


[image: image]





[image: image]



CONTENTS

Title Page

Dedication

A Note on Sources

Introduction I Could Write a Book if They Asked Me



Part One 
The Piano Era

The Road to Berlin

Irving Berlin: The Little Pianist Who Couldn’t

Of Thee I Sing, Gershwin



Part Two 
Consequences—The Great Jazz Songwriters

Harold Arlen: The Songwriter’s Songwriter

Hoagy Carmichael: The Jazz Song Goes West

Duke Ellington: Royalty



Part Three 
The Stage—Broadway Swings

Jerome Kern: Jazz Comes to Broadway…Slowly

Cole Porter: From Peru to Paree to Broadway

Richard Rodgers: Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Rodgers



Part Four 
Hollywood—The Sugar Daddy

Hooray for Hollywood (Sometimes)

Harry Warren: The King of the Unknowns and His Quiet Reign in Hollywood

Jimmy Van Heusen: On the Radio with Bing and Frank

Johnny Mercer: The All-American Voice



Part Five 
Survival on Broadway—The Curtain That Won’t Stay Down

Frank Loesser’s Great New York Musical

Gershwin’s Last Heir: Burton Lane

Cy Coleman and the Future

Coda: Three More Majors (for Good Measure)



Appendix Some Names That (Almost) Got Away

About the Author

Also by Wilfrid Sheed

Praise for The House That George Built

Copyright



To the memory of
 Harry Warren



A NOTE ON SOURCES

What follows is a labor of love, not a work of scholarship, which means that I have been researching it for most of my life without knowing it—starting at the family piano, singing and memorizing Irving Berlin’s ragtime spin-offs, and ending with the last phone conversation with the last fellow addict fifteen minutes ago.

Although I’ve read every single word I could get my hands on, I’ll spare you the list of out-of-date books, articles, and quotations that this represents in favor of a short list of people I’ve talked to, and in some cases sung with. The proper medium for studying the American song is, after all, neither the lecture nor the library but the sing-along and the rap session, or as it used to be called, the bull session, with its overtones of the tall story and the overconfident assertion.

In this offbeat branch of learning, the best research comes from the best bulls, and I have talked to some of the finest, including a handful who actually wrote some of the songs, one of whom tends to lead to another. In the late half of the 1960s, for instance, I lucked into the same building as the great lyricist Yip Harburg, and became, as one must with Yip, his devoted friend and fan.

Yip was never content just to leave the building and go on about his business. He invariably lingered in the lobby or in the open elevator doorway, pulling bits of paper out of his pockets, on which he’d jotted some verses about the day’s news, and reading them with glee, or else telling me how his friend Harold Arlen was coping with his recent depressive breakdown. Mostly, though, he just liked to talk politics, so I was grateful that his other great pal and partner, Burton Lane, was also happy to talk about songs as long as I wanted, especially if the topic was Judy Garland, whom he discovered, or the Gershwins, who discovered him.

And it was there I also met a (recovered) Harold Arlen, quoted herein, and Arthur Schwartz, who told me how his partner Howard Dietz had greeted some life crisis or other with the repeated phrase “What is life but dancing in the dark?” “So,” he said, “I dashed off the tune in twenty minutes.” And I thought of the unusual soliloquy in the middle of that song (“What though love is old, what though song is old?” etc.) and I asked if that only took twenty minutes, and Arthur conceded that it actually took three weeks. (Songwriters’ estimates of these things seem mostly designed to make a point. Irving Caesar’s whole career couldn’t have taken more than about an hour and a half, to hear him tell of it.)

Other great-talking writers were the lyricist-librettists Betty Comden and Adolph Green, whose work on Singin’ in the Rain had made them both scholars of early screen musicals, and the lyricist Ed Eliscu, who had actually gone out there in the old days and lived the songwriting life.

The multiply gifted Stephen Sondheim told me over drinks what was wrong with Ira Gershwin, while Jerry Lieber, the rock poet, told me, over other drinks, what was good about him. And I agreed with both of them.

Another great source of information and atmosphere were a handful of songwriters’ grown children, including Mary Ellin Barrett, whom I first knew as the excellent book reviewer at Cosmopolitan and only later as Irving Berlin’s daughter and the author of an invaluable book about him; and Shana Alexander, the highly successful writer and daughter of Milton “Happy Days Are Here Again” Ager, who had happy memories of her various “uncles,” Jerry (Kern), Harold (Arlen), and Harry (Warren). Shana also introduced me to her charming father, who told me that Ira Gershwin was upset about something I’d written (funny how he kept coming up). The singer Margaret Whiting didn’t remember as much as I’d hoped about her father, Richard, but more than made up for it with her picture of Johnny Mercer, who virtually adopted her after Richard’s early death. And I also met Mary Rodgers, Ellen Donaldson, and Irving Berlin’s two other daughters, Linda and Elizabeth, who proved if nothing else that songwriters went in for girl children, and charming ones too. Over and against this, Hoagy Carmichael Jr. was also charming, and helpful and cooperative. But Hoagy had written two rich memoirs himself, The Stardust Road and Sometimes I Wonder, and I didn’t want to make the whole book about him. So—I still owe Hoagy Jr. a phone call.

Another son I met was Dorothy Fields’s only one, David Lahm, who became a first-rate cocktail pianist and gave me my jolliest evening ever by playing every song I could think of at a friend’s birthday party, thus providing me the only chance I’ve ever had to sing some of those old lyrics that we all memorized automatically back then. And Michael Feinstein, who had served as an archivist to both the Gershwins and Harry Warren before he himself became a star, provided some great evenings too, playing and chatting and incidentally helping me to imagine Warren as if he’d been a relative of mine. Uncle Harry, indeed. Michael can also stand in for the gallant army of cabaret artists who crisscross the land like religious missionaries on a great crusade. All the ones I’ve talked to have doubled as scholars of the great songs and enthusiasts for their cause, spectacularly so in the case of Mary Cleere Haran.

And finally there are my two talkers-in-chief, Jonathan Schwartz and Jim Lowe, a couple of professionals who both jockeyed the classic discs for years at the legendary radio station WNEW, and have continued ever since to serve the old-time religion of great American songs every way they know how. Jonathan has compared our very first conversation (about songs, of course) to the longest baseball game ever played, a record we’ve broken a couple of times since, and Jim, as a neighbor, has hosted some of the best bull sessions of the twenty-first century—with himself at the piano, needing only a jug of moonshine on top of it to round out the honky-tonk scene. (In fact, I can’t swear I didn’t see one.)

I like to think of the book that follows as my contribution to the great bull session in the sky. So feel free to scribble in the margin in agreement or raucous disagreement.

If this great session ever settles anything, it has failed. But there’s no chance of that. New verdicts are never more than just a song away. And the next song is no further away than your memory.

I must have sung a couple of hundred songs to myself in writing this book, and I hope it’s contagious. And to invoke the mighty Irving Berlin for a moment, if the resulting book, or any part of it, “starts you tapping your feet, I’m happy” beyond words.



INTRODUCTION

I Could Write a Book if They Asked Me

The line has been stolen so often that I might as well steal it again. “This book,” as somebody once said, “was not finished, it was abandoned”—and abandoned not just once in this case, but several times.

My most serious prior assault on this subject was to be a collaboration with the late Alec Wilder, who had himself just written the greatest of all books ever on the American song. Still, Alec was entirely in favor of helping a friend write another one. Our original scheme was simplicity itself, simply to assemble Johnny Mercer, and build the whole thing around him, in a series of conversations with fellow songwriters that would tell the whole story, from Irving Berlin to Burt Bacharach, and from ragtime to R & B and wherever we were that year.

Our scheming turned out to be quite Byzantine, because to begin with, Berlin was no great friend of Mercer, who had probably slammed him with one boozy insult too many over the years, but he was a close phone pal of Harold Arlen, who was himself going through a reclusive phase just then, but might be smoked out by my own friend Yip Harburg. In short, Alec and I were having a high old time of it gossiping away while the clock ticked down and down and suddenly out.

“John is quite ill.” I can still see Alec climbing onto our porch in the twilight to pass on this bleak bulletin. It seems that Mercer had suffered a stroke while riding a London bus, and might conceivably never be quite the same. And then, after a period of holding our breath, the call came. “John died today.” In Alec’s world, only two men were called by their baptismal names, John, and Francis Sinatra, which gave his voice a positively religious inflection as it spoke these last words.

And with that, Alec’s heart seemed to leave the room for good. Although, theoretically, there were still lots of ways to do our damn book, Alec was not a theorist but an artist, and his vision had gone to black on the whole subject. If John could die, so could he, and he had better start work on his own testament while there was still time. And a curious testament it would turn out to be, including some imaginary letters to Francis, his other first-name friend, and a quirky account of his own personality. My friend Alec was indeed an anomaly: a proud man with a low opinion of himself.

Which left me with just the bare notion of rounding up some writers and talking to them. Big deal! And I was almost relieved to learn that someone else had just done this anyway, wonderfully well, thus supplying the only other essential book that I’m aware of on this subject. In fact, Max Wilk’s They’re Playing Our Song makes the perfect complement to Wilder’s masterpiece, American Popular Song: The Great Innovators, 1900–1950, because it takes all the follow-up questions, such as, Who were these guys, and what precisely did they think they were doing?

This is obviously indispensable material, and when I met Mr. Wilk sometime later, I warned him with, no doubt, grating jocularity that I planned to rob him blind someday in my own book, to which he answered wistfully that I might as well do that since everybody else had. But fortunately the American song proved big enough for both of us and I haven’t needed to pick on Wilk that much, except for a few priceless references to Jerome Kern and some aperçus of Johnny Mercer’s, and perhaps some other bits and pieces. In the one case of Jule Styne, I felt that Wilk had done such a splendid job that there was no point in doing another one.

But was there really any point in doing another book either? And if not, what do you do with yourself next when you’re all dressed up and have nothing to write? In my case, what you do first is sleep on it. In Sammy Cahn’s favorite phrase, the words and music can always wait. “First comes the phone call.”

And to my surprise it came, out of the blue. It seems that once upon a time some Italians had visited our apartment in New York and had later reported their surprise to find that Americans seemed to have a quaint custom of singing after dinner each night. And now their guide and translator of that evening, an old pal and editor, Alice Mayhew, was calling to talk about a possible book I might like to do on the great American songs. And I said yes, of course. I’d gotten the phone call, hadn’t I? That was the hard part. So now just write the book. It will come to you as you go along.

And so it did, for years and years and years. It was as if I’d asked the Pacific Ocean over for tea one afternoon and couldn’t get rid of it, and what’s more didn’t want to. But wasn’t I getting tired of songs by now? No, I felt fresh as a daisy. Wouldn’t I like to write about something else for a change? No, it’s all in here, everything I want to say. How about an honest-to-God, full-court memoir while there’s still time?

It dawned on me that that was exactly what I had been doing. Songs had lodged themselves in every hole and corner of my memory, reminding me of where I’d been that summer and what it felt like in the salty air or the misty light, and also what Hitler was up to just then and how far the Allied Forces had advanced in North Africa—from Tobruk to Benghazi, “From Natchez to Mobile, from Memphis to St. Joe.” It was like finding a suitcase full of old letters and forgotten headlines: “Silk Stockings Disappear from Market”…“Nylon Needed for Parachutes”…“Women Take to Painting Their Legs.” But “I walk alone.” So who cares? So tightly are the tunes and the news intertwined that they recall each other; for example, in 1941 the baseball star Hank Greenberg was drafted prematurely to prepare the public for a war that hadn’t started yet, and soon enough the hit came out that I, then aged ten, diverted to suit the occasion. “Somebody else is taking my place” went the song; “Somebody else is playing first base,” I added, and still add, every time I hear it. And in fact I even remember being driven crazy by it on a hot Philadelphia night, but enough memory is enough.

Songs are circumstantial in ways that headlines can never be. I can remember perfectly things like the tree I sat in as I sang my first Latin American number, “The Breeze and I” it was called, and I can still feel the pebbles underfoot as my sister and I took turns with “I’ve got spurs that jingle jangle jingle” on the banks of the Delaware River, and can almost hear the piously empty streets of Wildwood, New Jersey, and hear myself muttering Porter’s “Under stars chilled by the winter / Under an August moon…” (hey, that’s a great line), and I realize that I wouldn’t have remembered that tree or those pebbles and empty streets at all without the illumination of melody, which still turns on like a bedside reading lamp when I feel like remembering something.

The standards were not just about my private history, but about the whole country, concerning which they provide maybe the most trustworthy record we have. Americans are notoriously impatient with the past, and Hollywood epics used to be an international joke, so packed with anachronisms that at any moment you expected the ship’s phone to ring and Columbus to say “What’s buzzin’, cuzzin” to his gorgeous sponsor, the queen of Spain. But then sometimes at the right moment, the band would strike up with a “Yankee Doodle Dandy” or “Battle Hymn of the Republic” and suddenly we were hearing the truth, as honestly as the arranger wanted to make it, but at least some kind of truth. And I still believe ardently in the “moonlight on the Wabash” and “Moonlight Bay,” if not the moonshine in the scripts. In fact, if you combine a Mathew Brady photograph with, let us say, “Dixie,” you are almost there, so long as you don’t play it nostalgically. Once upon a time these songs were the latest thing, and that’s what’s so sad about them now. In this respect, the songwriter can be as crucial as the embedded photographer or reporter, and almost as precise in that, when you hear a George Gershwin tune, you are hearing not only the 1920s, exactly as they were, but the atmospheric difference between, let’s say, 1924 (“Somebody Loves Me”) and 1926 (“Someone to Watch over Me”).

Somewhere along here, I bumped absentmindedly into my next question. “Who wrote ‘Dixie,’ anyway? And why don’t I know?” There is surely no more atmospheric song than this one, but we’ve always been content to leave it there, up in the air. The whole South wrote it, that’s who. But then, why do we know so much about the guy who wrote “My Old Kentucky Home” and “O, Susanna”? Probably the public didn’t want to know about him either, at first. The minstrel shows that staged such songs were themselves the soul of anonymity, featuring both white actors and black ones disguised in identical blackface and singing the same allegedly black songs.

But Stephen Foster had found himself in a modern quandary that required a modern positively futuristic solution, which he only half came up with—or stumbled upon. As an upper-middle-class youth, he could hardly double as a blackface song-and-dance man. Not only was the stage the devil’s playground, but there was no money in it by the Fosters’ standards, and there wouldn’t be so long as it stayed anonymous. So Foster’s daddy became perhaps the first of many in here to say no to his son’s ambitions and tell him that songwriting was a low-life waste of time. And Stephen became the first to prove his old man at least half-wrong, by making a truly huge amount of money for someone, if only his publishers, and a giddy, unprecedented reputation for himself out of selling his songs to the devil, and inadvertently selling his legend as well. How did a white boy from the Pittsburgh area know what it felt like to be an “old black Joe” on the plantation? The more his songs drifted loose from their minstrel ambience the more singular they seemed. The possibility that his darkies might have been just the usual stage darkies faded from mind.

Once the public has learned a new name, whether it be Stephen Foster or Sigmund Freud, we like to think of the subject as completely original, and not just as a working stiff punching a time clock. And incidentally, we also want him to have written everything, so we don’t have to learn any other names.

But even the great Stephen Foster had to go through channels. Minstrel shows were popular music, the hot center or Motown of the horse-and-buggy era, and you either wrote for them or wrote more sedately for grown-ups and prayed that sheet-music sales would pick up.

You might almost say that Foster had to wear blackface himself to reach his maximum audience. And the role of his subject, the stage darkie, was simply to let it all hang out, to go to the furthest extreme of laughter and tears and especially of nostalgia, which goes so well with music. The audiences that laughed and cried in response were not predominantly black but white men who had brought their libidos along for an airing, before locking them up again in church the next day. And Foster’s songs were so wholesome that you didn’t have to confess them but could take them home to the family. His songs became so familiar to all audiences that his outline seemed to appear in them. There’s a man in here! Tell me about him.

From that day to this, people have told and retold the short poignant life story of Stephen Foster in the form of books and movies and, just the other night, a TV special. Not that there is anything intrinsically interesting about a talented man drinking himself to death, but we do love to hear those songs again as much as we like to hear Christmas carols again every year.

So now if I could just find a few more Fosters, I might also find the answer to a question I’d been keeping at bay, namely, what is that interesting about any kind of writer? Okay, maybe if they ran with the bulls or danced in the Plaza Hotel fountain, like Papa Hemingway or Scott Fitzgerald. But if they just sat at a piano or desk with a pencil? Luckily some magazine editors, knowing of my interest in the subject, helped me out by asking me to write some review essays about the likes of Cole Porter, George Gershwin, and Hoagy Carmichael—but why? Weren’t these names ancient history by now? And why not ask a trained musician about them?

Never mind. You don’t ask editors such questions; they ask you these questions, usually just before hanging up. So I shut up myself and wrote the pieces and got the most mail I’d had in years. And I deduced from this small success that if you named a few familiar songs, these would form a kind of background music that would heighten the interest in everything you put in front of them. So the editors had found my Stephen Fosters for me, but there weren’t that many of them, as I found when I tried out some other names on them. In this game, it seems you are either an immortal or a nobody.

And for a while after Foster, it seemed as if the nobodies had won. The nineteenth century went on about its business, attracting more and more songs out of more and more songwriters, but no more superstars, which led me to the curious conclusion, later confirmed by the movies, that the entrepreneurs were happy to exploit your fame once you had some, but were not going to raise a finger until then. Because for them the ideal audience wants Bing Crosby to create his own tunes and Bob Hope his own jokes as if they’d just that moment thought of them. Which meant, and still does, that the best road to the stars is to become one yourself and perform your own music, like George M. Cohan, or pretend it’s your own, like some musicians today.

But in those days, before talkies and really good records, international entertainment was still pretty hit-or-miss, and Cohan’s type of all-American songs did not come with a visa. (I’d never heard of them in England.) Foster’s songs alone were contagious enough and so evocative of something in everybody to cross oceans and mountains, in the way that only music can, smuggled by absentminded whistlers and the kind of susceptible musicians who pick up everything lying around. As a small boy in England in the 1930s, I knew just two American songsmiths by name, Stephen Foster and Irving Berlin—who had apparently exploded some half century after Foster to write ten times as many hit songs and to live ten times as long, while creating and maintaining a more edifying kind of legend and becoming a kind of finger-snapping Benjamin Franklin for immigrants.

We surely wouldn’t see anything like that again. And in fact we didn’t quite. But we came close as, in fairly quick succession, America actually would hatch out two more names that everyone who was interested in anything had heard of at least vaguely, Berlin’s occasional disciple, George Gershwin, and his most surprising one, Cole Porter, who proved that rich kids could make it too in this fabulous country; and also with a slight stretch of the rules, two more, the illustrious Jerome Kern, who’d been around a while but would assume a new kind of fame in Berlin’s wake, and Irving’s last rival, Richard Rodgers, although Rodgers would come in two parts, Rodgers and Hart and Rodgers and Hammerstein, one of whom you probably like much better than the other, but both of whom qualify in terms of quantity.

Which doesn’t mean it had suddenly become easier. Looking more closely at the entrance requirements for this musical Mount Rushmore: Besides the quaint condition that each of them must have checked in on the public bulletin board by the end of the 1920s, with Cole Porter just making it and Berlin overlapping comfortably at both ends, there was also the nearly impossible criterion that each of them, except maybe Kern (who wrote some great, but quiet, theater songs too), had published more than fifty standards, by which I mean in this case more than fifty tunes that are still popular enough over fifty years later for most cocktail lounge pianists to have a rough idea of them, and for their copyrights still to be worth fighting for.

This is an astonishing achievement that would more than double or triple the world’s total supply of singable tunes. Yet even more astonishingly, most Americans seem barely to have noticed it then or since. Although collectively it constitutes far and away our greatest contribution to the world’s art supply in the so-called American Century, what the hell, they’re still only songs, and this I’ll admit is a limitation, because, apart from anything else, they’re always over so quickly. During the time it takes to watch just one full-length stage play, you can have sung your way through the whole lifework of at least one major songwriter, and two for a Eugene O’Neill play. Elsewhere, these songs have been referred to as America’s classical music, but if so, they are like a literature consisting entirely of epigrams and haiku, or at most sonnets.

So you’re going to be hungry again in half an hour. And that’s the limitation. Yet listening by chance to Vernon Duke’s “Autumn in New York” last night, I thought, what would it do with more space? Oscar Wilde’s one-liners are better than his plays. And what’s wrong with being hungry again?

The more pressing question for the writers was, How did anyone get a chance to publish that much, and what did he live on while he was doing so? Clearly there must have been a happy moment when Murphy’s Law was suspended and replaced by McGonnigle’s Exception, whereby everything that can go right does so, beginning this time with the favoring winds and timetables that brought families called Baline and Gershowitz all the way from Russia to Ellis Island, as if in answer to some great casting call.

And then there was America’s part in the Great War in 1917–18, a well-disguised blessing, which came along at just the right moment to pull the nation together and introduce us to each other, and for a giddy moment to the outside world as well.

“How you gonna keep them down on the farm after they’ve seen Paree,” Americans sang nostalgically when they had to come home again. The farm was probably a lost cause by then anyhow, but maybe we could at least keep them in New York and make it a bit more like Paree, if only by filling it with foreigners and Midwesterners. Every great artistic movement needs a great city, and New York was more than ready, with both of its relevant thoroughfares, Tin Pan Alley and Broadway, already up and blazing, with kids like Jacob Gershowitz, aka George Gershwin, plugging songs, to kids like Frederick Austerlitz, aka Fred Astaire, of Nebraska, on the Alley. And with over five hundred theaters on the Great White Way providing all the publishing opportunities a genius could ask for, plus enough newspapers to hammer his name into the public consciousness, so that even if people didn’t read the names on the sheet music, they read them in the gossip columns. And there was no better way to plug your latest hit than by showing up at the Algonquin (bringing along some funny lines by your press agent as well). Meanwhile sheet music for your latest darling might sometimes run to the same kinds of numbers as the hottest CD today, and theater, in the form of touring companies and sundry vaudeville spin-offs, circled the United States ceaselessly, distributing New York produce in bushel baskets, and naming the writers too, which counts at least a little on sheet music and a lot on playbills, but was about to count much less, as pop culture turned the next corner into the new technologies, which would be truly mixed blessings, making the writers richer than Croesus and more anonymous than the Unknown Soldier.

On the plus side, three of the hottest new developments, to wit, radio, microphoned records, and talking pictures, all addressed themselves squarely to the public’s ears, and needed all the new music they could get their hands on just to strut their stuff. What they didn’t need was the authors’ names, unless, as noted, those names had already become famous. The phrase “Irving Berlin’s latest” might actually sell a few tickets or records—not like “Bing Crosby’s latest,” but it was perhaps worth mentioning, while “Joe Schmo’s latest” definitely wasn’t. To take a sublime example among many, RKO bought Cole Porter’s show The Gay Divorce largely on the strength of his name, then threw out all but one of his songs, the big hit “Night and Day,” and actually went on to win the first songwriting Oscar with one of its own called “The Continental” by Con Conrad and Herb Magidson, whose names remain unknown even to trivia buffs who know what street Cole Porter was born on.

With the arrival of talking pictures, movie stars had quickly become, without much struggle, the only fixed celebrities in the American sky, sharing their space on a strictly temporary basis with such shooting stars as presidents, champion athletes, and the various Joey Buttafuocos of their day. Fortunately, complete cultural change never happens quite that fast, even today, and people with even the faintest interest continue to learn a few names, such as Harold Arlen, who had sort of “made it” in New York and hence theoretically made it everywhere; and Frank Loesser, also of New York, and a few more who had had the wisdom or luck to appear on-screen themselves, such as Hoagy Carmichael, or to sing songs on radio and records, like Johnny Mercer. Duke Ellington played movie bits as a bandleader to help register his name on the national blackboard as something or other, so that his songs could move on to the next stage of recognition. In those days, the paleo-disc-jockeys just played songs without attribution until they came to one by a celebrity; then it became George Gershwin’s “Soon” or Irving Berlin’s “Always” or Duke Ellington’s “I’m Beginning to See the Light.”

What the mass media took away, or harshly rationed, in terms of fame, the songwriters of the period more than made up for in opportunity and money (thanks to their amazing union, ASCAP). Movies positively ate up new songs, not just in its deluxe Gold Diggers and Broadway Melody series but in odd items of the “Shirley Temple Goes to College” genre and nonmusicals like Casablanca, which needed something for Sam to play again, or like Laura, which just needed background music but wound up with a great title song as well.

Radio ate songs too, usually as provided by various big bands broadcasting from hotel ballrooms around the country, and by such shows as Bing Crosby’s Kraft Music Hall and even by George Gershwin’s own radio show, and Hoagy Carmichael’s too, and who knows who else’s radio shows. I can still remember a fifteen-minute slot that Dinah Shore had in the 1940s that seemed to feature a brand-new bad song every single day.

Thus, from the birth of radio circa 1922 until its death by TV and reruns in the mid-1940s, there was almost enough work for all the talent in a ballooning country, and all bets were off concerning the incidence of genius. “Who wrote that, George Gershwin or Cole Porter?” the crowd asks the piano player. But even if he’s played an immortal song, the odds are that it won’t be by either of them. Along with the great writers who get chapters to themselves in this book, I’ve dashed off a list of some fifty who have published at least two standards (see the Appendix), and I expect to hear of fifty more that I’ve overlooked. As with Elizabethan England and Periclean Athens, if someone will provide the stage and the cash, the genius will take care of itself.

There’s musical genius and then there’s verbal genius. To match the explosion in melody came a river of light verse that turned up everywhere, from the largest magazines to the smallest local papers, and it seeped into the most minor songs, guaranteeing some wonderfully literate and accomplished lyrics.

But—and here some readers and I may split—the tunes were still the big news. “Didn’t they write great lyrics back then?” is a common question I’ve heard, to which I have two Yes, but… answers, one being Yes, but it’s my impression that they still do. From Broadway to the Grand Ole Opry to the Prairie Home Companion, you still find good lyrics, and you will keep on finding them. So long as there are ears to hear, there will be tongues to wag and wit to flail.

But how long has it been since you heard a really good new tune—one, that is, that made your hair stand up? Compared with the dictionary, the keyboard is tiny, and a new tune is like a Sudoku puzzle that must be not only original but somehow comely. This rare achievement, however, seemed quite commonplace in the “Stardust” years.

My second answer is Yes, they wrote some great lyrics, but they also wrote some lousy ones. The standards didn’t care. There have seldom been dumber words to anything than those of the young Ira Gershwin’s “Lady Be Good” and “The Man I Love,” while the Ellington-Strayhorn gem “Take the ‘A’ Train” barely has a lyric, only an address you wish would change from time to time.

On the other hand, there has never been a standard without a great tune—not even a great funny standard. Surf the Cole Porter songbook and you will undoubtedly find some great comic poems still waiting for the right tune to drive them off and make them rich and famous. But although Cole could have dashed off another two hundred choruses of “You’re the Top,” he couldn’t have written a second tune to save his life. And without those magic tunes, his light verse was as unsalable as most poetry.

This doesn’t mean the right lyric can’t make all the difference. A lyricist is a musician too, one who arranges tunes for the human voice so that you can “hear” them for the first time. But once the lyrics have done that, and made you laugh or cry two or three times at most, they fade in importance. Again and again, people will request a favorite song while knowing only its tune.

To resort to a few more inches of memoir, at age eleven or so I liked the movie title song “It Could Happen to You” so much that I went right out and bought the sheet music just to have around, though I couldn’t play a note of it. A few years later, I traipsed all over New York looking for a record, any record, of “There’s a Small Hotel.” Both songs have first-class lyrics, but I wouldn’t have crossed the street just for those words. After all, I’d heard them once, hadn’t I? And between songs, I’d swear I’d located the gold standard for words, though it was in a realm outside of music. Without making no-win comparisons, I felt that the poems of Keats and Byron, like the songs of Van Heusen and Rodgers, were a call to do something, if it was only to get out of my chair and maybe give a small whoop of delight. The world was a slightly better place now, and there was more where that came from.

Thus the tunes became for me and others of my age an entry-level art form. And with so many standards still pouring out, or being re-recorded, we became gluttons for melody and, within our limits, connoisseurs of it. When I read Alec Wilder’s great book, I nearly always agreed with him, or at least I got to know in particular what he would not like, and why. So if I still didn’t make it as an expert, I did have the makings of a snob.

Anyway, this book is no technical study. A life of Keats or Robert Frost doesn’t depend on metrics. This is also a book about a time and place, America 1900–1950, in between the horse and buggy and the jet plane, and the men who wrote music that would still sound good on “Jupiter and Mars,” and wherever we decide to fly to next.
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The Road to Berlin
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There are several ways of defining and measuring an era, but an excellent place to start is by checking out the media of the day and what they could or could not do at the moment. For example, when sound recording first came along, the singers belted into it as if performing to an empty stadium. The name that springs to mind is Caruso, the world’s biggest voice. But with the coming of microphones in the 1920s, singing became more personal, and the name became Bing Crosby, the world’s friendliest voice. So songs became brisker and less operatic, to suit not only the mike but the piano rack and the record cabinet. In short, the familiar thirty-two-bar song, which now seems to have been fixed in the stars, was actually fixed by the practicalities of sheet-music publishing and confirmed by the limitations of ten-inch records.

Or one might define an era in terms of women’s fashions and the consequent rise of impulse dancing on improvised dance floors. You can’t really jitterbug in a hoopskirt or bustle. Swing follows costume, and the big news was that by the 1910s skirts had become just loose enough and short enough to liberate the wearer from the tyranny of twirling through eternal waltzes in ballrooms as big as basketball courts, and freed her to do fox-trots and anything else that could be done in short, quick steps on, if necessary, living room floors with rugs rolled up. So that’s what the boys wrote for next. By the 1920s, the whole lower leg could swing out in Charlestons and other abandoned exercises. Songwriters celebrated that with a decade of fast-rhythm numbers. This has always been a dancing country, and never more so than in the Depression, when people trucked their blues away in marathons, or in seedy dance halls. “Ten Cents a Dance” was better than no income at all. And the Lindy Hop was as good as a gym class too.

And so on, through the arrival of women’s slacks in the late 1930s and their increased popularity in World War II for both work and play—Rosie the Riveter could jitterbug on her lunch break without leaving the floor. All she needed was a beat. Which brings us with a final bump and a grinding halt to rock and roll and the totally free-form dancing of today, which can be done with no clothes at all to a beat in your own head while you’re watching something else on television.

The huge, nonnegotiable gap between then and now is that in the past, music and dancing had always been disciplined by something or other. There had always been rules for doing it right, and even the wildest flights of swing and swing dancing had rested on a bed of piano lessons and dance lessons, and dress codes as well. Cab Calloway in a zoot suit was still a dressy man, a dandy; Cab Calloway in jeans or shorts over his knees would not have been dressed at all in the old sense. Going out dancing used to be an event, like going to church. Today all that remains are the rituals of prom night, which must seem weirder every year.

The era might also be measured in demographics or political cycles or even weather patterns. But the brilliant strand of music that, running through Irving Berlin and George Gershwin, has become the music of the standards began with a bang—with pianos being hoisted into tenements, a magnificent and noisy event, and it ended with guitars being schlepped quietly, almost parenthetically, into ranch houses and split-levels to herald the arrival of the great non-event that has been with us ever since.

But first the bang, then the whimper. There was no way of receiving such an impressive object as a piano quietly in such close quarters. Whether it bounced up the staircase or jangled its way over the fire escape and in through the window, the neighbors knew about it all right, and would be reminded again every time Junior hit the keys and shook the building. Short of a Rolls-Royce or carriage and horses, there was never such a status symbol, with the consequence that although “all the families around us were poor,” said Harry Ruby, “they all had pianos.” For such important matters, time-payments were born.

So the parents went into hock and found room for the damn thing someplace, and artistic Darwinism did the rest. You buy a piano for Ira Gershwin, and George is the one who plays it, although sometimes you had to live through a week of hell to learn this. As anyone knows who has ever housed a child and a piano, every tot who walks through the door will bang the bejesus out of the new toy for a few minutes, get bored, and come back, and back again, and bang some more, but then successively less and less until the dust starts to move in and claim it…. Unless the child finds something interesting in the magic box, a familiar tune that stammers to life under his fingers, or a promising and unfamiliar one; a chord that sounds good, and rolls out into a respectable arpeggio as well, with, saints be praised, a bass line that actually works for a bar or two—after which a gifted kid with an instrument is like a teenager with his first car and a tank full of gas. Where to, James: Charleston, Chattanooga, or Kalamazoo? Two-steps, or concertos, or parts unknown?

“Well, he’ll probably settle down eventually,” hoped the parents who had only bought the thing for the sake of respectability and maybe for some civilized graces around here. It speaks wonders for those parents in that era that they knew that being a famous lawyer or doctor wasn’t enough in life. If you weren’t a person of cultivation, you were still a bum.

But some of the kids insisted on being bums anyway, and sometimes the piano only made them worse. There were low-life uses for the instrument as well as high, and all the classical music lessons the parents could shout for weren’t always enough to keep Junior out of the gutter, especially once ragtime had come along, in Frank Loesser’s phrase, “to fill the gutters in gold.” Talk about subversive—not even Elvis Presley rolling his hips had as many parents and preachers up and howling and sending for the exorcism unit as ragtime did. After all, not too many kids have hips like Elvis’s, but anyone who could play “Chopsticks” or whistle “The Star-Spangled Banner” could syncopate, and in no time, as Irving Berlin bragged in two of his hits, “Everybody’s doing it” in one form or another, from “Italian opera singers” learning to snap their fingers, to “dukes and lords and Russian czars,” who settled for throwing their shoulders in the air and no doubt rolling their eyes. And there was no place to hide from it, even in an ivory tower. In fact, it would become a staple of B-movie musicals to show a professor at first frowning mightily as he hears the kids jazzing up a well-known classic, only to furtively wind up, beneath the gown or the desk, tapping his own foot too, as if the body snatchers had seized that much of him. And if the “professoriate” and the “long hairiate” couldn’t stand up to it, the kid at the keyboard wasn’t even going to try. Because this is where ragtime belonged, its birthplace, its office and its home, and the great Scott Joplin was still making tunes out of it, which maybe they could use in place of Czerny’s finger exercises while no one was listening.

“What’s that you’re playing? That’s not what you’re supposed to be playing.” Someone was always listening, and one imagines a thousand fights a day over this as George or Harold or Fats would stray once more from his scales and his Bach-made-easy and start to vamp the music of his pulse, the music of the streets.

Well, just because everybody was doing it didn’t make it right. But remember: There was no other living music around except the music of the streets; there were no radios or records, or even talking pictures. Unless your parents took you to the theater, like Jerome Kern’s, or to concerts, like no one I can think of, “good” music only existed in the form of hieroglyphs on a page, which meant that in effect it was a dead language, and a growing child could not survive on dead languages alone. So they listened instead to the sounds that seeped out of the vaudeville house rear windows and under the doors of taverns, and to the riffs of the barrel organs and ice cream trucks playing “Nola” and “The Whistler and His Dog,” and from the upstairs windows of the tenements themselves, where seditious neighbors had actually acquired the latest sheet music and couldn’t wait to bang it out on their new pianos, for the rest of the community to swing to and curse.

But perhaps the most effective medium for spreading the new music around were the average absentminded whistlers and hummers whose names were legion in those days, and still semi-legion when I was growing up in the 1940s and ’50s. In fact, I have a vague feeling I was one myself. Anyway, you had little choice about it. If you knew the music, you whistled it, as if all the backed-up melody in your head was forcing its way out through your mouth like steam from a kettle. And this medium was no respecter of class or location either. As late as the 1950s, you could still hear respectable bankers and businessmen in stark colors and homburg hats whistling their way to work like newsboys or Walt Disney’s dwarves. The very last time I heard a recognizable tune being whistled all the way through, it turned out to be coming from a natty distinguished senior in the next booth of a men’s room who was whistling while he whatever. By that point in time, this man’s whistling had become the only sound in a quiet building, like a trumpet blowing “Taps” over an empty battlefield, but imagine how that whistle sounded for the first time, back in the days when the natty old man was still a scruffy old boy adding his two cents’ worth to the noise of the whistling businessmen and the cheerful whine of the calliopes and the soughs of violins being scraped on street corners.

And then imagine how it all sounded to that other small boy trying to get serious at the piano, but tempted like sin by the sounds of freedom outside, all of which, from the barrel organ to the guy on the corner trying to make a buck from his fiddle or harmonica, was at that moment syncopated. And it all went into Junior’s ears and hands and came out again, jumbled perhaps with Mr. Mozart’s music or whoever was on the rack that day for him to torture, and maybe with some verbal help from the wise guy next door, the result might be a song that someday might sell like hotcakes and cross the ocean too, until the whole world was playing and whistling it and some of the bums whose parents had despaired of them became very rich indeed, and the parents frowned and learned to tap their feet too, and moved uptown, where, thanks to their one very shrewd investment in a musical black box, they’d never have to work again. The piano lessons might have been wasted, but the hooky lessons were pure gold.

Or were the piano lessons really wasted? One of the proudest claims made for the American standards is that they were good music written by real musicians, however they got there, whether by studying at the best schools, like Kern and Rodgers, or by just listening, like Irving Berlin. Berlin never did learn the piano, but could spot a wrong note on the next block.

The school of “just listening” received an endorsement from the arrival of jazz in those years. The best jazz musicians created intricate harmonies without benefit of pencil or paper—disciplines that could take years to master at school. Classical lessons were still useful because they taught good from bad and what was good about good.

But playing hooky was vital—not just at the piano, playing Chopin and Brahms in ragtime, but playing hooky from the piano, just walking around and listening to the music of the city itself, which was experiencing a creative transformation right under these players’ ears.

The same wave of good luck that had brought so many eastern European Jews to New York had also brought enough Southern blacks to mount a Harlem renaissance, and just like that, two of the principal ingredients had arrived. The standards have actually been referred to as a Jewish response to black music, but this definition is a loaded compliment that neither party has rushed to claim. With such praise, Jews never know whether to take a bow or duck. In a safe house like this book, it is the highest compliment I can think of. But in the mouth of a WASP supremacist like Henry Ford, “Jewish” meant un-American and subversive, so don’t wave that compliment around or it might explode; and for blacks it just meant more of the minstrel-show syndrome. There go those darkies, making music again, haven’t they got a great sense of rhythm? As outsiders, both Jews and blacks had been positively expected to entertain, but when they did so, it automatically became a second-class thing to do. Show biz in general was the ultimate club that accepted Groucho Marx and invited his scorn.

Music is not produced by whole groups, but by one genius at a time, and it may be significant that the two families that gave us Irving Berlin and George Gershwin both fled Russia on the same great wave of czarist pogroms, only to find American black people not only singing about a similar experience, but using the Hebrew Bible as their text.

Blacks too had been to heaven and back. They had found the promised land in the form of emancipation, and for a few giddy years the taste of freedom had been all the milk and honey they needed. But when they (and the white man) woke up, they realized nothing much had changed. The slaves had been moved to another part of the ledger. They would still be working for the boss, the pharaoh, but they would have to look for their own food and lodging now and pay for it out of their still-empty pockets. And somehow the boss seemed to have multiplied to include any white man who wanted a shoe shine or simply a glass of water. Just say the word “boy” to any African American, even today, and he’ll remember.

Slavery had at least been a great cause that had bound them like brothers. “Let my people go,” they had sung; but now they were only a people on special occasions, such as when sociologists wanted to talk about them. Otherwise, they were on their own and had to cut their own deals with the All-Mighty as well as with the Man (and the woman). So they invented the blues, which could reasonably be called spirituals with a hangover, secular spirituals to match the shabbiness and sour taste of Reconstruction. Resisting slavery had been a noble cause worthy of noble songs, but what could you sing about sharecropping except that your feet hurt and the roof leaked and your woman had just left for a cat with more bread, or your man had split for a fox with a fancy wig and a lying heart?

But was that always so bad? “I’ll be glad when you’re gone, you rascal you.” From the first, there was as much irony as heartbreak in the blues, and by the time you got to Bessie Smith, these were funny songs. And the famous song “Basin Street Blues” is actually about losing the blues and celebrating with a blues beat.

In other words, black music was losing its specific folk content and meeting the white man halfway—or getting taken over, if you prefer. (In a lawsuit over cultural rights, the Jews could always demand their Bible back.) The five-minute promised land of emancipation would be stretched indefinitely into the fixed smile of Dixieland, which became Tin Pan Alley’s image of everybody’s Great Good Place where you arrived by choo-choo train, not cattle car, and the magnolias blossomed ’round everybody’s door. The signature entertainer of the Dixieland years was a Jew wearing blackface, and there was no insult involved. It was one showman imitating another, and I’ve always wondered about the true color of Al Jolson’s Mammy. By the time Bing Crosby began imitating Jolson, the blackface was understood and no longer had to be painted on—on Bing, or later on Elvis.

One striking bond between Berlin and Gershwin was their over-the-top love of their new country. “God Bless America,” wrote Irving, with all his heart. And George, who thrived between the wars when patriotism was quieter, nevertheless said, “My place is America and my time is now” because it was clearly important to him, a statement of intent. Other new Americans, such as Italians and Irish, still sang the old songs, or new songs (like “Galway Bay”) that pretended to be old songs.

But after enough pogroms, you haven’t all that much to sing about. It’s time to start over, as insiders this time, and in the first country that has ever asked you in. It has been suggested to me by someone who listened closely that Gershwin actually sounds more Russian than Jewish. But George wasn’t familiar with either genre from his nonmusical household. He was only trying to write American as it sounded to a new arrival in a city of foreigners.

The result was American music through a distorting lens like El Greco’s. To get there, George had rounded out his classical lessons by vamping regular American pop on Tin Pan Alley and finally by going to Harlem and hearing some real American music from such great jazz pianists as James P. Johnson and Willie “the Lion” Smith, whom he would later invite back to his apartment for informal concerts—a gutsy thing to do back then. But he owed them that much.

Gershwin was the last link in the chain that led to the standards, which were almost all written from 1925 to 1950. But to get to George you have to pass through Irving, who walked the streets first and founded the unofficial New York School of Song, which would eventually stretch to California without losing its accent, and would pretty much commandeer the word “standards” for its own.

And if this school had a motto and a golden rule, Duke Ellington phrased it early on: “It don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing.” All the standards harkened back to the kid kibitzing at the piano, although all those pianos were not delivered to the Lower East Side, whose reputation in fact rests largely on the one that was not delivered to Irving Berlin himself. And several fine standard writers, such as Victor Young and Matty Malneck, actually began swinging on violins.

But the piano remained the instrument of choice and favored home companion. Incredibly, syncopation remained the preferred means of rebellion and escape right through the Depression, which prolonged the Jazz Age by the sheer force of house-to-house inertia. People wanted at least one chance to live like Fred Astaire before they switched to something new. And then World War II gave swing, its latest name, a couple more great years, because you can’t change music in midstream. After which, nostalgia held back at least some of the tide until the great writers had time to empty their trunks, leaving us the incredible body of work called the standards.

It is perhaps worth adding that even at their peak the standards never quite had the national stage to themselves. Jule Styne told Max Wilk of hearing a whole different Hit Parade as he drove west in the Golden Age, but even in New York some great Broadway songs, like “My Funny Valentine,” didn’t make the Hit Parade at the time, while other nondescripts, like “Three Little Fishes” and “Deep in the Heart of Texas,” did.

Time, and records, and great musicians have all been kind to the standards, which live on in cabarets as sheer entertainment. Because they still have “that thing.” The English critic Benny Green deplores the phrase “jazz song” on the grounds that jazz is a process, something you do to music, not the music itself.

True enough. But some songs are friendlier to jazz than others—as witnessed by two songs by Victor Herbert: “Ah, Sweet Mystery of Life,” which just sounds silly if syncopated, and “Indian Summer,” which Jimmy Dorsey and his band could swing into a national success.

Is there a word for this kind of innate swingability? The pianist Dick Hyman refers to a “built-in syncopation,” which even he couldn’t locate, but which even you and I can’t miss. Louis Armstrong famously said of jazz, “If you have to ask what it is, you’ll never know.” So much for definitions. “Jazz song” is just a quick way of saying what can’t be said anyway, and I’ve used it loosely throughout, wincing slightly on behalf of Mr. Green every single time.

To sum all this up in one sentence or so: Jazz songs were the pop music of the Jazz Age, and talented kids wrote them as naturally and spontaneously as they would later write rock songs. And when the songs lost “that thing”—or acquired a different thing—the era ended. The old piano left the building, taking its music with it.
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Irving Berlin: The Little Pianist Who Couldn’t
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IRVING BERLIN

If one picture is worth a thousand words, what price a great bar of music? Or a pointed facial expression?

Fortunately, the cost of such items is not fixed. And while some pictures actually are priceless, some expressions truly are blank. Perhaps the most talkative picture I’ve ever come across is a small snapshot of a child that I had the good luck to glimpse one day—without a caption. Who was this? I had just time to ask myself, but the answer was already waiting. This picture of a young Irving Berlin was not just worth a thousand words, but it told you exactly what they were, to wit: Genius. Music. Russia, or one of those places. (Hungary? That was the other place.) Violin? Probably, because that’s what they played around there, although a piano is possible. And, of course, his music would be classical. Just look at all that hair.

Well, that’s one facet that has changed. Long-haired music is not what it used to be. But this kid is no mop-top either. That extra hair is there expressly to run one’s fingers through while thinking about classical music.

But suppose, for the sake of argument, that this kid never heard any classical music and isn’t about to…. What might become of him then? Mathematics? Perhaps, but only if it is set to music. To save him from that, one more question. What kind of music does this little boy hear? It turns out that he hears some synagogue chanting from his father, who is a cantor, but Papa dies when little Isidore Baline is just eight, and after that he hears nothing but street junk. Is there hope?

Since this is New York, that musical junk was at least the junk of all nations, and all corners of this one: Manhattan folk music contained a bit of everything, and all of it came with words. So could he combine this with Jewish music?

The one thing that Izzy Baline knew about music was that he’d better start making money out of it at once or move on to something else. Immigrant life was hard enough even while the breadwinner was still winning. With their father dead, the eight Balines were so broke, even by Lower East Side standards, that they couldn’t even afford a piano. Indeed, they couldn’t even afford Isidore, who could barely squeeze himself in at night and out again in the morning with that head of his so full of music and money—a combination that would never leave him, no matter how much it might later hurt his reputation. The critics could consider him a hack, but talk is cheap, and a “cheque” (as we say in England) is worth more than a compliment any day—it costs more and is more sincere. For Irving, honor would begin with paying his own way in life, and he never committed the basic dishonesty of claiming to write for art. He told his friend Cole Porter, “Never apologize for a song that sells a million copies.” Like other children who have had to work to survive, part of his young mind became a little old man, who saw nothing at all funny about money.

So he hit the streets and began, of course, to run errands and sell newspapers—was there any famous American who didn’t hawk papers back then? And he would also sing songs to anyone who would hold still for him, either in friendly cafés or on street corners while his audience waited for the cars and horses to go by. Raised on street music, he was now returning the favor, busking for a while with an old minstrel memorably called Blind Sol, who also played the city by ear and who perhaps afforded Izzy some protection in saloons, where it was probably bad luck to throw out blind people. After that, Izzy acquired his master’s degree in the school of hard knocks and sweet music by working for Harry Von Tilzer, the legendary writing publisher. Plugging Harry’s latest in theater balconies, Irving learned the arts of self-promotion and rights of use.

Thus, before he had written any songs at all, he knew everything about how to sell them. Soon he was old enough to work the city’s fancier joints, and street-smart enough to know which ones they were. His next port of call was as a singing waiter at a fashionable Chinese place called, jarringly, Nigger Mike’s, where he did what the job said, he sang and he waited, though not for long. Pretty soon the perfect fish swam into view: one Prince Louis of Battenburg, who would soon become a Mountbatten when the German image turned ugly in 1914. He gave Izzy an uninflated five-dollar tip for his combined services. This in turn gave Baline a heaven-sent chance to turn it down on the grounds that serving such a noble fellow was its own reward. Nearby, an ambitious young reporter called Herbert Bayard Swope took it all down, giving both himself and Irving a leg up with a piece in the next day’s paper describing the episode—thus a new generation of hustlers was born.

All Irving needed now was some published songs of his own, preferably both words and music, because as a lyricist he would only have been a minor legend at best. Although it was obviously quite a feat for an unschooled immigrant kid to write good lyrics in what amounted to a second language, it happened so often you have to notice certain advantages as well. The syntax and vocabulary of pop songs were pretty close to those of the streets anyway, but were so far from the kind taught or even allowed in the classroom that maybe the less classroom the better. And as for Izzy’s understanding of American life, he wouldn’t need much of it to write his first hit lyric (the title of which is “My Wife’s Gone to the Country, Hurrah, Hurrah”). Most lyrics are simply verbal clichés about emotional clichés, so once again maybe the less you know the better. And it is not surprising that several of the wittiest lyricists, such as Gus Kahn (Germany), Al Dubin (Switzerland), and Lew Brown (Odessa), were all born into foreign-speaking families in foreign-speaking lands. And purely as lyricists, each of them was, I believe, as good or even better than Irving.

As for the other point of the story, that he’d been discovered as a singing waiter in a Chinese saloon—where better? There was no “normal” way to bring on these epiphanies, but Nigger Mike’s was at least close to the heart of the Lower East Side school of music. The real miracle would have been to start in a place like Peru, Indiana, like Cole Porter, or be sent to Poland on a violin scholarship at age ten like Victor “I Don’t Stand a Ghost of a Chance with You” Young. And while a name like Nigger Mike’s might cause a sharp intake of breath now, Irving Berlin’s own song “Cohen Owes Me Ninety-Seven Dollars” would be breathtakingly anti-Semitic coming from someone else. (The singer is dying, but he doesn’t want to let his debtors off the hook that easily.) But Irving was just proving himself a good sport, the highest accolade an immigrant could hope for. New York in the early twentieth century was not so much a melting pot as a chafing dish, and if Irving could seem abrasive in later years, it’s worth remembering that he was rubbed raw himself at an impressionable age.

Berlin’s first commercial hit set to his own music was called “Dorando” and was written in crass Italian dialect that consisted mostly of adding an A to everything, as in “the sonna of a gunna no runna.” The news item that had inspired it concerned a quite gallant marathon runner who had recently collapsed while entering the Olympic stadium and been carried across the finish line by his fans. But in Irving’s version, a sniveling Dorando comes up with a ridiculous excuse for this: He has been tricked into eating Irish stew instead of “da spaghetts.” (“And dats why he no winna.”) The tune is second-drawer Berlin, which is to say facile and professional and lacking any trace of genius until you put them all together. Soon he would be able to produce such songs on demand and in his sleep, which made it a useful second drawer to have.

By 1911, Irving earned his MBA in music by acquiring a publisher-cum-partner to facilitate the flow, and with that he exploded onto a new level. The triggering device was “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” a song that he himself didn’t appreciate immediately, but which caught on so thoroughly wherever it was played that it seemed like a standard before its time. It is called a rag because the title says it is, but it is in fact a hybrid with a syncopated verse and a marching chorus. With that in the bank, he then set out to write some regular rags. Suddenly, one hit seemed to run into another, just as they did on Henry Ford’s assembly line. In his erudite book on Berlin’s first songs, Charles Hamm shows how thoroughly the young man had absorbed all the pop formulas. It was like someone learning to dance with a booklet in his hand telling him where to put his feet. But this is where the miracle kicks in, for the novice suddenly begins to dance like Fred Astaire. And if everyone else has the same instructions, why is he the only one doing it? What has he added to the lesson?

Irving never really found out, but he kept on making music, better and better, while apparently becoming more and more convinced that, like some fairy-tale character with a magical gift, he might lose the knack if he asked too many questions. In this, he was fortified by his superbly well-trained contemporary Victor Herbert, who also advised him not to learn any more about music. He never did.

And in all the years since, no one else has been able to say whether he made the right decision, or even exactly what he was doing
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