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Introduction



Writing Dream a Little Dream of Me has been little short of an epic adventure. Finding the reality behind the ‘Mama’ Cass myth led me on a search which spanned nearly four years and three continents. From Hollywood’s leafy hills and the outer reaches of California, Florida, Tennessee, Arizona, Massachusetts and New York to downtown Johannesburg, South Africa and the more far-flung corners of England, it was a memorable trail. Cass’s friends and acquaintances were never, by any stretch of the imagination, dull and my encounters often proved highly entertaining.

‘I will give you a hundred dollars,’ David Crosby told me, ‘if you can find a single person who says they hated Cass.’ It was not a challenge I actively sought to meet, but despite having spoken to over a hundred friends, colleagues and relatives, Crosby’s dollars are still safe.

I soon found out that few who encountered Cass Elliot ever forgot her. Long before she was famous, she made an indelible impact on almost everyone she met. She had a talent for forging friendships and for making even the most casual acquaintance feel that they were a trusted confidante. In the notoriously shallow worlds of entertainment and showbiz, Cass stood out as a beacon of genuine warmth and inspired unparalleled affection.

Throughout my research I repeatedly found that those who had known her, whether they had been close friends or merely passing acquaintances, were almost without exception willing to sit down and take time out for no personal gain, to remember her, often simply for some small episode or act of kindness which she had once shown them over thirty years ago. Many also mentioned how glad they were that someone was finally according Cass’s life, talent and personality the attention and respect they deserve.

I was too young to have known Cass myself but whilst still in my early teens, I was struck by the sound of her voice both on her solo recordings and those with the Mamas and the Papas and was intrigued to know more. Her story seemed immediately fascinating and later on, once I embarked on the writing of this book, it only became more so as my research progressed. Inevitably, however, ascertaining the truth behind many situations was far from straightforward as the past and its events are invariably elastic, particularly when going back three decades and more. Ask ten people about a single episode and you will often get ten different versions, particularly as Cass lived much of her life in an era when people’s minds and memories were often clouded by stimulants of one kind or another. I therefore endeavoured to talk to as many people as I could in order to reach my own conclusions and come as close as possible to a true understanding of her experiences and examine her life and work accordingly.

My thanks must consequently go to all those who agreed to be interviewed. In particular, those who not only agreed to cast their minds back three and in some cases, four decades, but also to open their homes and address books to me: Denny Doherty, for a warm, hospitable and often wonderfully entertaining time in Canada as well as the many subsequent phone-calls, Michelle Phillips, for making long interviews seem like a fun afternoon’s chat with one of my best friends, Leah Kunkel, for remembering her sister and family over a series of epic interviews, Owen Elliot Kugell, Henry Diltz, Nurit Wilde, Lou Adler, Roger McGuinn, Gary Burden, Hal Blaine, Carl Gottlieb and Allison Caine, George McGovern, Stephen Sanders, Cyrus Faryar, Chip Silverman, Ken Waissman, Shelley Spector Ipiotis, Jerry Cohen, Israel Young, Tom Smothers, Esther Samet, Diane Hamet, John E. Brown, Leon Bing, Keith Allison and Judy Henske, Walter Painter, Dougal Butler, Dot Hendler, Maggie Phillips, Richard Sparks, Don Levinson, Priscilla Lainoff Stein, Micki Leef Stout, Toby Kobren, Rose M. Andrews, Gina Gaspin and David Platt.

Two other close friends of Cass’s, Tim Rose and Zal Yanovsky, were both tremendously enthusiastic about my project, but did not live to see its completion. Tim took time to reminisce at length on his days with Cass in the Triumvirate and the Big 3 whilst Zal similarly remembered back to his days in Greenwich Village and Washington, DC with the Mugwumps before contacting me the next day with suggestions for further people I could talk to.

Other interviewees (in alphabetical order) were: Eddie Abramson, Joanne Baretta, Barry Bethell, John Bettis, Caren Bohrman, Bob Bowers, Harvey Brooks, Rodney Burbeck, Bob Cavallo, Mike Clough, Laurence Cohen, Ray Cooper, Caroline Cox-Simon, David Crosby, Joe Croyle, Barry Dennen, Donovan, Appie Evintoff, Frank Evintoff, Paul Evintoff, Lil Finn, Ralfee Finn, Kim Fowley, Lois Ganna, John Gardner, Kay Garner, Terri Garr, Jill Gibson, Russell Gilliam, Nick Gravenites, Larry Hankin, Ramona Heinrich, the late David Hemmings, Jim Hendricks, Eric Hord, Bones Howe, Les Hurdle, Bob Ingram, Erik Jacobsen, Henry Jaglom, Bruce Johnston, John Keats, Lee Kiefer, Marijke Koger-Dunham, Paul Krassner, Pat LaCroix, Marvyn Laird, Fran Landesman, Sharon Paige Lisenbee, Dave Mason, Lee McBride, Spanky McFarlane, Barry McGuire, Lewis Merenstein, Barry Morgan, William Morgan, Paul Morrissey, Graham Nash, Del Newman, Joe Osborn, Van Dyke Parks, Shawn Phillips, Peter Pilafian, Alan Pollock, Mike Sarne, John Sebastian, John Simon, Bobby Simone, Marc Strange, Peter Tork, Donald von Wiedenman, John Wallowitch, Jan Walman, Miranda Ward, Vanessa Ware, Jimmy Webb, Paul Williams and Tyler York.

My research was also helped greatly by Richard Barton Campbell in Richmond, Virginia, co-creator of the official Cass Elliot website www.casselliot.com and keeper of the Cass archive, whose unfailing energy, friendship, assistance and advice often felt like a lifeline when the trail threatened to run dry.

During the course of nearly six weeks in LA during the summer of 2002, as well as my interviewees, there were several who helped with my search. Thanks therefore go to: Lisa Horowitz for providing hospitality and general LA know-how and Susan Compo for advice, assistance and friendship. Also to Scott Portnoy, Bronwen Garrity, Zeena Kapsoff and Stacey Morello for helping me negotiate the LA traffic system and brave the width and breadth of LA County and beyond. Thanks also to Bill Petrasich at 20th Century Fox Film Corporation and Josh Scherr at Candy Entertainment. Likewise, American Airlines, for assistance with the journey from London to LA and back.

Others who also offered invaluable assistance in America were: Marie Arana at the Washington Post, Deb Weiner at the Baltimore Jewish Museum, Sylvan O. Feit at the Baltimore Hebrew Congregation, Alexandra Brandon, Mark Turner, Wesley Stace, Frank and Estelle Horowitz, Ellen I. Goldberg, Marge at Baltimore magazine and Michael Miller – historian at the Lyceum city history museum in Alexandria. Similarly, Dr E. Terry in Montreal, Canada.

In London, meanwhile, where the trail began and indeed, ended, the following people all helped progress my search: Alan Rowett, Katherine Campbell, Lynne Holden and Ed Stewart at BBC Radio 2, Judith King, Jemima Gibbons, the late Gus Dudgeon, Shaun Greenfield, Rob Haywood, Barney Hoskyns, Mark Ellen, Tony Calder, David Brolan, Benedict Johnson, Michael at the much-missed Helter Skelter bookshop, Mark Brend, Mick Rock, Norman Blake, Harry Shapiro, Pat Tynan, Keith Altham and Mark Fox at the London Palladium.

Also Lisa Darnell for early belief in Dream a Little Dream of Me and Gordon Wise, previously of Sidgwick and Jackson, for commissioning it, Ingrid Connell, my editor, for valuable suggestions and input, Louise Davies for painstaking copyediting and Penny Price for working so hard on the picture research.

Several others also played a vital part in the evolution and completion of this book and thanks in no small part are therefore due to: my parents, Jo Graham, for encouragement, conversation and a fellow-writer’s empathy, Robyn Hitchcock and Michèle Noach, not least for helping provide much-needed bursts of air with memorable nights at the Feghorn and Henry Lopez-Real, whose friendship did so much to sustain me through the final months of writing.

Finally, special thanks must go to Lloyd Bradley, whose conversation, advice and belief were such a continued source of encouragement and, of course, to Cass Elliot for the voice and the life which inspired Dream a Little Dream of Me.




Prologue



Cass Elliot was determined that she would not die young. ‘I don’t want the stigma of the Judy Garland type,’ she said in July 1974. ‘I’ve lived the folk scene, the rock scene, the drugs, the booze and the men. And I’ve survived and I feel good about myself.’ Cass had reason to feel good. At thirty-two, she had just fulfilled a lifelong ambition and opened a headlining show at the London Palladium. She had dreamed of playing there since she was a child and still felt a girlish thrill and euphoria at having been a success there. The audience clearly adored her and there was standing-room only. After the final Saturday night show she went to her friend Mick Jagger’s birthday party in Chelsea. The festivities went on for most of the night and afterwards Cass then drifted on to two further parties before finally returning home early on Sunday evening.

When she arrived back at Harry Nilsson’s luxurious, chrome-and-mirrored flat in Mayfair, Joe Croyle, one of the dancers in her show who was also staying there, was already at the flat. They talked for a while and Cass told Croyle that she was tired and wanted to take a bath. But, she told him, she was also slightly hungry and asked him to make her something to eat. ‘I went into the kitchen,’ Croyle remembers, ‘and there wasn’t a lot of stuff to cook, but I opened the refrigerator and there was some sliced ham and some bread so I made her a ham sandwich and I poured her a pitcher of Coca-Cola and put it by her bed.’ Some time later, Cass emerged from the bathroom in her robe, her hair piled up in a towel.

She told Croyle she was going to relax and have an early night and he left to go out for the evening. By the time he got back to the flat, it was about one thirty in the morning and as he came in he heard the murmuring of Cass’s television. He walked down the hallway and peeped through the bedroom door which had been left slightly ajar. He saw Cass lying naked on her bed with her head propped up, snoring. Croyle thought about going in to switch off the TV, but he was worried he might wake her. Instead he simply closed the bedroom door and went back to the living room where he fell asleep on the sofa.

When Cass’s London PA, Dot McLeod, went into the bedroom to wake her the following day, she immediately sensed something was wrong and Cass’s body was cold to the touch. At some point during the course of the night, Cass had died. Initial medical tests were inconclusive and the coroner’s report stated that further investigations would be carried out. What was later determined was by no means unequivocal, but what was established, without doubt, was that she had not died from choking, either on a sandwich or anything else. Somehow, however, the notion that Cass Elliot, the star who was famous for her size as much as her voice, might have died whilst eating seems to have been, for many people, too convenient an explanation and, despite its untruth, the story has become unshakably lodged in rock mythology.

It seemed, on the surface at least, as though Cass Elliot had everything to live for. Her manager later said she had told him she felt better about the Palladium shows than anything she had ever done professionally and, in the light of her success, she had received dozens of offers for TV and film roles and was due to record a new solo album. She also prided herself on having survived the excesses of the sixties rock and roll lifestyle; she was now living a cleaner life and considering the future of her seven-year-old daughter Owen. ‘I was the all-time Miss America pop star,’ she told the Daily Express. ‘I even had a waterfall running through my house with goldfish. But I overdid it – drugs, booze, the lot. Staying out all night, just being totally undisciplined. When you’re on your own you’re only responsible for yourself. [But] I’m not that self-destructive any more, because I have a lot of things to live for now.’

Almost everyone who saw her at the parties after the final show remembered that Cass seemed tired but unquestionably happy. But she usually seemed happy and this was one of the central paradoxes of her life. People who met her would invariably comment on the fact that she could light up a room and make everyone laugh the moment she walked in, but those closest to her knew that beneath the witty, jovial facade lay considerable unhappiness.

‘I don’t think Cass was ever happy,’ says Cass’s close friend, musician and songwriter David Crosby. ‘She was a desperately unhappy person, I think. Most of the time. When she was performing she was happy or when she was with somebody that she had fun with and you were getting high and you were laughing and playing and it was good, that was when she was happy. The rest of the time, she had a very rough go,’ he says sombrely. ‘Because inside she was very beautiful but our society is built on surface not substance. And that’s how all the programming was back then and it’s worse now, so she had a rough go. She never talked about it or came out front, but she wanted to be beautiful! She wanted to be loved. I think that was probably the single greatest driving force in her character.’

The combination of outer bravado and inner sadness defined not only Cass’s life but also her stage persona. Even though she rarely showed it in person, when she sang, alongside the smile in her voice, you could also hear the sadness and vulnerability which were such an integral part of who she was. ‘“Just hold me tight and tell me you’ll miss me”’ she sang in the lines which, although they could easily have been written for her, in fact weren’t, ‘“While I’m alone and blue as can be / Dream a little dream of me.”’ Cass Elliot could be the ballsy burlesque Mama, but she was also a tender young woman who knew how it felt to be ‘alone and blue as can be’ and yearned for a different life. That unlikely combination was what made her ‘Mama Cass’. But somewhere between the two extremes lay Ellen Naomi Cohen – the girl from Baltimore who knew she was different and dreamed of being a star.




1

A design for living



By the time Cass was four years old, she could speak five languages. She was a natural mimic and as a small child during the Second World War she would spend hours listening to the refugees her parents had taken in from Poland, Germany, Russia and Italy, imitating their speech and the folk songs they brought with them. Or so she said. Nobody in her family has any recollection of this happening and when a BBC interviewer later asked her whether she had retained much of this linguistic talent, she replied ‘Not a drop! I barely have enough English to order coffee!’

It was probably just one of Cass’s many attempts to reimagine her past as somewhat more colourful than it had originally been. But however many languages she may or may not have spoken, she was, without doubt, an unusually precocious child and her intelligence immediately set her apart. ‘I’ve always been different,’ said Cass in the early seventies. ‘I’ve been fat since I was seven. Being fat sets you apart, but luckily I was bright with it; I had an IQ of 165. I got into the habit of being independent and the habit became a design for living.’

Cass’s size meant she was already shut out from the carefree, playful world of most children her age, but Cass seemed to know almost immediately that if she couldn’t find love and acceptance from those around her, she would find it elsewhere. ‘I’m going to be the most famous fat girl who ever lived,’ she would tell anyone who would listen. And she was just about right.

Being ‘the famous fat girl’ was nevertheless a staggering idea. Today, more than nine million Americans are at least seven stone overweight, whilst half the adult populations of England, Brazil, Finland and Russia are overweight or obese. When Cass was growing up in the forties and fifties, this was not the case. Being overweight was relatively rare and as a result, her size often made her the object of derision and abuse. For Cass therefore to even hope that she could become a star required a canyon-wide leap of the imagination. There had been popular jazz singers like Ella Fitzgerald and entertainers like Sophie Tucker, but never a mainstream white pop star who looked like Cass. Cass had to become a star on her own terms, but her size was her reality and as far as she was concerned, if necessary, she would forge a role for herself where none existed.

Despite the unhappiness her weight caused her, she refused to accept what many might have considered the limitations of her size by flaunting it and standing out as a beacon of non-conformity instead. She trailblazed her difference and refused to be ashamed of it. She wasn’t going to let society’s rigid expectations dictate what she could or couldn’t do and by the age of seven, when she sang Cole Porter’s ‘Don’t Fence Me In’ at the Baltimore Hippodrome, the song’s title couldn’t have been more apt.

It was an unusual childhood. Not simply because of Cass’s size and intelligence, but also due to her upbringing and personality. Later on, when Cass was a star, people would often comment on how her arrival at any event inevitably caused a stir, and as a small child the impression she made was no less memorable. ‘She was the brightest child I’ve ever seen in my life,’ remembers Cass’s childhood neighbour Ramona Heinrich. ‘She was very intelligent and a little bit feisty in her talk and if you said something that she disagreed with, she would, just with logic, bring you right around to her thinking. And all the time she’d have her hands on her hips, swinging back and forth. She had quite a personality.’

As well as using logic, by the time she was eight or nine, Cass also seemed to have developed a wisdom and maturity way beyond her years. While most children of her age would still have been content to concern themselves with toys and children’s games, Cass had already developed a keen interest in politics and would regularly astound adults with the precocity of her questions. ‘So tell me,’ she asked a doctor friend of the family’s, ‘what’s the world situation like?’ ‘It bowled him over I’ll tell you that!’ laughs Cass’s ninety-four-year-old aunt Lil Finn, ‘but we were always discussing politics in our house and she would listen in and she was a very astute little girl.’

It was an unusually stimulating environment for a bright child. Cass’s maternal grandparents – Joseph and Chaya Levine – both held passionate political beliefs and these certainly influenced Cass’s own political involvement later on in the early seventies. Joseph was a tailor who had come to America from Poland at the end of the nineteenth century, but in spite of being a recent immigrant and only speaking the most basic English, he almost immediately became an active trade unionist in the Amalgamated Clothing Workers’ Union and was swiftly blacklisted by numerous employers. ‘My parents were completely committed to social reform from A to Z!’ remembers Lil of her parents. ‘We all grew up like that. We were always involved in what was going on in politics and prior to World War Two my mother and father were anti-Hitler. They knew what was going on and so we were raised in a family along with Cass’s mother knowing that there was a world out there and we better know what was going on.’

As an only child for the first eight years of her life, Cass had more time to absorb the conversations of the adults around her, but her parents Philip and Bess Cohen also always treated her and their subsequent children as adults, involving them in discussions at meal times and listening to their opinions. What was more, Cass was clearly not just a daughter but a friend and confidante to her mother Bess, from whom she inherited her forceful personality.

A robust, forthright young woman with tightly curled brown hair and twinkling blue eyes, Bess herself came from a line of strong women. Both Bess and her own mother Chaya refused to be constrained by the accepted gender roles of their time, holding political views, which in itself was considered unusual, and going out to work at a period when respectable women were actively discouraged from doing so.

Cass would also have seen in her mother a determination to live her life with the same passion and conviction that she brought to her political beliefs. Everything about Bess seemed to shout out to anyone who would listen that she was ready for more or less anything that life might throw at her, and indeed she was. The story goes that while training to be a nurse, the sparky young Bess Levine first met Cass’s father Philip Cohen on a train, somewhere between Baltimore and Washington, DC. Bess was on her way to get married. To someone else. But within forty-five minutes of meeting the handsome, well-dressed and witty young Philip, she had decided not to marry her fiancé but to marry Philip instead. It was instant romance. They shared a sharp, irreverent sense of humour and a love of music which would become an important part of Cohen family life. Bess loved swing jazz and had briefly sung with the well-known swing band the Fred Waring Orchestra. Philip meanwhile, had a passion for opera which he had inherited from his father William.

William Cohen, like Bess’s father Joseph Levine, had come to America from Eastern Europe, arriving from his native Russia when he was just eighteen in 1892, and like many other immigrants before and since, he saw America as a gleaming land of possibility and prosperity. Thousands arrived, famously, at New York’s Ellis Island, but William, like many other Jews, arrived at America’s eastern port of Baltimore. Situated at the mouth of the Patapsco River in Maryland, between Philadelphia and Washington, DC, Baltimore had been a busy ship-building centre since the eighteenth century and its wide, sprawling streets and imposing buildings reflected the pride and grandeur of the industrial age. There had been a Jewish community there for over a hundred years, consisting mainly of tradesmen, clothing manufacturers and grocery store keepers, but rather than setting himself up as just another shopkeeper and moving into the existing Jewish neighbourhood, William had looked around for a way to offer something slightly different and find a guaranteed clientele. He noticed that the crab and oyster fishermen who lived in houseboats off the eastern shore of Maryland regularly came up the river needing supplies, and sensed a gap in the market. He found commercial and residential premises in the Canton district close to the waterfront at 2300 Cambridge Street and promptly set up shop offering ship chandlery and groceries.

A few years after arriving in Baltimore, he married the well-educated Esther Rosenberg, whose family had also recently come over from Eastern Europe, and two years later their first son was born, followed by ten more children – five boys and five girls. In many ways William was typical of the Jewish immigrants who came over from the Old World. He worked long hours to provide as best he could for the family, and held education and study sacred for the children as the route to professional success and economic prosperity. Several of the Cohen children did in fact far exceed even the most moderately ambitious parent: Bernard became not only a cardiologist, but chief of cardiology at Johns Hopkins, Hilliard became chief of pathology at Menorah Medical Centre in Kansas City, Missouri, and Laurence an orthopaedic surgeon. ‘It was the real American story,’ says Cass’s cousin Esther Samet, ‘out of the grocery store would come the next generation and through education they would rise up the ladder.’

Philip, however, the second youngest of the Cohen children, always seemed different from his siblings. Although just as bright and unanimously adored for his happy disposition, wit and charm, he expressed no interest in the academic aspirations of his elder brothers. His mother Esther had died when he was only eight years old, leaving his elder siblings to raise him, and he was soon characterised as the dreamer of the family. As a child he had sat with his father every weekend enthralled by the weekly radio broadcast from the Metropolitan opera, and by his teens, instead of going to college, he had dreams of becoming an opera singer himself. Philip was known for having a good voice and, along with his brother Hilliard, had managed to win a spear-carrying part in Aida at the Lyric Opera in Baltimore, but the job, along with Philip’s operatic ambitions, ended one night later. Feeling his operatic career was clearly destined to failure, Philip instead embarked on a series of jobs and entrepreneurial schemes in the catering industry.

Twelve months after Philip and Bess’s wedding, their first child Ellen Naomi – as Cass was originally named, was born on 19 September 1941 and by the time she was two, she could talk. As a sensitive and unusually alert child, Ellen would also gradually have become aware of the conflict in the world around her. Eleven weeks after she was born, the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor and America joined World War Two, and over the next few years, even without overhearing the political discussions of parents and grandparents, few children could remain oblivious to the broader world situation. Philip himself was not drafted into the armed services because of an ulcer, but until the war’s end in 1945, Bess, Philip and Ellen had, like everyone else, to live with food rationing, air-raid drills, blackouts and curfews.

When Cass was four years old, the atom bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, and although this event effectively ended the war, in the years that followed, the memory of such a global catastrophe still resonated, and with the rise of the Cold War people were encouraged to live in daily fear of a similar attack from the Soviet Union. ‘I remember when I was ten years old,’ Cass later told Rolling Stone, ‘in Washington, DC and I lived with the fear of the atom bomb that would keep me awake nights and make me wake up screaming. I used to  babysit for my younger brother and sister and I’d be terrified if I heard a siren, a police car or an ambulance. I’d say, “My god, what if this is it! How do I protect them?”’

Cass’s childhood fear of the bomb was clearly as intense as most other children’s, but the fact that on her mother’s side Cass’s own family were committed socialists meant that they went against the grain of mainstream American society with its phobic fear of anything remotely associated with communism. Cass’s childhood friends did not know details of her family’s political beliefs, but there were some suspicions and this served as something else that would, at some level, set Cass apart from her peers.

Financially Cass was also different from many of the other children around her. Although in the years after World War Two, everyone faced financial challenges as America slowly worked to regain economic stability, the Cohens’ lives were perhaps more economically volatile than others. Throughout Cass’s childhood, Philip conjured up one short-lived business scheme after another, and depending on the location of his latest venture, the family shuttled back and forth between Baltimore, Alexandria, Virginia and the various suburbs of Washington, DC. One project was a kosher catering service and function facility in a large ballroom above a Cadillac showroom in Alexandria, Virginia. Unfortunately, however, Alexandria only had a small Jewish community at the time and Philip was forced to close the business. His next idea was a deli opposite the Library of Congress in Washington, DC where the young John F. Kennedy would come in and pick pickles out of the barrel and John Phillips would later remember seeing Cass as a ‘little, chubby girl, with the stained apron on behind the counter’. The deli closed after only a few months.

With each new restaurant, catering service or deli, Philip hoped that this latest idea might finally contain the magic ingredient for success. But this was not the case. Cass later recalled at least ten instances of bankruptcy during her formative years but, no doubt eager to present her childhood in as positive a light as possible, she also said she considered her lot infinitely preferable to that of her playmates, most of whose ‘daddies were in the dreary old army and carried their lunches in brown bags to the Pentagon every morning’.

By the time Cass was about eight years old, the Cohens had settled in a medium-sized row house at 308 Allison Street – high up on a hill in one of the many leafy middle-class dormitory suburbs of Washington, DC where most people did indeed work at the Pentagon. So in contrast to these nine-to-five workers, Philip, with his dreams and schemes, must certainly have seemed a comparatively lively father.

Around this time, in 1948, Cass’s sister Leah was born, followed by her brother Joseph three years later. This meant that Philip and Bess had to work even harder to stay afloat financially, and while Bess had a part-time job working for the railways to bring in extra income, their children were often left to fend for themselves. ‘We were really truly latchkey kids before that term was coined,’ remembers Cass’s sister Leah Kunkel, who after years as a professional singer now runs her own law practice in Massachusetts. ‘But we were pretty safe and we stayed at home in our front yards, we weren’t wandering around.’ Leah felt that their circumstances were not significantly different from other children’s around them, but although life was economically fraught for most people, the fact that the Cohens were perhaps less financially secure than others was noticed. ‘It seemed like Ellen was left on her own a lot more than other kids and left to her own devices,’ remembers her friend Priscilla Lainoff Stein, who knew her through the local synagogue. ‘I think her parents tried but they were always busy working and they worked hard.’

Like most parents, Bess and Philip wanted to provide the best for their children but at the same time, in many ways, they also took a much more laissez-faire attitude to parenting than many of their contemporaries. Whereas most of Cass’s friends were used to being grounded almost as a matter of course, Cass and her sister and brother never knew the meaning of the term. All three children were allowed significantly more freedom than most children their age, and even when Bess would occasionally get angry and suggest to Philip that they be punished, his attitude was unusually enlightened for the time. ‘Once when I must have been six or seven years old,’ remembers Leah, ‘and my brother and I had really driven my mom to the brink, she kept saying to us, “When your father gets home, I’m gonna tell him and you’re gonna get a lickin’.” And we never got hit so we were like, “Oh, my God, we’re gonna get a lickin’. What does that mean?”’ she laughs. ‘We knew it was bad! So my dad came home and my mom just read him the riot act about how badly we had behaved and said, “You need to go punish them and give them a spanking.” And my father said, “Right oh. Now you guys go right up to your rooms,” and he came up the steps and said, “OK, well your mom says you have to get a spanking and so I’m gonna do it,” and  he starts to undo his belt and he kind of turned around and he had undone his pants too. So when he took his belt off, his trousers fell down – he was wearing his boxers and he was like, “Oh, I kind of need my belt to hold up my trousers.” Well of course, we cracked up! And it turned into this big conspiracy like, “Tell your mom I gave you a spanking!”’ she laughs again. ‘And that was the end of that.’

The discrepancy between Philip and Bess’s approach was indicative of their respective temperaments. Philip’s blithe nature meant that although he always worked hard to make each business venture a success, he himself was not particularly materialistic and didn’t consider the trappings of success in any way essential. Bess, meanwhile, was an altogether more dynamic character, and whilst their devotion to each other was never in question, Philip’s unhurried approach seems to have brought some tensions to the marriage and although Cass was only a small child, particularly in the early years of their marriage, she would certainly have picked up on them. ‘Basically Philip was a rather laid-back individual,’ remembers Toby Kobren, a close (female) family friend who had known Bess and Philip before they were even married. ‘Bess on the other hand was not. Bess was the steering wheel and Philip was one of the wheels on the car and she would prod him about different things. Bess had a lot of emotional energy and so I think that led to a bit of friction sometimes but they did love each other very deeply.’

Leah similarly remembers this fundamental difference in approach causing difficulties between her parents. ‘My dad was incredibly easygoing,’ remembers Leah ‘and I can never remember my father yelling at us. Not once. But some of that wasn’t great. I know that earlier on, when my mum and dad were first married and Cass was a baby, my dad had a bleeding ulcer. My mom was working for the railroads and my dad was pretty sick – apparently he almost died of this bleeding ulcer and so he came home one day and said, “The doctor told me I should go to Florida and really rest,” and my mother who was at that time supporting the family with this little baby – my sister – said sarcastically to him something like, “Well, that sounds good, so why don’t you take a vacation,” and apparently she came home the next day from work and there was my sister in a crib and a note from my dad saying he’d gone to Florida! I think that at that point they went through some very tough times.’



 By the time Cass was in her teens, her appearance singled her out more than anything else. As a small child, she had been as slim as most children, but by the age of eight, shortly after the birth of her sister Leah, she had begun to gain the extra pounds which she would retain for the rest of her life.

Just before Leah was born, Cass developed ringworm, and with contagious scaly, itching patches on her head, was forced to wear a tight bonnet which she would angrily pull off whenever it became too uncomfortable. Bess, meanwhile, was about to give birth to Leah and so it was decided that young Ellen should go to stay with her grandparents until she was better.

The birth of a second child after a gap of seven years will inevitably be an emotional upheaval in the life of an older child who has, up until that point, been the sole focus of their parents’ attention. The addition of being sent away in this fashion would therefore be significant, and later on in her life, particularly as there were no other known cases of obesity in the family, Cass herself was aware of this. ‘I was a thin child and a poor eater until my sister Leah was born when I was almost seven years old,’ she told Ladies’ Home Journal in 1969. ‘I imagine that aroused some insecurities within me. At least so I’ve discovered through psychoanalysis. After Leah came along, I did the thing that was most acceptable to me – and what I thought would please my parents: eat. By the time I dropped out of high school, two weeks before graduation, I weighed 180 pounds.’

While Cass was with her grandparents, she not only wanted to eat, but was actively encouraged to do so, as her grandmother Chaya had, as Leah recalls, an ‘almost pathological’ need to feed people, having survived poverty in Poland and the Depression in America. ‘And so I think, when Cass was with her,’ says Leah, ‘my grandmother was just spoiling her and feeding her and plying her with food.’

Overeating, it is now acknowledged, often occurs as a displacement activity for unexpressed anger and the fact that Cass mentions that prior to Leah’s birth she had been a poor eater points to the existence of a deep-seated discontentment or problem from an earlier age, probably due to her parents’ long working hours and frequent absence. ‘As a child,’ remembers Leah, ‘I felt like I never got enough of my parents because they both worked all the time. They weren’t available emotionally particularly and also they weren’t actually available and I think that sometimes Cass felt as if she wasn’t getting enough attention.’

 Even when her parents were at home and she was still the only child, there were often times when Cass was clearly frustrated by her parents’ lack of attention. ‘When her father and mother wanted to have a little quiet time for themselves,’ remembers Ramona Heinrich, ‘they’d put her outside and she’d just tear the house apart. We would hear her banging on the door, crying and screaming and screaming that they didn’t pay attention to her. They didn’t really lock her out but she sure didn’t like it and she wanted to get in the house, so we used to go down and get her and say, “Come on and play with us,” and she’d say, “No, no,” and scream for her mother. We didn’t know what they were doing ourselves really but we could well imagine that it was private time for them.’

Cass may have yelled and screamed, but like many children of her generation, she was actively discouraged from expressing any discontentment she may have felt. For all Bess’s willingness to speak her mind and voice her opinions, when it came to emotions, both she and Philip kept their own feelings firmly in check and, by example, clearly encouraged their children to do the same. ‘You could tell my mom really felt love,’ says Leah, ‘and she definitely was somebody who had this huge, huge, huge heart, but she was a physically undemonstrative person. She just did not grow up in a generation that was huggy and kissy and touchy and feely. I think the unspoken message wasn’t so much, “Oh, don’t talk about bad things,” it was more like, “Hey, you know, stiff upper lip, everybody’s got their own road to hoe,” or as Zal Yanovsky used to say, “Everybody’s got their own crotch to bear,” she laughs. ‘So it was sort of that. We all knew that the idea was to work hard and do your best and sometimes you’re not gonna feel great, sometimes you’re gonna have hardship. But that’s life – no one promised you a rose garden, kind of thing.’

With no opportunity to voice her discontent, eating provided an outlet for Cass’s feelings. But apart from being a comfort mechanism, food also had other positive associations during Cass’s childhood. As Philip and Bess worked long hours, when they arrived home in the evenings, mealtimes became the main time when the family would be together and when the children would receive their parents’ full attention. ‘I remember really looking forward to that evening meal because I saw my parents then,’ says Leah. ‘It wasn’t about the eating. It was just, sort of, that was our time to be together as a family after not having been together all day and where the kids sort of recharged and got filled up on love and whatever else and got our tummies filled up at the same time.’

Whatever troubles the Cohens may have had, there was always one constant source of diversion and that was music. ‘Music was our opiate,’ says Leah, and although the family was far from wealthy, having a good quality gramophone was considered a necessity rather than a luxury; so whether it was Bess playing Frank Sinatra or Theodore Bikel Sings Yiddish Love Songs or Philip playing La Bohème, there was nearly always music of some kind. Bess would also often sing the soft-shoe-style songs of the thirties and other standards, accompanying herself on the piano from her collection of sheet music.

Harmony singing was similarly central to both Philip’s and Bess’s families. ‘Cass’s mother Bess and I and my other sisters,’ remembers Lil Finn, ‘would lay on the bed and sing the old tunes of those days from the thirties and forties and we would harmonise and Cass, who was maybe three or four years old, would sing along.’ Bess’s father Joseph had been a cantor as well as a tailor in his native Poland before coming to America, but Philip’s side of the family were no less musical. Everyone played the piano, especially Cass’s uncle Bernard who played by ear, and whenever everyone gathered together for holiday meals, grandfather William would divide the family into groups and teach them each a harmony part before conducting the entire family chorus.

It was hardly surprising therefore that Cass loved music and was captivated by it almost before she could talk. Philip’s passion for operas such as Rigoletto and Il Trovatore and in particular tenors like Laurence Tippets and Caruso meant that she constantly heard the great opera classics on the radio or on record and, like her father, she was soon mesmerised by their drama and romance. One afternoon she was taken to a performance of La Bohème and was so transfixed and convinced of the reality of what she was seeing that in the final act, when Mimi is dying, she cried out, ‘Won’t somebody please call a doctor – she’s really sick.’ ‘Everybody just lost it in the entire place,’ says her cousin Ralfee Finn, ‘because it was so real for her. There was no separation between the music and her. ’Cause she couldn’t have understood a word, but she knew that Mimi was sick and that somebody had to call a doctor.’


By the time she was six years old, Cass was already showing signs that she not only appreciated music but clearly wanted to perform in some way herself, and would never miss an opportunity to sing or act for anyone who would listen. ‘She was always acting,’ remembers Lil Finn, ‘she would recite and she would sing. You wanna sing a song – she was right there! She would perform to everybody. When she went to bed, she would stand on the landing step and say, “Goodnight, sweet Prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest,” from Hamlet.’

Cass clearly had a gift for capturing people’s attention, whether she was singing, acting or simply playing the clown. The ability to almost instantaneously drop in a perfect harmony would later prove significant in Cass’s career, as would the love of Broadway musicals which she had also developed, but for the time being, Cass just knew she loved an audience. She also knew she was going to be famous. She just had to work out how.
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A tight bottle



‘Success is the best revenge’ it has been said and it is an adage which Cass not only believed, but lived. Having grown up in a household which encouraged competition and the will to succeed, she had no shortage of drive and ambition, but if she needed any further motivation, her experiences at high school would provide fuel and determination in ample supply.

Cass clung to the notion of her own impending fame like a last stick of driftwood in a shipwreck. As far as she was concerned there was no question that she was going to be a star and she lost no time in telling anyone who would listen. ‘I was active in the drama department,’ remembers Broadway writer and producer Ken Waissman who was Cass’s friend at the time, ‘and a classmate called me over to meet Ellen because she wanted to get involved in dramatics. I was introduced to a large rotund overweight girl with braces on her teeth and part of her lunch stuck to them. One of her high socks was up, the other was down around her ankle. Yet when she looked at me and said with absolute total conviction, “I’m going to be a star,” I found myself believing her.’

Despite the improbability of the suggestion, given Cass’s unconventional appearance, Waissman was not the only one who believed her. But most thought that if she did become famous, it would not be as a singer. What impressed people about Cass was her caustic wit and the originality of her humour. ‘The striking thing about her,’ remembers school friend Shelley Spector Ipiotis, ‘was her personality and her wit, her cleverness, her shtick. She was very bright and very funny and different, you know? A different kind of sense of humour. She had a very nice voice but I thought if she makes it, it’s gonna be as a comedienne, as some sort of Carol Burnett type and famous more for her comedy and her wit.’

 Cass’s wit would become an integral part of her stage persona throughout her career as well as the public face she presented to all but her very closest friends. Humour had always been a strong part of Cohen family life but it was also something which Cass came to rely on during her teenage years as a survival tactic as much as anything else. In the face of almost unanimous rejection, humour was a much-needed crutch. As family friend Toby Kobren remembers, ‘There was something about her at that particular time of her life that was lonely, that was needy and very sad and she told me that, because she was overweight, she relied on her sense of humour for her popularity. She said that none of the boys asked her for a date, so she was the class cut-up – the jokester, the funny girl, the one who would crack jokes all the time, and that was how she relied on the company of people in her class.’

An acerbic put-down was the perfect way of deflecting attention from her size, and Cass would continue to use humour in this way for the rest of her life, knowing that it was also the perfect ready-fire defence against potential attacks. ‘I used to work in my father’s deli,’ she later told John Phillips, ‘but I ate so much behind the counter that I got stuck and couldn’t move.’ Cass would also use humour and story telling throughout her life to try and recreate the world as she wanted it to be and if sometimes her versions of reality bore little resemblance to anyone else’s, it was because she needed to live, even if only in her own mind, a life that was different and better than her own.

Being ostracised by the majority of her class mates did, however, lead Cass to forge particularly close relationships with the few friends she made. She had a talent for friendship which would feature throughout the rest of her life, but although she felt great affection from those close to her, Cass would never get over the rejections of her high school years and despite her phenomenal success later in life, they would continue to haunt her. ‘Over the years, she would always come back home,’ her friend Chip Silverman remembers, ‘and all she ever harped on was how the girls treated her in school. They looked down on her, they wouldn’t have nothing to do with her, and she just never could get away from that. Even in the early seventies, she was still repeating stories of things that had happened saying, “I’m gonna get back at them,” and that just was somehow kind of tragic. That with all she had achieved, she should have just laughed at it – it shouldn’t have mattered.’

By the time Cass was fifteen, she had enrolled at George Washington High School in Alexandria, but it was hard for her to make friends. Not only did she look different but, beyond that, her background was different. Cass’s parents were not particularly orthodox in their religious beliefs but they observed Friday evening Sabbath dinners and major holidays and belonged to the local synagogue. Cass had therefore become part of the local Jewish community, regularly attending dances and bar mitzvahs with the other Jewish children of the congregation, but by the time she enrolled in high school, Jewish pupils were in the minority and although she never experienced any direct prejudice, being Jewish set her further apart.

The dating rituals which were such an important part of fifties high school life were similarly never likely to be easy for Cass, but double-dating was common, and as her best friend Priscilla was slim (she said that she and Cass together ‘looked like Mutt and Jeff’ – one slim, one heavy), Priscilla made sure that if she had a date, her boyfriends would bring a male friend along so that Cass would have one too. ‘If boys wanted to go out with me enough,’ says Priscilla, ‘they would get someone. My boyfriends would give a groan, like, “Uuugh! Do we have to?” And I’d say, “Yes, because I’m spending the evening with Ellen and I’m not going to go out without her, so you have to find somebody!” And I could usually arrange something.’

Under such circumstances it was hardly surprising that these dates were rarely successful, but through her already engaging humour Cass was accepted as part of their regular social set. It was not to last long. Her father’s peripatetic business schemes meant that the family was almost constantly on the move and Cass had already had to change schools several times, but it was now time for yet another move. They had briefly lived in Baltimore when Cass was a small girl but Philip’s latest venture meant that although Cass was in the middle of her high school year, the family were now set to move back to Baltimore, some forty miles away.

Baltimore in the fifties was still widely perceived as a primarily blue collar, somewhat sleepy, upper-southern town which lived more or less in the shadow of its more sophisticated neighbours: Philadelphia and Washington, DC. The city’s only claims to fame as far as the rest of America was concerned were the professional football Colts, baseball’s Orioles, steamed crabs and an infamous adult entertainment area known as the Block.

Forest Park High School, meanwhile, was a grand, impressive institution with an exceptionally high level of academic success. Situated on a tree-shaded street, its main building was the classic storybook American school – a lofty, ivy-covered red-brick monument to learning, surrounded by a sea of neatly trimmed lawns and immaculately cut hedges. Over 90 per cent of the students who graduated went on to four-year colleges – an extraordinarily high figure for the time – and apart from Cass, her class of 60/61 produced film director Barry Levinson, author Chip Silverman whose book Diner Guys was the basis of Levinson’s film Diner, writers Ken Waissman and Maxine Fox – authors of the musical Grease which was based on life at Forest Park, as well as numerous others who became successful in film, television and theatre. ‘It was amazing,’ says Silverman, ‘because this wasn’t New York or Chicago or Los Angeles. This was Baltimore! So it’s amazing when you look back on what these people achieved.’

Unlike Alexandria, where Jewish pupils were in a minority, at Forest Park the majority of the school’s two thousand students were Jewish and middle class and the Jewish study ethic was therefore all-pervasive. Academic success was not just encouraged by parents but also considered hip amongst the Foresters – as Forest Park students were known. ‘A girl with an A in trigonometry,’ said Silverman, ‘had as many dates as a girl who was top heavy.’

On this basis, a girl who was as bright as Cass should in theory have had a wide circle of friends, but being smart didn’t always equate with popularity. Although Cass had by no means been particularly popular at George Washington High School, she was indisputably part of the social group that revolved around the synagogue community and included Priscilla and her other friends. Life at Forest Park would be considerably harder.

‘It was a very cliquey school,’ remembers Diane Hamet (née Schwartz) who was in Cass’s year and who, like many of her schoolmates, still lives nearby, ‘and Ellen didn’t fit their cookie-cutter image as far as the girls were concerned. All the sorority girls were the popular, pretty girls that met one image and Ellen totally was not like it. If you didn’t fit in, if you weren’t a certain size, they didn’t wait to get a person’s personality, they judged you according to how you looked. And everybody had to wear the same thing. It was very, very  cliquey, to the point where it really could have been upsetting. Today they call it peer pressure, but we didn’t know the word then, that wasn’t in the vocabulary.’

Although teenagers today face similar pressure, they also enjoy a choice of options in terms of choosing an identity, whereas for girls growing up in the fifties, the codes of dress were utterly rigid, requiring them to emulate film stars like Natalie Wood and Debbie Reynolds with the right sweaters and pedal pushers, the right twin sets and the right gloves, lipstick and hair.

America’s obsession with conformity was a reaction to the fears and uncertainties of the war years and the country clung to its ideal of sanitised model family life as the ultimate goal. Appearance was therefore seen as crucial and at Forest Park, although the school emphasised academic achievement for girls as well as boys, few girls considered their studies as serving any real purpose. There was virtually no encouragement for girls to plan a career, as any jobs they might take following school or college were considered merely time-killing fillers until they married and left the workplace to raise a family and create a home. The most important aspect of a teenage girl’s life was consequently her ability to attract a husband.

Any wilful discrepancy from accepted codes of appearance and behaviour was considered an act of defiance, so when Cass arrived at Forest Park, she seemed to be breaking every rule in the book. Cass in fact desperately wanted to fit in; she loved looking pretty and later in life did her best to look as feminine and glamorous as possible, but during her teens it was as though, once she realised she would not be accepted whatever she did, she refused to dress in the ways ‘nice’ girls were supposed to or pander to their rigid codes of behaviour.

Possibly in another attempt to deflect attention from her weight, Cass seemed to go out of her way to dress outlandishly, often wearing what were thought of as wild combinations of Bermuda shorts and high heels, with white gloves to cover her bitten-down nails. Cass in fact seemed to have a whole range of increasingly eccentric dress habits. She told the girls that she had ‘some kind of sun allergy’, which meant she had to protect her skin from the sun, and so in the summer, whilst other girls enjoyed the opportunity to wear short-sleeved blouses and sweaters, Cass would remain resolutely covered up. ‘She was very bizarre-looking,’ remembers Shelley Spector Ipiotis. ‘Always, always, she was wearing heavy stockings, long sleeves – she was quite a sight. And teenage girls want to be beautiful and admired and all of that, so it must have been very hard for her.’ It was indeed hard and most of the pupils at Forest Park either routinely snubbed her or openly showed their irritation and dislike, throwing paperclips or anything else that came to hand whenever she started singing.

With such an outlandish image, Cass was never going to fit in and nor was she likely to be considered suitable material for one of the sororities which were at the time a crucial element of not only one’s teenage years but one’s entire life. ‘If you didn’t get into a good sorority, it was very serious stuff in those days,’ explains school friend Sharon Paige Lisenbee, ‘and devastating if you didn’t get into one at all. It made your entire social life just a living hell. You were pariahs. You just were not acceptable at all and then the parents would become involved. It would be like their child was not acceptable in the society of the Baltimore Jewish community. It was a terrible way to do things – very superficial. But it was like a stepping stone because in those days, if you didn’t get into a good sorority, your prospects of who you would marry would be limited. A guy from one of the better fraternities is not going to date someone from a lesser sorority – it just wouldn’t happen.’

Cass, like every other teenager at the time, was well aware of this and had consequently arrived in Baltimore wearing a sorority pin, explaining that she had belonged to the Alexandria branch of Sigma Pi Sigma – one of the best Jewish sororities. This meant that she would automatically be granted entry into the Baltimore chapter as, according to sorority rules, once you were inducted into a society in one town, if you moved, your membership carried with you. With such a large proportion of Jewish students at the school, it should in theory have been easier for Cass to fit in socially in Baltimore, but the Forest Park sorority was, as Ken Waissman remembers, ‘a far more stuck up and snooty group than their Washington, DC sisters’, and Cass’s appearance fell far short of their high standards.

‘When she came to town it was like “No way!”’ remembers Sharon, ‘How is this possible? Because who would have recommended her? In order to get into a sorority, you have to be recommended by somebody. Otherwise you have to be cute or very, very personable and smart or from a very good family or all three. If you are not any of those things, you probably will not be recommended. It was kind of  like you have to have something going for you. So when Ellen came to town, this fat girl with these weird clothes and slovenly and peculiar in every way, saying that she was a sorority sister, everybody was like, “Oh, my God,” because it would bring down the name of the sorority to have her in. She just didn’t look like the rest of us. She looked nothing like what we thought a sorority sister would look like: the rest of us weren’t fat and we tried to conform with whatever was appropriate. Also it was a very closed kind of society, a very fifties mentality where you always had your make-up on if you were out, you always dressed properly, you always had the right shoes, the right everything if you were going to be fitting in. And certainly if you were going to get into a sorority – and this was one of the top sororities.’

But even if you were asked to join, there was still a draconian trial period during which your suitability was assessed. ‘I remember for me, it was traumatic,’ says Sharon, ‘they came to my house and my room was a mess. I had pen-pals and I had all these letters in boxes under my bed because I treasured them and they said, “This stuff has to go and if we come here again, we want to see all these drawers completely clean,” so I just threw everything out because you were so pressured and I always resented that because I had all these pen-pals and I lost them all. I took the sorority girls so seriously.’

When it came to Cass, the sorority girls, apart from harbouring an innate snobbism, were also clearly terrified that their own prospects might be hampered by the admittance of someone who didn’t fit their physical ideals, and were adamant that, regardless of the rules, she should not be allowed in. Sharon, however, persuaded them that she should. ‘We’re supposed to be a sorority,’ she told them, ‘and that means sisterhood and if she’s really a sorority sister, I don’t see how you can not let her in.’ Cass was duly allowed to keep her sorority pin and reluctantly admitted to the Baltimore chapter.

But even once she was let in, her admittance still clearly remained an issue for some time, as Ken Waissman remembers: ‘One day, Ellen was on her hands and knees crawling under the long cafeteria tables, desperately looking for her sorority pin. It had
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