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ere’s a story about Chicago,

Thanksgiving Day and right

and wrong, featuring Steve
Goodman, Arlo Guthrie and John
Denver.

Goodman is the much-heloved
singer and songwriter who grew up
in Albany Park and the suburbs. He
was terrific in his day, fought
leukemia all his adult life and died
too young. That's him singing “Go,
Cubs, Go" at Wrigley Field after
every Cubs win.

He's the Chicago part of this

Guthrie is the popular folk singer
— and the stand-up guy, as you will
see — who scored a big hit when he
recorded “City of New Orleans,”
the now-classic train song written
by Goodman. Every year on
Thanksgiving Day, WART plays
Guthrie’s loopy old hippie song, “Al-
ice’s Restaurant” — all 18 minutes
and 20 seconds of it.

That qualifies Guthrie for the
Thanksgiving Day hook in this
story.

And then there’s Denver, a big
star and a real turkey.

He's the right and wrong of the
story, or at least the wrong.

The whole tale, in impressive de-
tail, is told in an exhanstive new
Goodman biography, Steve Good-
man: Facing the Music, by Clay Eals.

It ‘needed something’

The story begins in 1971 in a back
room of the old Quiet Enight music
elub, where the relatively unknown
Goodman pitched a song he had
Just written — “City of New Or-
leans® — to a visiting young star,
Guthrie. Arlo liked the tune enough
to ask for a tape. :

Half a year later, Guthrie played
the song for Denver. As Denver
later recalled that moment,
Guthrie “suggested I might want to
record it." But as Guthrie recalled
it, he said to Denver: “Don't record
this song beeause I'm doing it now

ir

No matter. Denver struck
guickly. He phoned Goodman and
set up a meeting in New York. He
wanted to record the song, he said,
but felt it “needed something.”

What happened at that meeting,
in a Manhattan hotel room, is truly
sad. Denver suggested all kinds of
changes to the song — most of
them cheesy — and Goodman, des-
perate for a hit, went along. Good-
man figured he had about eight
months to live — as he bluntly told
Denver — and wanted to make
mongy for his wife.

‘City of New

The power of “City of New Or-
leans" flows from its vivid and con-
crete lyries, which Denver utterly
failed to appreciate. Perfect
phrases describing mothers rock-
ing babies to the “rhythm of the
rails” were replaced with mush
such as *The days are full of rest-
less, and dreams are full of memo-
.ries‘ﬂ

“Old black men” became “old
gray men" — how's that for grovel-
ing before political correctness?

And most horribly of all, “Good
night, America, how are you?" be-
came “Good night, Ameriea, I love
you.”

As Fals writes in his Goodman
book: “Vivid deseription and com-
mentary had been sacrificed for
softer, cloying, emotional language
— the type of ‘commercial’ Iyrics
that middle-of-the-road America®
expected from Denver.

Goodman agreed to every
change, apparently so eager for a
hit song he could talk himself into
anything, so he wasn't exactly Den-
ver’s vietim, even if he did rant in
private to friends.

But when he later picked up the
new Denver album and read the
writing credit for “City of New Or-
leans,” he was furious. It read: “By
Steve Goodman and John Denver”

“That bastard,” Goodman said.

‘I can’t stay mad at the guy’
Time passed, and Goodman

seethed and Denver heard about it.

Gee whiz, Denver told a reporter,
people were saying he had “ripped
off” Goodman's song,

But the two men patched things
up, more or less, during a tense
talk backstage at a show in
Philadelphia.

“Did you get it all worked out?”
another musician asked Goodman.,

*Yeah,” he replied. “I can't stay
mad at the guy"

But Arlo Guthrie could.

‘They steal what’s good’ _
Guthrie, who would soon record

John Denver

Orleans’






