beatles could get away with spending that much time in the studio was because they were the most successful rock band in the world. That an artist with no commercial success would be allowed such a Beatle-size privilege was unheard of—except at the new Warner/Reprise, where artists really did come first.

Sometimes Parks would book a dozen or more session musicians and hand out fully composed scores for them all to follow. Other times, he’d call players in one or two at a time and arrange parts as they went along. Still other times, Parks and Waronker would come in alone so the artist could record keyboard tracks, or the two of them could work with sound engineer Lee Herschberg to find new ways to enhance or distort the sound of what they’d already recorded.

Herschberg, already a seasoned engineer with credits on records by Frank Sinatra, Lawrence Welk, Sammy Davis Jr., and many others, remembers the Song Cycle sessions as entirely professional: no scarves over the lampshades, no incense burning, and no colored bulbs screwed into the fixtures—only cigarette smoke in the air and the thrum of group creativity, its pitch elevated just a few cycles by the electrified blood running through Parks’s and Waronker’s veins.

Parks had opted to record for the Warner Bros. Records side of the company, and when its managing director, Joe Smith, came to hear the just-finished album in the fall of 1967, he took in the thirty-three minutes of musical dream logic and gave Waronker a quizzical look.

“Song Cycle, huh?”

“Yep.”

“So, where are the songs?”

The former Top 40 disc jockey turned promotion man turned company leader couldn’t hear the record—or he heard it, but he couldn’t comprehend its place in the pop music galaxy. But Smith could definitely see how much money Waronker and Parks had spent in the studio: somewhere between $75,000 and $85,000, which at that time made Song Cycle the most expensive album in Warner Bros. history. And for all that money, they’d brought him a record that didn’t have a single tune Smith could imagine hearing on even the underground radio stations popping up on the scarcely populated FM dial.

Smith left the room muttering and shaking his head. Waronker looked over at a red-faced Parks and waved it off with a casual hand. Don’t worry, man. There was no way Song Cycle wasn’t going to be released, Waronker insisted. As it turned out, the producer didn’t have to say a word to anyone. When Jac Holzman, founder, president, and chief A&R man of the still-independent folksy-artsy label Elektra Records, came to visit his Burbank colleagues and heard the Song Cycle acetate coming from Smith’s office, he sat to hear the whole thing. Afterward, when he heard Smith’s grousing about the thing’s weirdness, the fucking eighty big ones they’d spent, and the complete absence of commercial outlets willing to promote the thing, he interrupted him with the incredulous response, “You don’t want to release that? Shit, I’ll put it out tomorrow. What do you want for it?”

Smith may not have had the taste for musical adventure that Ostin had just then, but he had the rare capacity to understand that he didn’t know everything. He was also aware of Holzman’s magical ears. Less than a year earlier, Holzman had picked up on the nearly unknown L.A. band the Doors, who had paid him back instantly by becoming one of the top acts in the United States. And as Smith would admit to anyone, including people who hadn’t even asked, he was a Jewish kid from a nowheresville suburb of Boston, who had gotten lucky in radio and even luckier when he got into the record business. Parks was obviously brilliant, Waronker had his nose to the ground, and between those two and now Holzman trying to get his beak into it …

“Oh no,” Smith said. “We’re definitely putting it out. That’s a Warner Bros. record. For sure.”

On November 1, 1967, Smith got the Song Cycle ball rolling with a memo to the company’s network of promotions staffers, the local reps who hand-sold Warner Bros. vinyl to record distributors, disc jockeys, record store owners, and anyone else who could push a record into the hearts and minds of cash-carrying citizens. The promo men knew the value of the Next Big Thing, but like all professionals plying a fickle trade, they needed delicate handling, especially when the going got weird.

And handle them is exactly what Smith did in his memo. He started with a comic apology for not seeing them more often. (“I run around with only the top people now. Any night I can be seen with the Grateful Dead and other nice guys.”) He ran through some news about Peter, Paul and Mary’s new single and coming releases from the Association and Petula Clark before coming to a hard pivot.

“In November we have some strange LPs that will have you wondering if we’ve all gone on pot and acid out here. However, there are some changes in the business as you have learned and are learning from Arlo Guthrie and the Grateful Dead and etc., and a lot of things make sense now that wouldn’t have a while back.”

Bracing himself.

“We’ve got this new genius kid, Van Dyke Parks, with the wildest, most overpowering record I’ve heard in years. It’s very, very, very different and you won’t be able to drop it off without some explanation. More on that from us later.”

But hey, isn’t it almost Christmas?

“Keep going with that good product. It’s been a groovy year and we can wind it up big. Talk to you guys soon.”2



When Waronker played Song Cycle for Mo Ostin, Smith’s counterpart down the hall all but ordered a crate of champagne. He was still a Sinatra man at heart, but Ostin, who had signed Parks and then honored his whimsical request to have his music released through the Warner Bros. Records side of Warner/Reprise, could also hear how special this outlandish music was. Parks’s imagist lyrics had the fractal quality of Pablo Picasso’s cubist portraiture (misshapen eyes peering in two directions at once, mouths smiling and sneering at the same time), a reality distorted to the point of being the truest thing you’d ever seen or heard. “We thought we had the next Beatles,” Ostin says. He could already anticipate the great reviews Song Cycle would get. It was, he insisted, the perfect album for the recalibrated record company: artistically ambitious, wholly unique, entirely beautiful. He was sure it would be a smash, but even if it wasn’t, that was nearly beside the point.

Released in early 1968, Song Cycle hit the small but growing community of serious pop/rock critics like a burning bush. To the New Yorker, Parks’s creation was “a milestone in American pop music,” words echoed almost exactly by New York Magazine, who heard “A Milestone in Pop.” Time described the album as “all shimmering beauty.” Jazz & Pop went all in, hailing it as “the most important, creative and advanced pop recording since Sgt. Pepper.” Esquire included a wink and a nod with its “High Album of the Year,” but Stereo Review played it completely straight, designating it as nothing short of the “Record of the Year.”

The problem: hardly anyone wanted to buy the thing. Even after a year, Song Cycle’s sales stayed frozen somewhere around ten thousand copies, which would have been disappointing for an album that cost twenty thousand or even fifteen thousand dollars to make. And given Song Cycle’s eighty-K ticket, the situation was … well, problematic. So, what do you do with an eighty-thousand-dollar critical smash that can’t find an audience?

At Warner/Reprise, that’s where Stan Cornyn came in. A Grammy-winning author of liner notes and a publicity wordsmith going back to Warner Bros. Records’ first months in 1958, Cornyn had recently been tapped to serve as Warner/Reprise’s new director of advertising. The fact that he had never before written an advertisement, and in fact viewed the form with contempt, was not just okay with Ostin and Smith; it was what qualified Cornyn for the job. Ads for pop records, to the extent that they existed, had always been dull. Surely any change at all would be an improvement. And the lately fledged adman did not disappoint.

In pursuit of a public voice to reflect Warner/Reprise’s changing identity, Cornyn created an entirely new style of record advertisement. Aimed directly at the educated young record buyers whom Ostin and Smith envisioned as their core audience, Cornyn’s first Song Cycle ad was published on a full page in Rolling Stone and in dozens of the local underground newspapers in early 1969, more than a year after its release. Cornyn divided the page into halves, the top devoted to an enormous headline, which in this case was:


HOW WE LOST $35,509 ON

“THE ALBUM OF THE YEAR”

(DAMMIT)

Here’s what we did. Put out Van Dyke Parks’ “Song Cycle.”

Enough said? Hardly.



The next dozen paragraphs not only focused on the artist and his music, but also traced the profile of the new Warner/Reprise, a funky establishment with nothing to hide and even less corporate jive to hide it in. So, first of all, Cornyn wrote, don’t bother feeling bad about the company’s financial losses. But there was a dynamic at work. “Our Mr. Waronker” was the resident genius in charge of the label’s “tough sell stuff,” and he’d spared no expense to produce Song Cycle. The chorus of ecstatic reviews made it clear that the risk had been worth it.

But, as Cornyn admitted, not everyone was equally excited, particularly not WBR topper Joe Smith.

“Our Mr. Smith takes a jaundiced view of Art. After about a month of tub thumping, Our Mr. Smith shook his head and said, ‘Van Dyke’s album is such a milestone, it’s sailing straight into The Smithsonian Institute, completely bypassing the consumer.’”

But the record really was everything the critics said it was, the ad insisted. “You shouldn’t—honestly shouldn’t—miss ‘The Album of the Year.’”

And one last time, beneath the thumbnail picture of Song Cycle’s cover, came the final appeal: IT COST US $48,302.

Other than the fudged price tag for the album, had any record company, or any kind of company, ever been that transparent about how it did business? And when the gambit didn’t work, Cornyn published a follow-up:


Two weeks later,

And it still looks black for

“The Album of the Year”



“Two weeks ago, in this very space, we shoved it to you pretty good about Van Dyke Parks’ album of the year that lost us $35 thou…”

Another litany of blurbs followed, and then a delicious new offer. Fans who already had a copy of Song Cycle, and who had undoubtedly worn it out from constant playing, could send it back to Warner/Reprise central in Burbank, and if they included a penny in the envelope, they would receive two new copies, one for them and the other for a deserving friend. “We don’t expect a flood of mail on this one,” Cornyn noted. “Look, we’re already down for $35 thou. But if you feel about Parks as we do, send in your old copy and a penny to Our Mr. Cornyn. He’ll get right back to you.”

And yet the album refused to budge from the record shop shelves. Parks, meanwhile, was growing increasingly furious: Cornyn, with his ads, was trying to destroy his career! And Smith, for his part, continued to grumble about the Titanic-size hole Song Cycle had left in his annual budget.

Meanwhile, Mo Ostin applauded and called for everyone to take a bow. A cheer to Lenny Waronker for his bravura talent scouting and producing! To Parks for his beautiful weave of classical music theory and avant-garde experimentalism! And to good old Stan Cornyn for the sweetly satirical ads that not only celebrated the music and the artist but also made clear that Warner/Reprise would be like no other record company, or for-profit American company, that ever existed.

Who would have guessed where it would all lead, or that any one record company, let alone one that set out to ignore so many of the industry’s established practices, could sell so many hundreds of millions of records and rake in so many billions of dollars? And it wouldn’t be just a flash in the pan, its success limited to the cultural moment of the late 1960s. Warner/Reprise, known eventually as Warner Bros. Records, plain and simple, would remain at or very near the top of its industry for close to thirty years. The company would release culture-altering works by Jimi Hendrix, Joni Mitchell, James Taylor, the Grateful Dead, Neil Young, Fleetwood Mac, Prince, Madonna, Paul Simon, R.E.M., Tom Petty, Van Morrison, U2, the Sex Pistols, Frank Sinatra, Black Sabbath, Arlo Guthrie, and many, many more. All the while, Warner Bros. would boast the most productive and loyal staff in the industry, while also being beloved by artists, record buyers, and even its competitors.

How the devil did they do that?

During its peak era of 1967 through 1994, Warner Bros. Records was in both commercial and creative terms the most successful record company in the history of the music industry. And it all began one afternoon in 1967 when Mo Ostin gave the company’s producers the most unexpected instruction ever uttered by a top executive in a corporate record label.

Let’s stop trying to make hit records.
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WELCOME TO THE CHALET


The first time I crossed the threshold of Warner Bros. Records’ Burbank headquarters, I felt like I was coming home. There was music in the air, a warm greeting at the reception desk, and luxuriously broken-in leather sofas deep enough to draw you into a warm embrace. Then I noticed the framed photos, album covers, and other WBR memorabilia lining the walls—a visual history of the company, of American popular culture, and, in an abstract way, of my own life.

It starts with Frank Sinatra and the Everly Brothers; folk music superstars Peter, Paul and Mary; the revolutionary comedy of Bob Newhart, Richard Pryor, Steve Martin; and more. Vaulting into sixties rock ’n’ roll with the Kinks, Jimi Hendrix, and the Grateful Dead; and then the singer-songwriter seventies with Neil Young, James Taylor, Joni Mitchell, and Randy Newman, plus Van Morrison and the Doobie Brothers, most of them unknown at the time but all made into stars, and then superstars, and then Rock and Roll Hall of Famers. Step down a few frames, and here come the eighties in a nutshell: Devo, Van Halen, Talking Heads, Dire Straits, the Replacements, Madonna, R.E.M., ZZ Top, Paul Simon’s globe-trotting epics Graceland and The Rhythm of the Saints, and right into the next decade with the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Green Day. And all of it came out of this one company, located since 1975 in this airy palace of redwood, concrete, sparkling glass, and California ease nicknamed the Chalet for its resemblance to a luxe European mountain villa. Here they made albums that sold hundreds of millions, close to a billion, copies, unleashing a vast river of green; and made it look like fun, often like frolic. Because, to paraphrase the company’s storied chief writer, adman, and executive Stan Cornyn, the money took them only so far. They were, seriously and truly, in it for the music.

Easier said than done, but that ethos was real at Warner Bros. Records, and not just during the shaggy years, when the company’s plurality of offbeat, noncommercial artists made it the commercial nexus of the hippie counterculture. The ethos guided the company from the start of the reign of its beloved chairman Mo Ostin. A successful jazz label executive whose love for the music governed every decision he made, Ostin made the quality of the music, rather than the needs of its finance department, Warner/Reprise’s central priority. His philosophy signaled a shift that altered nearly everything about how the company functioned, from how it treated its artists to how it spoke to its customers. Ostin expected his executives and staffers to be as creative and daring as he wanted the artists to be. Established practices were fine for the other record companies, but as Ostin liked to tell his employees, no one at Warner/Reprise needed to follow anyone else’s lead: “Why do it their way?”1

Back in the present tense, a young woman came out to get me. She was the assistant to Lenny Waronker, now back to working as an Artists and Repertoire staffer, but previously the president of WBR and one of the most admired and successful record company chiefs in the industry. The assistant led me down a flight of stairs to the basement, where the A&R team went about their business of listening to demos from unsigned acts and tracking the work of the company’s current artists.

Waronker’s office was a small, cluttered space whose company-issued chairs and mini-sofa were overwhelmed by the demo packages, studio mixes of albums in progress, executive memos, press releases, finished CDs and DVDs, thumb drives, and all the other detritus of the music-industrial complex.

See if you can find a place to sit, he said, gesturing toward the sofa. At seventy-two, Waronker was old enough to be the father or even the grandfather of many of his colleagues, but that was one of the reasons he loved being there. He wore jeans and a dark T-shirt beneath a button-up shirt he kept open and untucked. His brown hair has gone mousy gray over the years, but even in his eighth decade, he retained the tentative poise of the uncertain young man he’d been when he started at the company nearly fifty years earlier.

I had come to talk to him about an artist, but the conversation kept wandering back to WBR, the company he’d joined in April 1965. Waronker signed on just in time to witness the end of the era controlled by the original crop of executives, jazz-pop men who had no patience for the pounding racket that had exiled their music, good music, to the margins of the sales charts. But while you could knock the rock all you wanted, Daddy-o, there was no holding it back—not if you wanted to be in the record business, anyway.

Hired to be a junior A&R man and record producer, Waronker started his job convinced he would soon be fired. He had produced a handful of records for his dad’s indie label, Liberty Records, but he’d never made a hit in his life and had no confidence that he would ever figure out how it was supposed to be done. And as he knew, making hit records was by far the most important thing record producers were supposed to do.

Still, Waronker underestimated his own potential and quickly sent Harpers Bizarre’s chamber-pop cover of Simon and Garfunkel’s “59th Street Bridge Song (Feelin’ Groovy)” to the No. 13 post in Billboard’s Hot 100. A chain of Top 40 singles followed over the next few months, but Waronker’s real strength turned out to be producing full-length albums, a once-overlooked format that was fast becoming the industry’s dominant form.

Back in his office in 2013, Waronker spoke at length and with tangible pride about the company’s history. “It’s quite a story,”2 he said. One of his favorite parts took place in 1983, when he agreed, after many years of resisting, to become the president of the record company, a position that made him second only to Ostin, by then the chairman of all of Warner’s Los Angeles–based labels and their many subsidiaries. Before he started, Waronker, who knew next to nothing about the nonmusical aspects of running a record company, had asked Ostin to give him a detailed description of everything he was supposed to do and how each task should be done. Ostin agreed. The two were exceptionally close already, driving to work together and consulting with each other repeatedly and while carpooling home at the end of the day. Still, Waronker set a formal meeting, raiding the supply room for an armload of yellow legal pads and multicolor pens.

Waronker hauled his supplies to Ostin’s office, sat across the desk from his boss, and waited for him to start what he figured would be a detailed litany that would continue for hours. To start, Ostin gazed through a window to gather his thoughts. He furrowed his brow. Minutes passed without a word. Finally, Ostin looked straight at Waronker and started to speak. Even now, Waronker could remember every word he said. There weren’t very many of them.

“Just go do.”3

And that was it.

So informed, Waronker started his job as the president of the most successful record company of the rock ’n’ roll era. Recalling it for me in the cramped basement office where he currently resided, he laughed and shook his head. “Just go do. And that’s it, right? I couldn’t fucking believe it. He knew I didn’t know anything about business. I was terrified. I knew I was going to fall on my face.”4

But he didn’t. Instead, Waronker did exactly as Ostin had hoped, leaving most of the business details to his boss while he kept himself, and the company, focused on music. In many ways, it was the same job he’d been doing as vice president of Artists and Repertoire. But as the president of the label, with more clout at the company than anyone except Mo Ostin himself, Waronker was in a position to put into practice all he had learned from Ostin over the years. He wasn’t above wielding the corporate blade when he had to, but he was more likely to be the voice of reassurance when the going got tough. Of course they wanted to have hit records, but that wasn’t all they were after, not even in the go-go-go 1980s. Did you produce a flop? Waronker would shrug and ask one question: Is it good? And if the answer was “yes,” especially if the critics had noticed, Waronker would shrug again: Then don’t worry about it. We can’t ever get hurt by making good music.

Talking to Waronker reminded me of something I hadn’t thought about in more than forty years. I grew up in Seattle during the 1960s and ’70s, and my parents were hippies of the bourgeois subspecies; my dad was a research psychologist at the University of Washington who studied the effects of marijuana on its users’ consciousness, while my mom worked at a freaky art school near campus. When they participated in peace marches, my brother and I went on parade, too, sweet-faced tykes thrusting War Is Not Healthy for Children and Other Living Things placards above our heads. They ordered the whole-wheat crust at the Yellow Submarine pizza parlor and took us to puppet shows in Volunteer Park that made Punch and Judy symbolic figures for the oppressed and their oppressors. Counterculture idealism was the water I swam in as a child, and I was certain that it was only a matter of time before it took over all of mainstream society.

One place where I could see it clearly was in The 1969 Warner/Reprise Record Show, a double-record sampler of new music my dad had mail-ordered from Burbank. The shiny psychedelic cover only hinted at the music etched into the vinyl, including new cuts by the Grateful Dead, the Fugs, Frank Zappa, and Van Dyke Parks, along with jazz singer Ella Fitzgerald, New Orleans rhythm-and-blues man Fats Domino, folk singer Theo Bikel, and many others. But what stuck with me most were the liner notes, particularly the dust cover essay that promoted the double-disc samplers as the work of a “benevolent” record company that, along with its artists, had decided it was better to spread the music than to make a profit on the two-dollar samplers. But the essay also encouraged customers to be suspicious of big record companies, including Warner/Reprise, which was actually scheming to get listeners to pay full price for the records by the artists included on the sampler because … well, “We are not 100 percent benevolent.” But beneath the wisecracking and self-revelation lay the countercultural idealism that even the six-year-old me knew would soon be taking over the world. Except, of course, it didn’t.

But then I met Waronker, heard his stories, and began to wonder if my child’s-eye vision of utopia might have come true after all. Because everything I was hearing about Warner/Reprise, and not just during its mossy hippie years, told me that those ideals had actually been put into practice right here in Burbank; that Warner/Reprise had lived by those egalitarian values, had made doing good as important as doing well, believed fiercely in their art and one another, and had made this arrangement work for three extraordinarily profitable decades. And here was Waronker, one of the most important players throughout, a man who could currently be earning millions running another music empire, or consulting, or sitting on for-profit boards of vast multinational media groups—except all he wanted to do was hang out in a cluttered basement office talking about bands and records with similarly obsessed kids a third his age.

When it was time to go, I crossed Warner Boulevard and turned around to contemplate the wood-and-glass structure on the other side. I’d spent so many years assuming that all those long-ago visions of a new way of doing things had fallen to nothing. But they had been real for nearly thirty years, less than a hundred feet from where I was standing.
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WARNER BROS. RECORDS: TERRIBLY SOPHISTICATED SONGS


When the original Warner Bros. Records staffers were preparing the company’s first dozen albums for release in September 1958, they faced a curious challenge: many of the artists credited with making the records didn’t actually exist.

Obviously, someone had composed, arranged, and played the music that filled the albums’ grooves. Some of those people even had big reputations, as bandleaders and soloists whom other record companies had built into steady sellers and even low-level stars. The problem was that they were all still under contract to those other companies. Recording for Warner Bros. would be a cardinal sin against their contracts and an invitation to be sued by the large companies that employed them. But the label’s founding president, Jim Conkling, needed help getting his record label off the ground. A seasoned music executive whose wife was a professional singer, he had plenty of friends and family he could call on. Did anyone want to earn a little extra cash by recording some sprightly pop tunes? It would all be on the q.t., he promised. No names, no pictures. They’d credit the discs to one of the alter egos they planned to invent. So, musicians gathered, and tape rolled. The styles varied. They had Dixieland music, polkas, big bands, pop standards recorded with a Caribbean lilt, slack-key guitar, modernist pop, accordion-laced French pop. Soon they had close to a hundred songs ready to go, enough to fill a dozen albums at least. Conkling handed the tracks to his small staff. He’d done the best with what he had, and now it was their turn.

As the September release date drew closer, the handful of Warner execs gathered in a conference room and tried to make sense of things. How could they collect this stuff into albums? And even if they did, how were they supposed to package them so customers would want to buy them? They certainly couldn’t play the game by ordinary means. But what should their approach entail? They loosened their ties and folded shirtsleeves up over their forearms. The conference room hazed over in smoke. They ordered in dinner. They sent someone out to buy a few bottles of whiskey. The days stretched into evenings, then nights, then into the wee hours. They struggled and grumbled. They laughed a little, then a lot. Someone blazing away on his own all-nighter nearby pounded out a note to Conkling: Did he know that his employees were drunk and laughing like maniacs in the middle of the night? Well, he knew now. Maybe they could close the windows.

A kid they’d just hired, this tall, blond fellow who wrote liner notes, press releases, and the like, turned out to be a real crack-up. His name was Stan Cornyn, a recent Pomona College graduate who had quit an editorial job at Capitol Records because his boss was too strict about the rules of punctuation. Smart, a trifle conceited but charming enough to take the sting out of it, Cornyn picked up on the badinage around him and felt completely at home. Given a collection of big band instrumentals featuring guitar, the secret product of the guitarist Alvino Rey, Cornyn was charged with inventing a memorable album title, a nearly as memorable artist name, and liner notes that would make the whole package come alive. What he came up with was, indeed, truly distinctive. Titled Music for People with $3.98 Plus Tax (If Any), the album proclaimed itself the debut of Ira Ironstrings, introduced in Cornyn’s liner notes as an outsize character glowing like neon across the moribund big band scene. His record, Cornyn wrote, “is a bromide (alka seltzer, dad) in a mirthless musical maelstrom. It’s music to dance to in your living room, music to warm to on a rainy night, or music, as Ira puts it, ‘to listen, for cryin’ out loud!’” Cornyn ended with an intriguing question: “By the way, just who the devil is Ira Ironstrings?”

The question hung unanswered. But now they were all into it: the crazy titles, the strange artist names and absurdist liners. What do you call a grab bag of Caribbeanized standards?… But You’ve Never Heard Gershwin with Bongos. A collection of cocktail bar keyboard stylings? Don’t Leave Your Empties on the Piano. Then came an album of sing-alongs called Songs that Followed the Kids Home from Camp; then more instrumentals pitched as The Smart Set; and in a different approach, its cover adorned with a stock photo of beatniks in shades hunching together at a divey bar smoking what at least appeared to be cigarettes, The Cool Scene: Twelve New Ways to Fly.

The appetite for strangeness didn’t begin with Cornyn and his colleagues. Months earlier, Conkling had made a deal with a young movie orchestrator named Henry Mancini to work with songwriter Irving Taylor* on an album of gag songs playing off all the familiar pop ballad tropes to what they hoped would be hilarious effect. What they came up with is one of the oddest records in WBR’s catalogue, which is saying something, given all that would come in the next few decades. Thinking silly, Taylor composed an album’s worth of songs, including the blended love (and gardening advice) song “When the Crab Grass Blooms Again,” “I’m Filled with that Empty Feeling,” and the indelibly named “I’ll Never Forget Those Unforgettable Never to Be Forgotten Memories.” Performed by a variety of singers—some of them play it straight, while others all but reach through the speaker to elbow you in the ribs—the album came off as even more absurd against Mancini’s elegantly composed orchestration. Titled Terribly Sophisticated Songs: A Collection of Unpopular Songs for Popular People, it led to a series of comic and/or unlikely collections of Taylor songs, including Drink Along with Irving and The Garbage Collector in Beverly Hills, which features songs about folks with strange jobs (“Hawaiian Worm Raiser,” “Marriage Counselor in a Turkish Harem,” and so on). None of them sold many copies, but they were exceptionally cheap to make, and in WBR’s herky-jerky early years that’s what mattered most.



It took a while for Conkling to get used to the stark conditions at his new company. Capitol Records, the company he had once served as vice president, had its own home in Hollywood, a thirteen-story modernist structure designed to resemble a big, shiny stack of 45 rpm records. But when Conkling came to the Warner Bros. headquarters on its movie lot just over the Hollywood Hills from Los Angeles, in Burbank, he was led to a dingy building whose main floor was taken up by the fast-clacking women of the studio’s secretarial pool. One creaky flight of stairs above them, he found a deserted warren of offices once occupied by a team of studio writers. The carpets, in Warner’s standard-issue green, had been shredded by decades of shuffling feet. The office walls were blurry with scuff marks and riddled with the holes left by thumbtacks, nails, and what appeared to be hurled staplers, coffee mugs, and other blunt objects. Then came the president’s office, the seat of power in the new record company. Here’s what Conkling found there: a desk, a chair, one yellow legal pad, and a sharpened pencil. Here’s what he didn’t find: a pencil sharpener, a telephone, a typewriter, a file cabinet, or a secretary. “I’d never seen anything like it,” Conkling said later. “And here I was, supposed to be starting a first-class record company.”1

There was no money to outfit the place, so Conkling turned to Matt Gilligan, Jack Warner’s personal assistant, to mount scavenger hunts around the movie lot. A veteran employee highly enough placed to bear Jack Warner’s personal imprimatur, Gilligan led the newcomers on incursions of hidden rooms full of cast-off desks, chairs, and shelves, and then, a bit more surreptitiously, to the prop warehouses where movie producers could get the furnishings to lend verisimilitude to a picture’s workplace scenes. Telephones, typewriters, desktop intercoms—Gilligan signed for them like any producer would, and the studio hands delivered the goods by the end of the afternoon.

It wasn’t the first time Warner Bros. Pictures had tried to get into the music business. In fact, the Warner brothers, Harry, Albert, Sam, and Jack, had pushed their thriving young movie studio toward sound before most movie company owners had even given it a thought. Then, in 1927, after funneling money to the scientists and inventors trying to figure out how to bring sound to moving pictures, they were delivered a miracle: sound-synching technology precise enough for both spoken dialogue and musical performances. To create maximum impact for the new technology, the studio launched it with The Jazz Singer, starring the popular singer/actor Al Jolson, who belted out “Sonny Boy” and the film’s other tunes with enough eye-rolling brio to bring wowed viewers back to the theater again and again. And wouldn’t they want to listen to the Jazz Singer songs in their own homes? The timing seemed exquisite. At the end of the Roaring Twenties, the recorded music industry was just taking off; now the Warners could enter the race with a big head start.

Released to the theaters at the start of October 1927, The Jazz Singer was still near the height of its popularity two years later when the American stock market collapsed, marking the start of the Great Depression. Happily, the movie biz rolled forward with nary a hitch. With tickets priced at a nickel, a weekly visit to the neighborhood movie palace was a luxury nearly everyone could still afford. Assuming The Jazz Singer’s undying popularity would cross into the record business, the brothers bought the Brunswick record company in 1930 and quickly discovered the error in their strategy. Records cost somewhere between $1.00 and $1.50 in 1930, while record players cost many times more and were well beyond the budget of a struggling Depression-era family. With record sales down to a trickle, the Warners gutted it out for a year and a half before leasing the company to ARC at the end of 1931. They held on to Brunswick for another ten years but kept themselves as far away as possible, vowing to stick with the business they knew best.

Funny how twenty-six years, a world war, and a global economic recovery can change things. By 1958, Jack Warner had sole control of his family’s movie empire and a dim view of anyone else making money off the movies and stars his money had created. It was bad enough Warner Bros. had to miss out on such a big percentage of the dough when some other record company released one of its soundtracks. But it was even more of an outrage for Jack Warner to see his own contracted actors, like Tab Hunter and Connie Stevens, scoring hits for someone else’s record company. Build me a record company, Warner commanded. And on March 10, 1958, unto Jack Warner was delivered the just-incorporated Warner Bros. Records.

Warner used all his charm to land Conkling, a veteran music executive who had cut a wide swath through the industry since he landed his first job at Capitol Records after World War II. Starting in the company’s artists and repertoire department, Conkling needed only three years to become its vice president. Recruited by Columbia Records, the young executive took over the company’s presidency in 1951 and succeeded so magnificently that he chose to retire in 1956, when he was all of forty-one years old. Next, Conkling helped found the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences (NARAS), including its annual Grammy Awards ceremony, and was pondering what he might do next when Warner called. The prospect of building a new major record label from the ground up got Conkling’s imagination spinning, and with Warner pledging $2 million in start-up money, almost exactly what it cost him to produce one full-length, top-grade movie, Conkling grabbed it.

The first artist to join the new label was Warner’s contracted heartthrob Tab Hunter, whose hit cover of “Young Love,” released on the Dot label, had inspired Jack Warner’s urgent desire to start his own record company. No one, including Hunter, mistook the actor for a serious musician. But Connie Stevens, another one of the studio’s sexy youngsters, really could carry a tune, and given that she was already the subject of one of Warner’s everything-but-the-first-born contracts, they could sign her for free, a price that fit the new company’s budget. Conkling also signed up his close friend and Warner Bros. TV actor Jack Webb, who was famous as the gruff Sgt. Joe Friday from Dragnet. Conkling figured, or hoped, that no one would notice that Webb’s tobacco-stained baritone made Tab Hunter sound like Enrico Caruso. And that was fine with Jack Warner. Everything was fine with him, as long as the company made money—and that nothing they released sounded anything like rock ’n’ roll.



Stan Cornyn wasn’t the only staffer looking for creative ways to sell the company’s first line of albums. Promotions executive Joel Friedman, who had come to Warner Bros. after covering the music industry for Billboard magazine, had relatively up-to-date rosters of all the regional and local promotions employees working on the respective staffs of Columbia and Capitol Records. Figuring the Ira Ironstrings record as the clearest shot they had at a hit, Friedman sent telegrams to every name on the other companies’ lists, urging all of them to dig deep to get the album moving. “GET OUT AND TELL EVERYONE ABOUT THE IRA IRONSTRINGS ALBUM,” he wrote, signing the missive with the impressive yet meaningless “THE NATIONAL PROMOTION DEPARTMENT.”

It went without a hitch for two weeks. Dozens of the other companies’ promotions staffers, assuming they were promoting one of their own artists, jumped in with both feet, papering their regions with Ira Ironstrings stickers, urging distributors and retailers to stock the record, putting together events and contests to sell the Ira Ironstrings album. It was going great until Lloyd Dunn, Capitol Records’ chief of publicity and promotions, figured out what was going on. One morning, the telephone in Jim Conkling’s office rang. “You son of a bitch!” Dunn bellowed, by way of a hello. But that only launched the next stage of the Ironstrings caper. The September 8 edition of Billboard devoted a feature article to celebrating the scandalous story, noting that the Ironstrings name had already become ubiquitous, and that an anonymous Warner Bros. executive (Friedman, of course) said that the company already had advance orders topping twenty-five thousand, a figure that made him think highly of his competitors’ promotions staffs, “when they make up their minds to get out and work.”2

Still, Friedman’s scheming, and the hard work of his unwitting agents at the other companies, couldn’t make Ira Ironstrings a best seller. Despite the advance orders, Music for People with $3.98 Plus Tax (If Any) did a belly flop in the record stores, as did Jack Webb’s intoned love lyrics and both movie soundtracks. Most of the advance orders came back as returns for nearly the whole crop of Warner Bros.’ first releases. The only record that wasn’t an abject flop turned out to be a generic collection of New Orleans dance numbers called The Dixieland Sound, though that wasn’t a hit, either. And when Tab Hunter, whose “Young Love” spent six weeks at the top of the Billboard charts for Dot Records in January 1957, made his WBR debut with “Jealous Heart,” the tune reached only No. 62 in 1958. Hunter would never visit the Top 30 again.

A dismal performance, but what could they do? No rock ’n’ roll on my label, Warner had proclaimed, just as Elvis, Jerry Lee, Chuck, Buddy, Fats, and all their fellows were locking down the Top of the Pops in the name of hound dogs, jailbirds, and Coupe de Villes everywhere. To pretend that the revolution wasn’t happening was close to delusional. Still, when the New York–based A&R boss (and celebrated jazz producer) George Avakian pitched some sure things to the Burbank HQ, he kept his eyes locked stubbornly on the past. How about this new Negro vocal group he figured for the next Ink Spots? Or a Patti Page–like chanteuse whose new song reminded him of “Tennessee Waltz”? And when it came to sure things, here’s a fellow who is a combination of Jimmie “the Singing Brakeman” Rodgers and that clean-cut youngster Pat Boone. Wasn’t it time for someone to do a modern remake of “Cigarettes, Whiskey and Wild, Wild Women”? Avakian had just the artist for that. He also had David Allen, a middle-aged singer who would be perfect for a song Avakian wanted to commission for the teenage market, “in which David is the understanding old man who recognizes that a teenager’s infatuation for him is deeper than mom and dad think, but … consoles her that her true love will come along in a more appropriate age bracket.”3



When they got to the end of the company’s first year in business, Warner Bros. Records had lost $1.53 million. And that official number didn’t include the boxes of unsold records its distributors were sending back for refunds. With those losses, the number was closer to $3.5 million, which, given the company’s original $2 million operating budget, was pretty impressive, albeit in a bad way. The losses continued through 1959, and with no stars or hits to market, Cornyn and friends continued their fiction-writing efforts, looking for new ways to juice up sales of their nonexistent artists. In one gothic twist, they prefaced the release of an album of café songs credited to a shady French mandolin player dubbed Raoul Meynard by announcing that the musician had been stabbed to death in a knife fight outside a Paris café. And as if that weren’t interesting enough, get a load of Warner Bros.’ superior recording equipment! They called it Vitaphonic, “the optimum in modern sound recording technique.” The industry media did its best to help. The reviewers at Billboard pretzeled themselves to find something, anything, praiseworthy they could add to their WBR critiques. Ray Heindorf’s collection of Auntie Mame instrumentals, for instance, had “a very sharp cover that should be a real attention-getter.” And they were right. The first Grammy award WBR ever won was a Best Cover Design trophy for Auntie Mame.4

Then they got lucky. Warner Bros. Television produced the TV series 77 Sunset Strip, a tongue-in-cheek drama whose cast of L.A. characters included Lloyd “Kookie” Kookson, a parking lot attendant who sported a vocabulary of beatnik-style colloquialisms. As the show became a hit, Kookie’s catchphrases (Ginchy; Crazy, man, crazy; Antsville) swept through the nation’s schools and offices like a pop culture tsunami. Sensing opportunity, a producer at WBR recorded a mostly instrumental version of the show’s finger-snapping theme song. The single sold more than 87,000 copies, making it the largest-selling WBR release by far. With distributors keening for a full-length 77 Sunset Strip album, they ran back into the studio and emerged a week later with a collection of character-inspired tunes that vaulted to No. 6 on Billboard’s Hot 100 album list within a month of its release. It climbed to the top three a few weeks later, and soon moved more than 100,000 copies, thanks to the smashing success of “Lend Me Your Comb,” a Kookie-centric novelty single that strung together the character’s loopy catchphrases with Connie Stevens’s uncredited performance of the central “Kookie, Kookie, lend me your comb” hook. The tune leaped to Billboard’s No. 4 slot, ultimately selling 587,000 copies—just about 150,000 more sales than for all the previous WBR singles combined.5

This time there were no returns—just a gusher of cash bound for WBR’s end-of-year profit-and-loss statement. And more 77 Sunset records followed, including Edd “Kookie” Byrnes’s follow-up, “Like I Love You,” which moved more than 182,000 copies. But by then, according to the silver heads at Warner Bros. corporate in New York, it was too late. Summoned in early 1960, Conkling, along with WBR’s chief financial officer, Ed West, hopped a plane for Gotham to present their budget numbers and plans for the next year to top executives Hal Cook, Herman Starr, and Ben Kalmenson.

Prepared for a full day of meetings, the Californians were caught short by Kalmenson’s greeting. “Gentlemen, before we begin,” he said “I just want to say that Warner Bros. has grown disenchanted with the record business. We want you to fold up your tent and get the hell out as quickly as possible.” To conclude, Kalmenson distilled everything he’d just said into one word:

“Liquidate!”6

So, that was it—or it would have been if West, who came out of Jack Warner’s top shelf of finance men, hadn’t refused to accept it.

“It won’t work, Ben,”7 he shot back. The success of 77 Sunset Strip meant the record company still had half a million dollars to collect from its accounts. And what were they supposed to do with their stockpiled inventory, including fifteen new albums they’d already paid to produce but had yet to release? It made no sense to leave that much money on the table.

Kalmenson was taken aback. Like virtually all the top execs in Warner’s top echelon, he hadn’t wanted Warner to get into the record business in the first place. Unlike movies, the reigning form of American entertainment and the stuff of bejeweled stars, the pop music world was beneath them. They saw it as a place for greasy kids, Negroes, and street hustlers. The whole point of having stationed Ed West in the record company in the first place was to have him know where the money was stashed so they could preserve as much of it as possible when they blew the place up. But West appeared to have had a change of heart—not just because he’d come to like and respect Conkling and the rest of his team, but because he’d figured out how much money there was in the record business. And if Kalmenson couldn’t see it yet, they were going to have to fend him off until it became too obvious to ignore.

Conkling stepped in with a last-ditch counterproposal. Give them six months to collect the remaining dough and take the new products to market, and then they’d see where they stood. Six months was exactly what Kalmenson gave them.

Back in Burbank, Conkling and West set out to do everything they could to make the company indispensable.
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