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chapter one

Musical Roots

Imagine a world where a spoonful of sugar really does help the medicine go down, where dreams of walking with giants are never out of reach, and where no matter what, there is always a great big beautiful tomorrow shining at the end of every day. This world may seem like an unattainable fantasy or a dream; however, it is very much a reality to those who have heard a song written by Robert B. and Richard M. Sherman (Bob and Dick to those who knew them). Their songs radiate light and bring forth meaning, positivity, and life into a world that is all too often shadowed by negativity. The Sherman brothers mantra is to spread enduring and predominantly optimistic views, particularly in times of despair. Their songs had more than a lesson intertwined within each lyric, they instilled a philosophy of life with each note.

The Sherman brothers have had one of the most accomplished and prolific careers in songwriting and have impacted millions with their contagious lyrics and memorable melodies. They have written more motion-picture musical scores than any other song-writing team in the history of film. The brothers are notable for their work with the Walt Disney Company throughout the golden era of Walt himself. The brothers were so well loved and admired by Walt, he considered them to be his go-to boys and his nickname for them of “the boys” stuck. Dick and Bob have written over 200 songs for the Walt Disney Company alone throughout their career.

Perhaps Walt cherished the Shermans not only as employees, but also as part of his family because he saw a little bit of himself within their hearts. The Sherman brothers were about teamwork, partnership, and above all else brotherhood. This is a similar outlook to the success that Walt had with his own brother Roy. The Shermans shared a “Disney” outlook on life, that even the most simple things could be magic. Walt’s dreams were bigger than all of us, and he created every tomorrow as a dreamer would. The Shermans were able to embrace and embellish upon this approach.

There are few people who haven’t seen Mary Poppins or who haven’t taken a ride on the happiest cruise to ever set sail in the Disney theme park, It’s a Small World. Millions of people are familiar with the classic songs associated with these Disney favorites, but few know that these unforgettable melodies and many more like them were all written and crafted by the Shermans. Disney fan or not, chances are you’ve had a Sherman brothers song embedded in your head at some point in your life. Their songs are a staple in classic Disney entertainment and an integral part of the company for which they created musical scores for films, shows, and theme park attractions. The treasured songs that were written by the Sherman brothers helped build the foundation of the Walt Disney Company that we know and love today. Their simple lyrics are timeless and have been cherished throughout the generations, allowing people of all ages to embrace a little piece of the magic that the Shermans created through their gift of song. The brothers wrote the soundtrack to so many of our childhoods and gave us lasting memories through the years. They didn’t write songs simply for children, they wrote songs for the child within all of us. Their songs play off the childhood innocence we all once possessed and the lavish dreams that are all too often attainable only in the limitless mind of a child.

It is hard to believe that two men so gifted musically didn’t always have plans of pursuing careers in music, but they were destined to be musicians. It was in their roots, in their blood. Their father, Al Sherman, was one of the most popular Tin Pan Alley songwriters of his era. On their father’s side of the family, there has always been a musician going back at least five generations.

Bob and Dick’s grandfather Samuel Sherman and his wife, Lena, fled Russia with their young family in 1903 to escape the hardships and persecution they were facing with the anti-Jewish Cossack pogroms that were beginning to pop up all over the country. The pogroms were violent riots and acts taken out on Jewish families and communities throughout the empire. Almost 2,000 Jewish citizens were killed during the brutality of these times that spanned from 1903–1906. Many fled the country for safety and sanctuary. The Sherman family eventually settled in Prague, where Samuel became successful with his musical career. He flourished as a concertmaster and first violinist in the court of Franz Josef of Austria-Hungary. His young son Al was delighted when he was able to accompany his father to work and would conspicuously hide in the wings of the concert hall, engulfed by the melodies soaring through the building. He would watch his father play for the Bohemian emperor, soaking in every note, sparking a burning desire within himself to create music.

Samuel eventually migrated with his family to the United States in 1909, where they began a new life in New York City. In doing so, Samuel’s successful run in music abruptly come to an end. He came to America looking for a better life for his family and to pursue a musical dream, but he was just another out-of-work musician in the city. Jazz and rag time music were all the rage in 1909 in New York and classically trained Samuel couldn’t play any of it.

Samuel’s two brothers, Ben and Louis Sherman, came to the United States almost a decade before him and had found immense success. Both brothers found themselves playing off and on with prestigious orchestras and were successful in their new lives. At the time Samuel came to America, Ben had acquired a barbershop in the Lower East Side and Louis was playing for the New York Philharmonic. Samuel was a prideful man and did not want any handouts in his new life. He wanted to make something of himself on his own two feet and did not want to work under anyone else, particularly his two brothers. Samuel became discouraged in life after being unemployed and eventually separated from Lena and their five children, Olga, Edith, Al, Regina, and Harold.

Being the oldest male child in the family, Al stepped up as the main breadwinner. He became not only the provider for the Sherman family, but also the peacekeeper. He was known for his kind, mild-mannered ways. The desire to create music continued to grow inside of Al and his passion for it took over.

After discovering the heartaches of failure, Samuel and Lena wanted anything but a musical career path for their children. They tried to persuade their young son Al to find a more stable and reliable career. Al’s burning desire to be a musician fueled him to continue to pursue music, with or without the blessing of his parents. He decided to teach himself the piano and bought a book on piano playing entitled Beyers Book for Beginners. Al had a knack for creating melodies and his desires flourished into natural raw talent. His talents soon found him playing piano all over New York, building a reputation as one of the best mood-music piano players in the state. Al was foreign to the English language and his musical talents helped him to triumph over the language barrier. Being a foreigner, he heard English words in a way different than any other person and because of this he heard the unique annotations in even the most ordinary of words.

Numerous people in the entertainment business started to take notice of the young musician with the amazing ability to improvise music on the spot. Al not only caught the eye of many silent film stars who sought out his services, but also many powerhouse studios in the ever-growing film industry. Universal signed Al in 1916 to do various jobs and he would later appear in pictures with many top stars of the time, including Mary Fuller and William Powell. After his stint with Universal, Al went on to be a staff pianist for the Remick Music Company in 1918 and it was here that his composing career was born. Throughout his younger years in the industry, he found himself working for many top establishments such as the Witmark Music Publishing Company. Both of these companies, alongside Harms Publishing, would later merge after being purchased by Warner Brothers in 1929, becoming the Warner Brothers Music Group.

Along his early musical journey Al worked alongside many promising composers and songwriters, such as a young George Gershwin. He and George quickly forged a friendship as they were both trying to ignite their own respective careers. George had once confided in Al that his brother Ira Gershwin had wanted to try his hand at songwriting but that he wanted no part of it. Al listened to Ira’s lyrics and told George bluntly that no other person could put his lyrics to music like George could, and that they were a match made in the musical heavens. Soon after this, the powerful Gershwin brothers songwriting team took off.

During the same time, Al Sherman’s trio was becoming well known in various exclusive clubs in Miami, New York, and Palm Beach. They were dubbed the Society Serenaders because it was during these jobs that they entertained members of high society. The trio consisted of Al on piano, Herman Bergen on violin, and William Weissberger on percussion. Al organized and composed his own dance orchestras with the trio, who played everything from polkas to the top hits of the day.

In 1921, Al’s first published work, “Good as Gold,” written with his friend John Hoffman, became the theme song for the popular radio show The Gold Medal Hour. He also continued to work as a mood pianist for silent films at Biograph Studios in the Bronx. His work became prominent during the Great Depression, a time of extreme squalor and darkness in the country, and the ideal time for optimistic and bright tunes. He persisted through even the darkest of days with his unfailing ambitions and passion for music.

Al’s career began to skyrocket in the entertainment business and his personal life was about to do the same. It was in that same year that Al was playing piano that his attention was caught by a breathtakingly beautiful young actress. She had piercing green eyes, dark hair, and a beautiful smile. Al couldn’t take his eyes off of her as she entered the room as he played. Her name was Rose Dancis.

Rose was the daughter of Jake Dancis, a pharmacist, and his wife, Sarah. She lived a modest life with her two sisters, Bebe and Joan. After this day, Al Sherman would never be the same; he knew he had to meet this mysterious young lady. It was love at first sight for the young musician, who would continue to love this lovely lady throughout his life. The pair courted for over a year and were married in 1923. Two years later, they were expecting their first child.


chapter two

Growing Up Sherman

Robert Bernard Sherman made his grand entrance into the world on a blustery winter evening on December 19, 1925. It was a day that changed Al and Rose Sherman’s lives forever. Little did the couple know that they had just brought half of a future legendary musical team into the world. The couple were overjoyed as they embarked on this new journey in their lives together. Al had found success with various songs he had written, but it was his song, “Save Your Sorrows,” that made a huge financial impact on the couple. The royalties from this particular song had come in the mail just in time to pay the hospital bills for the delivery of their precious baby boy. Bob would later say he felt “Save Your Sorrows” was his own personal lucky song and that it was written specifically for him.

It didn’t take long for the Sherman family to be complete. Rose gave birth to her second son, Richard Morton Sherman, on June 12, 1928. Her sons were the light of her life, but they could not be further on the spectrum in personality. Bob was her dreamer, quiet and reserved. Dick was her trouble maker, destined to be a performer. Bob often referred to himself and his brother as opposite sides of the same coin.

In the 1920s, the place to be for musicians in the entertainment business was New York City. It was the hub for theater and silent movies and where all of the entertainment business jobs were located. By the 1930s, however, musicians started migrating toward Los Angeles. Movie studios began popping up all over the Los Angeles area due to its favorable weather throughout the year. This allowed the studios to start producing higher quality films all year long. Al was not one to be left behind and decided to make the initial move to California when an executive offered him an exciting new opportunity on the West Coast. The Shermans packed up everything they had and trekked across the country to an unknown future. Al was eager to start his new career, only to find out that the executive who had originally hired him had died on the day they arrived. He and his family were left with nothing but their suitcases and his dream. Al, however, was always optimistic, even during the hardest of times. He picked himself back up and continued to pursue his career.

Over the years, as Al’s career continued to grow, it took the family from New York to Florida to California and back again throughout the 1930s and into the early 1940s. His work was soon in high demand and he began to write songs for the likes of Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra. In 1933, Fred Waring and his Pennsylvanians introduced Al’s song “You Gotta Be a Football Hero” on the radio. Since then, it has become a classic anthem march on the sports scene. It has been played across the nation during half-time shows and was even featured in the movie The Longest Yard. This was one of Al’s biggest hits and continues to be successful long after his death.

The young family found themselves moving all over the country every few months and never put their roots down in any one place. Rose liked change and thrived on the constant moves. She did not function well being in the same place for too long. Dick developed a respiratory condition, vasomotor rhinitis, which caused him to suffer during the effects of cold winters in New York. This was another reason the family was always on the move, to find warmer climates to keep Dick’s symptoms at bay. The boys referred to this traveling lifestyle as “flitterin’” and penned a song of the same name years later at Disney.

This crazy lifestyle was all the boys ever knew. It caused them to form an inseparable bond between the two of them that would keep them tied together, because family was the only constant in their lives. The bond would withstand a lifetime of temperamental differences that would constantly try to drive a wedge between the boys’ relationships with one another.

Dick found the constant moving harder than anyone in the family. He found the lack of stability and foundation to be frustrating and acted out in return. One day the Shermans, much to their dismay, received a phone call that their son Dick had set fire to a classroom at his school, El Rodeo Elementary. Dick was of course scolded and then transferred and sent off to a military school for a year to help alter his rambunctious behavior. Bob, as his older brother, watched over him and kept him grounded.

Al and Rose soon realized the negative effect their lifestyle was having on the boys and the toll it was taking on Dick in particular. They settled down in Beverly Hills, California, although they would still move several times from house to house over the years. Bob and Dick were finally able to start forming lasting friendships at school and with other children in the neighborhood. The boys now had some of the stability they were so desperately searching for. Their house had become a permanent address, a home.

Al was particularly close to his boys and would often make kites to fly with his sons. These were some of the fondest days spent bonding with their father—not a care in the world, just a father and his sons discussing life and their dreams. Music of course was always a prevalent part of their lives and permeated through the house. Al was always working on his next big hit and Rose enjoyed sitting down to the piano and playing classical ballads. The boys maintained a good relationship with their grandparents over the years, particularly their grandfather Samuel, who would bring them antique books. Music and laughter are what bonded the Shermans and filled their household, helping to create life-long memories.

Creativity was never in short supply with the Sherman brothers. One particularly hot summer, Bob and Dick decided to open their own company, Alley Productions, out of their parents’ garage. Bob eagerly wrote shows and song lyrics for the company, while Dick took his place on stage to perform them for the neighborhood kids. Al and Rose had just freshly painted the garage of their new home when the eager little businessmen decided their logo should be painted front and center in their performance area, covering the doors of the garage. Al and Rose were always supportive of their boys and didn’t even blink an eye at the painted logo. They never missed a show, either. They would stand in the back of the garage and watch the beginning stages of an amazing duo in the works. The boys would perform their skits and shows, charging the neighborhood kids a penny to come and watch. The attention and applause the boys received fed their ambitions to create more shows that would please their young friends. Their creativity continued to thrive in various outlets throughout childhood straight into high school.

The Sherman brothers attended Beverly Hills High School where they both excelled in their respective interests. Bob fell in love with writing and broadcast journalism. At the age of 17, he was producing two different professional radio programs, Red Cross Reporting and a children’s hour called The Queen’s Treasure. He also continued to write poetry; it was a calming way for him to express himself and the creative thoughts he constantly had running through his mind. Bob had been writing poetry since he was in the sixth grade in 1937, and his love for it grew with each word he wrote. He found his first success in writing when he wrote a play, Armistice and Dedication Day, as a junior in high school in 1942. The play reflected the times of war and how the events of Pearl Harbor altered the way of American life. He received praise from the audience and raised several thousand dollars for U.S. war bonds. He later received a special citation in recognition for his efforts from the war department. Bob was also athletic in school and loved to stay active. He was part of the wrestling and football teams for his school.

Dick had an ever-increasing interest in music. He had a brief interest in becoming a rabbi, but that quickly turned to the arts after the age of 13. He uncovered his musical genes and began to feed his growing obsession with creating words and music. He played the flute for the school’s marching band; however, it was creating music that he found particularly fascinating. It was soon after high school that a seventeen-year-old Dick was faced with the difficult decision of what he would major in during his studies in college. Frustrated with his lack of direction, he went for a walk while in New York City in Greenwich Village one afternoon. The sun shone down upon his face as a gentle breeze blew. His mind stopped racing and he was able to reach a point of pure tranquility. He submerged himself in his surroundings and took in every sound he heard—the shuffling of people walking by, the leaves in the trees blowing steadily, a car horn honking in the distance. As he walked, the outside noise turned into music. He suddenly no longer heard noise, but rather he heard music playing and searched for the source. He realized it was playing in his own head. It was then that he discovered he had a natural flair for creating musical melodies. He raced home to his piano and started playing the tunes he was hearing in his head.

Al heard the melodic genius radiating off the walls of their home. He went into the room and blurted out to Dick, “You’re going to be a music major.” Dick finally had the confirmation and direction he needed. With a newfound confidence and passion for his discovered talent, he was driven to succeed.


chapter three

World Wars and Purple Hearts

Right out of high school, Bob felt the urge to enlist in the military and serve his country. He persisted with this idea until his overly protective parents finally signed a permission slip to let him go, since Bob was only 17 at the time. Before heading overseas on his tour, Bob and Dick made a promise to each other that they would head to Roxbury Park in Beverly Hills upon his return and hit a few balls together on the putting green.

Bob packed up his bags and left on his tour overseas in 1943. He didn’t know what to expect, but he was eager to join the fight for freedom. Arriving on foreign soil for the first time, Bob soaked in the new cultures and was intrigued by the idea of embarking on this adventurous journey. Over the two years Bob served overseas, he found plenty of adventure along his journeys, but not in the way he had hoped.

Germany in World War II was filled with destruction, death, and despair. No one could prepare any soldier for the suffering they would have to witness and endure during this time. Bob found himself traveling from town to town during the war. Some towns were destroyed. The buildings left little remnants of the lives that once dwelled within them. The streets were barren, almost ghostly. It looked as if the towns were frozen in time, as if the people had just dropped everything and moved on. It was hard to believe people just a short time ago even occupied these towns. Children once played in the streets, mothers called out from open windows for their families to come home to dinner, fathers arrived home from work. These happy images were no more. The smell of death permeated the air and the eerie silence left the soldiers wondering what despair had fallen upon each town. The men pushed these thoughts and emotions to the back of their minds and trudged on to the next town, weighed down not only by the heavy equipment they carried, but also by the burdens of what they had witnessed.

Other towns they arrived in greeted them with a much more pleasant atmosphere. Bob enjoyed meeting the locals in these towns; it gave his mission in this war purpose and meaning. These were the towns that seemed to have missed the heartaches of war and the soldiers were able to catch glimpses of life once more. These were the towns that made the soldiers miss home and often left them dwelling on their loved ones. These were the towns that gave them the hope and courage to carry on.

Bob found himself on the enemy lines many times, bullets blazing past him as he fought on with his comrades beside him. Each night he looked up at the stars thinking about home, missing the life he had left behind. He may have been barely out of childhood when he left, but this journey had turned him into a man.

One brisk afternoon on April 8, 1945, Bob and eight men from his detail wandered aimlessly throughout the German hillsides. The group had been returning from stringing numerous rolls of barbed wire the night before and had somehow gotten lost on the way back. The men grew weary and were desperate for something to eat. They finally saw what appeared to be a small town off in the distance and they eagerly stumbled toward this of civilization.

When the soldiers reached the area, they realized it appeared to be a camp of some sort, perhaps a work camp. They proceeded with caution as they crept closer to the large barbed wire fence that surrounded the perimeter. As they approached the fence, two German staff cars and three trucks filled with German soldiers flew past the men as they sped out of the gates kicking up dirt toward the soldiers as they passed. The soldiers looked at each other, puzzled by the rapid exit of the German men, and continued to enter the camp slowly through a hole in the fence. Fear struck all the men with what they might find around every corner and sweat began to drip down their foreheads in anticipation of the unknown fate that lay ahead.

No gunshots were fired. No signs of German militia were found. The soldiers walked down the pathways through the small barracks that tightly lined the camp. Bob noticed a few men emerging from behind several buildings. The soldiers stopped abruptly, ready to defend themselves. Bob held the men back. These clearly weren’t the enemy they had been fearing. The men looked malnourished and sickly. Their faces had been worn with despair and their eyes darkened with pain. The men approached the soldiers, speaking to them in a foreign language, gasping from dehydration as they spoke. Bob and his detail looked at each other in bewilderment as to what these men were saying, but it was clear that they were begging for help. Bob turned to his fellows and told them that they were in some kind of work prison camp. The survivors heard the soldiers speaking and began to weep. They fell to their knees and rejoiced, shouting “They’re Americans!”

The soldiers wandered throughout the camp and what they saw was beyond anything they could have imagined. They knew the horrors that war brought, but this horror was brought on by man and for no reason other than torture. The stench of death filled the air and the men cringed at the odor. Trenches on both sides of the path were filled with victims piled high on top of one another, precious life tossed out like yesterday’s trash. The soldiers were disgusted and mortified at what they were seeing. These sights were enough to haunt anyone for the rest of their lives.

More victims emerged, following the heroic Americans like stray puppies as they meandered back to the front gate. They had seen enough of the
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