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To Janet






It’s quarter to three.
There’s no one in the place
   except you and me,
So, set ’em up, Joe,
I’ve got a little story
you oughta know.…

—Johnny Mercer
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One

It is often difficult to remember exactly where and when you met someone, but in the case of Johnny Mercer I remember that first encounter almost to the minute. I had come out to Los Angeles from New York, where I then lived, to write the lyrics for some songs in a movie. I called a friend, the wonderful singer Betty Bennett, and asked if she might be free for dinner that night. She said she would be attending a birthday party, and then added, “Do you want to go with me?” I asked her whose birthday it was and she said it was that of the composer John Williams.

I said, “Since today is also my birthday, I’d love to go.”

We went to the Williams house. As we entered, I saw three men standing at the top of a little stairway from the foyer into the living room. The one on the left was a friend of several years, Henry Mancini. The one on the right I did not recognize, although I soon learned he was Dave Cavanaugh, one of the most important producers at Capitol Records. The one in the middle, the man with a space between his incisors when he smiled, was Johnny Mercer. I knew that face from countless photographs in Down Beat and other publications, including one called The Capitol News, which was distributed free through record stores throughout the United States. And because it was my thirty-eighth birthday, and John Williams’s thirty-fifth, I can date this meeting exactly: February 8, 1966, shortly after eight p.m.

I had the most immense respect for Johnny Mercer. Every American lyricist I have known considers, or considered, him the best of them all, and the volume of his output of great lyrics, at all levels, from the outright commercial (“Goody Goody”) to the reaches of high art (“Once Upon a Summertime,” “One for My Baby”), over four decades, is awesome. In 1942 alone he wrote for motion pictures twelve major standard songs that are still performed around the world.

In addition to that, he was the man who founded Capitol Records, an upstart company that had a huge impact on American—and, by extension, world—culture. The company began in 1942, in the midst of World War II, under conditions that would have halted a lesser man, including a major shortage of the shellac on which discs were pressed and a pending musicians’ strike. Capitol was a fresh wind in popular music and jazz, and its artistic direction, as I would eventually learn, was set almost completely by Mercer.

Even its black label with silver lettering and an outline of the Capitol building in Washington, D.C., seemed special. But above all it was the music that came out on Capitol, produced either directly by Mercer or indirectly by his close collaborators. Suddenly we were presented with an array of new artists, most of them of the highest quality, in those middle and latter years of the war: the King Cole Trio, Jo Stafford, Freddie Slack, Stan Kenton, Andy Russell, Bobby Sherwood, Ella Mae Morse, Peggy Lee, and so many more, including Mercer himself. He was a singer of distinctive, rough-hewn, vaguely bucolic insouciance and charm whose humor shone through such of his songs as “The Strip Polka,” one of Capitol’s first important hits. Mercer’s roots were in jazz, and his vocals had a wonderful and unpretentious swing. Later came his recordings of such poignant works as “Any Place I Hang My Hat Is Home,” which he wrote (with Harold Arlen) for the musical St. Louis Woman. That was another thing about Capitol: a lot of its records were just plain funny, including such Betty Hutton hits as “My Rocking Horse Ran Away.”

When I was growing up in Canada, you couldn’t get those records there: Capitol had no out-of-country distribution during the war. So I used to buy them in Niagara Falls, New York, at a favorite record store and smuggle them home, along with the latest issue of The Capitol News, under the seat of an intercities bus. I remember feeling tremors of apprehension as the bus went through Immigration and Customs and a uniformed inspector would ask what I was bringing into Canada; I’d say, “Nothing,” hoping he would not see through my lie. I wondered if for my transgression I might be hustled off to, if not jail, perhaps reform school. I never got caught, but certainly my venture into small-time smuggling lent those records a certain special glamour—because they were illegal, they were contraband. And, furthermore, few other kids where I lived had them.

I did not foresee that I would follow Mercer into the craft of songwriting. It was not on my list of uncertain aspirations; I just liked great songs, and I recognized that his were among the finest. And by then I was an avid observer of the writers’ credits under the song titles on those heavy and breakable old 78 rpm records. The late Alan Jay Lerner thought that Mercer was the greatest lyricist in the history of the English language, which essentially means the American language, since the body of good songs from England is limited. Paul Weston, the arranger who worked closely with Mercer, said, “John did more things well than any other lyricist. John had genius.” Jimmy Van Heusen, with whom Mercer wrote “I Thought About You,” also applied the word genius to Mercer. “As far as lyric writers are concerned,” he said, “I don’t think there’s anybody near him.”

One of John’s friends, the television producer William Harbach—son of another great lyricist, Otto Harbach (who, with Jerome Kern, wrote “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”)—recalled a luncheon with his father and Oscar Hammerstein II. Harbach said, “My father and Oscar Hammerstein were very close friends. They wrote a lot of shows together—Rose Marie, Sonny, and about four other shows. I asked Oscar how he felt about Johnny Mercer. He said, ‘Johnny Mercer is the greatest American lyricist alive. I could no more write a lyric like one of his than fly. It’s so Americana.’”

Alan Bergman, of the lyric-writing team of Alan and Marilyn Bergman, said, “He was the most versatile, the best of those we study and appreciate. He could write anything. He could be very funny, yet he wrote a lot about lost youth. The images and the metaphors are just marvelous. I’m amazed every time I hear his work.”

What is it that was so great about Mercer’s work?

The late Boris Vian, a gifted French musician, author, and songwriter, once said in an interview that he was far more proud of his song lyrics than of his novels. There are good reasons why he felt so.

The song is unique among literary forms, and by far the most exacting. It has the function of retarding emotional time, so that the listener can experience the feelings it is attempting to convey with an intensity comparable to the effect of watching the wings of a hummingbird in slow-motion cinematography. This is one reason a song can move you to tears.

It has been said that poetry can communicate before it is understood. This is questionable. Language is structured specifically to convey information, and you can be moved only by words in a language with which you are familiar. If you do not understand what is being said, you won’t be moved. Furthermore, one’s own language has a power that no acquired language can probably ever have. Emotion, however, is conveyed by pitch and inflection and sonority. You can hear it even in the cries and yelps and whimpers of animals. Hearing is our early-warning system. We are designed so that we respond instantly to sounds: it is a survival mechanism. And that is what music is made of.

Music, therefore, can communicate before it is understood. It need not be understood at all, ever. It doesn’t matter whether you have a technical knowledge of the art when you are being moved by, say, a Rachmaninoff concerto or a jazz solo by Dizzy Gillespie. Music is the only art that works directly on the nervous system. Much has been written, and continues to be written, about how music achieves its effects, but in the end even neurologists seem to be baffled. They can describe some of the mechanics of the process, but they cannot tell you why the process works.

In these observations one catches a glimpse, though only a glimpse, of the power of song. The words must be slowed to the pace of the music, which gives them time to have their emotional effect, while the music has its own direct emotional effect. There is nothing in literature to compare to this form.

Modern free verse (vers libre) is all but useless as musical material, since it lacks recurrent pattern, essential to the structure of a song. And poetry in meter has little to do with the nature of the song lyric. For the syllables of a song lyric, wedded to music, must be long or short, to match the note. You need long vowels on long notes, short vowels on short notes, and always there is the problem of articulation: the words must not so much fall trippingly from the tongue, as Shakespeare put it, as move smoothly in and through and from the mouth of the singer. And if the singer is confronted by a rapid-patter song, such as Stephen Sondheim’s brilliant and difficult “I’m Not Getting Married Today” in the musical Company, the flow of the consonants becomes only the more important.

Thus, as a result of this emphasis on length of vowel and consonant, the modern song lyric has more in common with Latin poetry than later European metered poetry. (A trace of this still exists in Italian.)

There is yet another critical factor in good lyric writing: the intervals of the melody line must be close to the intervals that would occur in natural speech, an idea and ideal abandoned in the rock age. English and French are far more tonal languages than is generally recognized. For example, in the opening song of Company, which is based on the name of its principal character, Bobby, Sondheim (who also wrote the music) employed a falling minor third, which is the way you ordinarily say that name. In My Fair Lady, the song “I’ve Grown Accustomed to Her Face” begins with the title phrase set (in C) to the notes CDEGD. That is the way you would say it. The falling fourth, from G to D (“… her face”), has an uncertain, sighing quality about it, expressing the protagonist’s bafflement at discovering how much he has come to need her. Whether Lerner set the words to Loewe’s music or Loewe set the music to Lerner’s words I don’t know. Probably they worked the way Cole Porter did: he would find the title, build his melody from it, and then fit the rest of the lyric to the music. Johnny Mercer was reluctant to write lyrics first, believing that a song’s musical flow is more natural, more lyrical, when the music is written first. In general, good lyricists are better at hearing the words in music than composers are at hearing the music in words.

If you do write the lyric before the music, you are forced to set up some sort of metric structure to accommodate music’s need for repeats, particularly the first, second, and final eight bars in an AABA song form. And this forces you into a metrical scheme, which, when the composer attempts to solve the problem, often results in a sort of recitativo chanting effect.

There is another problem specific to lyric writing: you should try to avoid beginning a word with the same consonant that ends the previous word. If you don’t, they run together, causing a confusion in the ear. (Americans still seem unable to decide whether the stuff is called duct tape or duck tape.)

Long notes tend to occur at the end of musical phrases. For this reason, long open vowels—those not terminated by a consonant—are ideal at the ends of such lines. The most singable vowel sounds in the English language are oo and oh. But of course you cannot count on open vowels to end every line; there aren’t enough words containing them. Next best are the liquid consonants, sometimes called semivowels, of which there are four in English: m, n, l, and r. Technically f and s qualify as well, but if you sustain them they sound odd. M, n, l, and r can be sustained in singing. You can sing “Dream” (one of Johnny’s most successful songs), and sustain that m, singing Dreammm. Conversely, you cannot sing uppppp. That word would best be used on a short note.

Mercer wrote a deceptively simple song (music by Victor Schertzinger) called “I Remember You.” He built the entire lyric out of the oo and oh sounds and the liquid consonant l, with brief appearances by m and n.

Furthermore, in the second eight bars—the repeat of what songwriters call the front strain—he manages a deft character sketch of shy humility.


I remember you.
You’re the one
who made my dreams
come true
a few
kisses ago.

I remember you.
You’re the one
who said: “I love you, too.”
I do.
Didn’t you know?

I remember, too,
a distant bell
and stars that fell
like rain,
out of the blue.

When my life is through
and the angels
ask me to recall
the thrill of them all,
then I shall tell them
I remember you.



It sounds so simple, but it is stunning in its technical virtuosity.

Finally, it must be said that English is a very poor language for rhyme. Every lyricist hears (and inwardly sighs) repeatedly, “Is it true that there is no rhyme for orange?” Yes, it is. But there is no rhyme for April, either, and for a rhyming dictionary I wrote some years ago, I compiled a list of more than three hundred words that have no rhymes, among them charcoal, culprit, envy, and fondle. But beyond that, there are many words for which the rhymes are few, including the word love. It has only four rhymes, above, dove, glove, and shove. Of is often used, although it properly rhymes with suave. That’s why you get so much stuff about the stars above and dreaming of. Only occasionally does someone use these rhymes brilliantly, as in Alan Jay Lerner’s quatrain in My Fair Lady:


You want to talk of Keats and Shelley.
She only wants to talk of love.
You go to see a play or ballet
and end up searching for her glove.



These are some, but by no means all, of the technical problems of writing good lyrics, most of which, of course, have been largely abandoned in the period after the golden age of American songwriting, that time when a lot of popular music was good and a lot of good music was popular, that epoch of American High Culture.

Obviously I was not thinking all this, but I certainly appreciated Mercer’s mastery of the craft when I saw him standing there with Henry Mancini in John Williams’s living room. I approached them and said, “Hello, Hank.”

He greeted me and said, “Gene, this is Johnny Mercer.” Hank and Johnny had collaborated on such songs as “Moon River,” “Days of Wine and Roses,” “The Sweetheart Tree,” “Charade,” and more. “John, this is Gene Lees. He’s a writer from the East.” And Dave Cavanaugh, whose identity I did not yet know, added, “He’s also one hell of a lyricist.”

Well. To have that said in front of a man whose body of work I revered—from “Jeepers Creepers” to the songs with Mancini—produced the most confused conflict of emotions in me. To have that said in front of my hero thrilled and embarrassed me at the same time. In that discomfort, I managed to blurt, “Well, Mr. Mercer, if I know anything about writing lyrics, I learned it from Cole Porter, you, and Charles Trenet.”

At which he flashed that gap-toothed grin I knew from so long ago and said, “How’d I get in there between two queens?”

I don’t remember anything more of that evening.

Two days later, I got a letter at my hotel from Mercer. He had telephoned Mancini—whose office at Sunset and Vine I used as home base when I was in Los Angeles—who told him where he could find me. The typed letter read:


What a coincidence, after meeting you. I was driving in my car when I heard a song on the radio called “Someone to Light Up My Life.” I pulled over and phoned the radio station to find out who had written that lyric. And it was you.

That sure is some elegant lyric. It made me cry. I wish I had written it. Please give me a call. Perhaps we can have dinner.



A day or so later I had dinner with Mercer and his wife, Ginger. Having been a newspaper reporter before I was ever a songwriter, I questioned him about the nature of the craft. One of the tricks I picked up during my newspaper days was that of doing interviews without taking notes. The moment you pull out a notepad and pencil or, in later years, a recording device, you remind the subject that he or she is under interrogation, and this tends to produce a certain stiffness in the responses. But if you take no notes and scrupulously memorize what is told you, you can get a lot more out of the subject. Back at my hotel, I wrote that conversation up as a magazine article for High Fidelity, for which I was then a contributing editor. I later learned that John had a thousand copies of that piece printed and gave them to friends and colleagues, telling them (I have been advised) with amazement and almost paternal pride that I had taken no notes. He didn’t know he’d been suckered.

His full name was John Herndon Mercer. He was born November 18, 1909, the direct descendant of a certain Hugh Mercer of Aberdeen, who, as a young physician just out of medical school, attended the Scottish wounded at the Battle of Culloden on April 16, 1746. The battle was an attempt by the feckless Charles Edward Stuart, known as Bonnie Prince Charlie, to put himself on the throne of England. A much larger, and certainly more disciplined, English army defeated the Stuart forces decisively and proceeded to bayonet the wounded. They even killed the doctors. After that they hunted down all those they could find who had anything to do with the battle and killed them, often along with their wives, children, and livestock. (These were actions worthy, in a later time, of the Nazi butcher Reinhard Heydrich.) Hugh Mercer managed to hide on a farm, and in March of 1747 was able to board a ship to Philadelphia. He settled in due course near Greencastle, just north of the Maryland border in central Pennsylvania, where he accepted command of the local militia, which was assembled in defense against the Indians.

He carried on two professions in America, that of soldier and that of physician. He fought in the French and Indian Wars, then resigned his commission and moved to Fredericksburg, Virginia, to resume his practice as a physician. In the early 1770s, Mercer was an habitué of the Rising Sun Tavern, among whose other patrons were Spencer Monroe, father of the future president James Monroe; John Marshall, who would become Chief Justice of the Supreme Court; Patrick Henry; George Washington; and John Paul Jones, a fellow Scotsman whose past, rumor held, included piracy and murder.

The owner of the tavern was George Weedon, a colonel in the Continental Army. Hugh Mercer married Weedon’s sister-in-law, Isabella Gordon, who bore him five children, among them Ann Gordon Mercer in 1765, and in 1775 or ’76, the youngest of them, Hugh Tennant Weedon Mercer. It was from this line of the family that Johnny Mercer was descended. John was well aware of this ancestry, and proud of it.

Among the regulars of the Rising Sun Tavern was a man who was in fact a wanted criminal in Scotland, with a price of five hundred pounds on his head. And so he took a name that was common among Scots immigrants, Patton. To his dying day, Robert Patton never told his children his real name.

Hugh Mercer took up his military career once again in the American Revolution, becoming a brigadier general, an aide and close confidant of George Washington. His brilliance, some historians believed, would have made him the first president of the United States had he not been wounded in the Battle of Princeton—a statue to him now stands there—and died.

Robert Patton turns up again in historical records in 1793 as superintendent of the Fredericksburg Bank. In his late forties at the time, he married Hugh Mercer’s eldest child, Ann Gordon Mercer, then twenty-eight. They had six children, among them John Mercer Patton, the foundation of a distinguished family line. I am pressed to wonder if General George S. Patton III ever knew that the lyrics of many of the songs his soldiers heard on the radio and from jukeboxes, including that most poignant of all World War II going-away songs, “My Shining Hour,” were written by a man who drew his descent from Hugh Mercer, survivor of Culloden. And to this day I do not know if Johnny Mercer knew that Patton was his distant cousin.

I began research on this book with meetings and telephone conversations with Mercer’s daughter, Mandy, who urged me to talk to her cousin, Nancy Keith Gerard, daughter of Johnny’s sister Juliana. She said that Nancy was keeper of the family flame, its true historian.

“To understand my Uncle Johnny,” Nancy said, “you have to know Savannah, and Georgia, and you have to know about his mother and father. I grew up in the same house on Gwinnett Street that he did. His mother raised me as her own. You really must come to Savannah and stay with us.”

I told her that I didn’t want to impose; I could take a hotel room. She thought that this would be unsatisfactory, saying we would need to spend long stretches of time together: she had cartons of letters, photos, and memorabilia that I would need to examine. It would be far easier if I stayed with her and her husband, Steve. And so I agreed.

I drove up to their house, a beautiful new home on the very edge of a great stretch of tidewater marsh. As I walked toward it, she and Steve came out to greet me. A thought flashed: She looks like somebody I know.

Of course! She resembled Johnny remarkably.


Two

The state of South Carolina is roughly an equilateral triangle standing on one of its points. Its eastern boundary is the Atlantic Ocean, the western the state of Georgia. The city of Savannah lies just over the Georgia state line at the bottom point of that triangle, the two states being separated there by the Savannah River. The land is low: the entire coastal area is known locally as the Low Country, and the regional cuisine reflects the geography, with a certain emphasis on rice, which is readily grown in its wetlands. The great marshes, mile on mile on mile of saw grass sharp enough to slash you—green in the spring, yellow-brown in the fall, intricately intercut by meandering saltwater channels—dominate the land, and the waters yield what the people call “coon oysters,” since the raccoons love them. The folks say these are the tastiest oysters in the world, and once there were, along these estuaries, countless factories where the oysters were shucked and packed in ice and shipped off to canneries. The shells were spread on the dirt roads to be crushed beneath the wheels of wagons and under the hooves of horses and, later, the tires of automobiles. On moonlit nights they still make ghostly blue-white paths among the black shadows of trees. John talked to me about that land, always poetically and often, it seems now in memory, with a certain yearning.

The dominant flora are palmetto and great live oak trees and tall conifers, pines mostly, with long needles or short, and all these trees are hung with gray beards of Spanish moss, an epiphytic plant almost universal in this region. Even without the history of slavery that always shadows this land, these trees and this moss would lend the region a distinct melancholy.

The fauna include Virginia deer; 79 species of reptiles, among them 23 of turtles, 13 of lizards, and 3 of crocodilians, as well as rattlesnakes and water moccasins; and 160 species of birds, including dove, blue heron, white ibis, and snowy egret, wading birds whose sudden flight can make the heart leap, and the bobwhite, subject of one of Johnny’s several bird songs. The swarms of mosquitoes compounded the torment of the slaves who toiled here.

In fact, Georgia forbade slavery when it was founded in 1733 by James Edward Oglethorpe, a young English idealist, military officer, and Member of Parliament. He landed his small colony of settlers on a bluff that rises the height of a two-story house above the Savannah River, and established a friendship with the chief of the local Creek Indian tribe, who gave the settlers considerable help, a friendship that lasted as long as Oglethorpe remained in the New World. In time, however, the greater prosperity of the surrounding slaveholding states drew off population from Georgia until it declined, and the prohibition of slavery was rescinded.

Oglethorpe laid out Savannah in a grid of streets that lie in tidy right angles on a north-northwestern slant that follows the course of the river. His precise plan established open squares every third street on the north-south lie, every fourth on the east-west lie, to be used for defense in times of hostility, as markets in peacetime. These have become small parks. The largest of them, Forsyth Park, one of the loveliest in America, was laid out by Governor John Forsyth ten years before the Civil War; its fountain was added in 1868.

John Herndon Mercer grew up two blocks from Forsyth Park in a large white clapboard house at the intersection of Lincoln and Gwinnett Streets. Street names in Savannah predate the Civil War: the Lincoln in question is not Abraham, and Button Gwinnett was Georgia’s delegate to the Continental Congress and a signer of the Declaration of Independence. John was born at a women’s hospital called Telfair. According to the baby book kept by his mother, he had his first outing by automobile on December 8, 1909, when he was taken home to an apartment at 118 Hall Street. When he was two, according to the book, the family moved to the house at 226 Gwinnett. Four brick steps rise to its front porch, the roof of which is upheld by four white round pillars.

John’s father, George Anderson Mercer, was the second in the family line to bear that name. Successful in banking and real estate, he was beloved in Savannah, and above all trusted. His intimates, though no one else, knew that he was in the custom of slipping a ten-dollar bill into a plain envelope, without return address, and sending it to someone he thought was in need. His first wife, Mary Ellis Walter of Savannah, gave birth to three sons, dying after the birth of the third. John was born of his second wife, Lillian Ciucevich.

If John made much of his Scottish lineage, according to his daughter, Mandy, he hardly if ever mentioned that on his mother’s side he was a mixture of Croatian and Irish.

In the summer of 2000, the Bonaventure Historical Society published a paper by Glenn T. Eskew of the Department of History at Georgia State University in Atlanta on the subject of the Mercers and their relatives. Eskew noted that “The Ciuceviches first appeared in Savannah when two Croatian brothers left the Austrian Empire in the 1870s. Born in Dalmatia in 1834, John Ciucevich married Julia Merritt, a native of North Carolina. His brother Frank Ciucevich married Sarah, a native of Ireland. The Ciucevich families developed truck farms outside Savannah at the Five Mile Bend on August Road. They sold produce in town and supplies and liquor to folks in the country.”

According to Eskew’s narrative, Frank Ciucevich—brother of John’s maternal grandfather—was murdered by a sharecropper in 1897. No further information about the incident seems to have survived.

A family friend described Lillian Ciucevich, John’s mother, as having skin as white as a lily. She was born on September 22, 1881, one of eleven children, two of whom died in infancy. In her older years she was called, in keeping with Southern custom, Miss Lillian. I never met her, but once Johnny phoned me from Savannah, and when I returned his call I spoke for a short time to her and to Johnny’s sister, Juliana. If Miss Lillian was Irish through her mother, Croatian on her father’s side, no one ever sounded more richly Tidewater Georgia than she.

In 1978, and again in 1984, her younger sister, Katherine Ciucevich O’leary, dictated memoirs of the family. In the first she described her mother and father, Johnny’s maternal grandparents. Her mother, she related, was Julia Ann Merritt, an Irish girl born in Charlotte, North Carolina, on May 10, 1856. She died in Savannah on April 26, 1929.

Her father, John Joseph Ciucevich, was born in Lagosta, an island in the Adriatic off the coast of Yugoslavia, near Dubrovnik. The country was then a possession of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, under the rule of the emperor Franz Joseph.

Katherine said: “At the age of fourteen, my father went as a cabin boy on a sailing vessel on which his uncle was a crew member. A year after leaving home, at Christmastime, his boat passed within sight of Lagosta, and he could see smoke arising from the chimney of his house. He never returned home, but corresponded with his family until his death.

“In time he became a first mate, and later left his boat to live in Charleston, South Carolina, in the United States, where he became a naturalized citizen. Being a skilled seaman, it was only natural that he became involved in the business of the fast-growing port. He purchased a sloop for river operations and short outside trips, being of particular use in the rice trade and standing high in the esteem of the planters and commission merchants. The saying went, ‘If Captain John handles it, one can count on proper care and full delivery.’

“In 1871 my parents were married. Mother was living in Charleston with an older sister, Nora Ivanovitz. There were other sisters living in Charlotte, North Carolina. When my parents first came to Savannah, they rented living space on East Broad Street, north of Oglethorpe Avenue. Several children were born. Two little brothers, John and Vincent, died young. They are buried in our family lot in the old Catholic Cemetery. Then Mary and Lillian were born. About this time father sold his sloop and bought forty acres of cleared land and some wooded and swamp land back of our house on Pipe Maker Creek. There was a wooden, two-story house surrounded by a white picket fence. Later, Mother had a lovely flower garden.

“I went down to see the swamp one time and I stood on the edge and saw all this muddy water, the trees growing up through it, with no people around, and it scared me to death.”

Captain John Ciucevich died of pneumonia, leaving eight children and an estate consisting of the farm, a house in Savannah, and an insurance policy worth $4,000. His widow decided to stay on the farm and work it with the help of her son Frank.

“Education and our Catholic faith,” Katherine said, “were of the most importance in my mother’s eyes. She was of the Methodist faith but joined the Catholic Church before her death. Mother was the kindest, most loving and generous person I ever knew. She was always ready to help anyone in need.

“According to Mother, our father was equally kind and ready to help others.”

•   •   •

On Saturday, December 8, 1906, the Savannah Press printed a small item as the lead story on its society page. It read:


NOON WEDDING

Today at noon at Christ church Mr. George A. Mercer, Jr., and Miss Lilly Ciucevich were quietly married by Rev. Francis Allan Brown in the presence of immediate friends and family. Mr. and Mrs. Mercer left this afternoon on the Atlantic Coast Line for a Northern trip.



The next day, the Savannah Morning News carried this item:


MARRIAGE AT CHRIST CHURCH
Interesting Wedding Which Took Place Quietly at Noon Yesterday

Miss Lillian Barbara Ciucevich and Mr. G. A. Mercer, Jr., were very quietly married yesterday at half past twelve o’clock in Christ Church by the Rev. Francis A. Brown. Only the immediate relatives and close friends of the contracting parties were present.

Miss Ciucevich is the daughter of the late Capt. John Ciucevich, an honored and respected merchant here for years. She is of Austrian descent and has all the charm and sparkling vivacity of that nationality and is of a very lovable and unselfish nature.

Mr. Mercer is one of Savannah’s young professional and business men, being engaged in the practice of law and the real estate business. Mr. and Mrs. Mercer left on the midday train for New York. On their return they will live at No. 210 Taylor Street.



What is odd about the two items is the emphasis both the Savannah Press and the Savannah Morning News put on how quiet the wedding was. And the Savannah Morning News added what seems a gratuitous comment on the character of the bride. Puzzling. Note, too, that she is identified as Austrian, rather than Bosnian, although as Bosnia was at that time part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, this was technically correct. “Austrian,” of course, has more class.

Lillian became an Episcopalian. “Her siblings were staunch Roman Catholics,” recalled Nancy Gerard, “and I am sure they were certain she was going to Hell, especially my Aunt Nora. Aunt Nora used to take me to Mass after I got home from Sunday School at my Episcopal church.”

The Ciucevich family lived near what was known as Five Mile Bend, where the trains turned around. Nancy, who was trained as both a singer and an occupational therapist, says her grandmother Miss Lillian always remembered the lonesome sound of the train whistles. “I think she told me the same things she told Johnny, because she raised me and she raised him. I think ‘Blues in the Night’ came from that.”

And of course it opens with “My mama done tol’ me …”

Nancy Gerard continued: “Granny told me she didn’t get beyond a fourth-grade education. However, she was very smart and read constantly. She was generous almost to a fault and expected others, especially Johnny, to be as generous. She had gone to work for Mercer Insurance, and that’s where she met my grandfather. She raised his three sons, George, Walter, and Hugh, by his first wife, Mary Walter. He was so upset and distressed by her death, and maybe angry at Hugh for her death, that Hugh stayed with an aunt and didn’t come to live with him until he was eight years old, when my grandfather and grandmother got married. I know that Hugh never felt confident, never had self-esteem, never got it together. Johnny helped him a lot over the years. He even bought a house out at what is now Moon River so that Hugh could live in it.

“Hugh was the youngest. He was about eight. Then there was Walter, who was about twelve, and George was probably fourteen or fifteen, maybe sixteen. Johnny loved his brothers, and especially loved Hugh, who was closest in age. When Johnny was born, Lillian was disappointed that it was a boy. But she loved him to death. A year or two later, a little sister, Nancy Herndon Mercer, was born.”

In the second of her two memoirs, Katherine Ciucevich recalled: “Lillian worked in George Mercer’s office and he was a widower. I don’t think Lillian was interested in him, because she was romantic. She had lots of boy friends. She was pretty. But Mr. Mercer had position. His family had a little background…. He courted her for a good many years before she decided to marry him.”

The date of their wedding was December 8, 1906, according to Eskew’s account. George A. Mercer was born in 1868. Eskew gives her birth year as 1881, which would have made her thirteen years his junior, but family accounts give the difference as twenty-two years.

“They were married in the Christ Episcopal Church,” Katherine wrote. “I think Lillian went to the Christ Episcopal Church but she was not a religious person. She was a good person, sound, but religion didn’t mean anything to her. When she and [my sister] Mary were small children, they went to church and Papa used to see that they went to the Catholic school. Mary became a good Catholic, but Lillian didn’t; she was superficial. I don’t think anything appealed to her except she would like to have lived in a lovely home, in nice surroundings and around cultured people, and she didn’t accept not having it.

“Mr. Mercer was a wonderful man. He certainly was a God’s blessing to Mother. He was wonderful to her.”

John was adored by his parents and by his older half brothers, and he returned their affection. He was called Bubba by his mother and other relatives. The prejudices of the North have attached a pejorative connotation to that nickname, but in the South it is not unusual and means simply “brother.”

“Granny used to tell me stories about my Uncle Bubba,” Nancy said. “When he was five or six years old, he said, ‘Muvva, is there some job I can do?’ He couldn’t say mother. ‘I need to earn some money’ She let him do some jobs, and he got a quarter or something. He was gone for a little while, and then he came back with this droopin’ old lily. It was a Mother’s Day gift for her. So even very early, he cared about that. She was so touched. She never forgot that.

“She would tell stories about how he would be missing and she would call over to the east side of town, which is where the colored theaters were. We said ‘colored’ in those days. She knew them. They’d say, ‘That you, Mrs. Mercer? Yes, John’s here. Shall I send him home?’ He followed all the bands.”

“My father was a religious man,” John told an interviewer for a Reader’s Digest article published in February 1956. “He lived his religion with everybody he knew, rich and poor, Negro and white. He was a gentle, humane man. I admired him.”

Nancy said, “I was always taught how honest and generous my grandfather was, how he had friends from all walks of life, how he kept a collection of dimes in his pocket to give to the little boys or girls on the street, and how he paid his bills every month exactly on time. I’m certain Johnny got the same impression, especially since he actually knew his father. I didn’t.”

Johnny’s father, like his mother, was a music lover. John remembered that when he was a very small boy, perhaps three or four, his father would sit in a rocking chair in front of the fireplace and sing old songs, among them “Genevieve, Sweet Genevieve”; “In the Gloaming”; and “When You and I Were Young, Maggie.” In his uncompleted memoirs John wrote:

Maybe I was a product of the Roaring Twenties, but a lot of songs I have written over the intervening years were probably due to those peaceful moments in his arms. Secure and warm, I would drift off to dreams, just as, later on, out on the starlit veranda, I would lie on the hammock and, lulled by the night sounds, the cricket sounds, safe in the buzz of grown-up talk and laughter, or the sounds of far-off singing, my eyelids would grow heavy; the sandman was not someone to steal you away but a friend to take you to the land of dreams and another day, there to find another glorious adventure to be lived, experienced, and cherished, and—maybe someday—put into a song.

George Anderson Mercer was a small man who wore high, stiff shirt collars. In keeping with formal Southern practice, he wore them even in hot weather, and Savannah in summer can be suffocating. Because of the crushing, humid heat, the family maintained a summer home at Vernon View, a grouping of about eight such homes overlooking one of the great littoral estuaries, where a sea breeze was an estival luxury. A small spur railway line ran from the city. A long wooden pier stretched out over the marsh to the water line; at its end was a small sheltering gazebo. Such piers were, and still are, a characteristic feature of this coastal terrain. They were everywhere. Wrote John:

It was a sweet, indolent background for a boy to grow up in. Savannah was smaller then, and sleepy. Trees and azaleas filled the parks, and as we drove out to our place in the country at Vernon View, there was hardly a scene without vistas of marsh grass and long stretches of salt water.

Punctured tires on the Model T made the trips long at times. When the family arrived finally, there were many things to be done: get sawdust to pack the ground bin where we kept the ice, fill the lamps with kerosene, put up the mosquito netting on the beds, and have “Man’well” walk the cow out from the commercial dairy farm, so that we’d have our own milk all summer long. The ice cream was homemade, the living generally rural. The twelve miles into Savannah might have been a hundred. Father made the trip in his Ford every day to go to the real estate office.

The help, the colored people who worked for the family, lived over at Back Island, but there was a small cottage just out back of our place where they could sleep over. Between that and the big house we kept the cow and a few chickens, and there was always a dog or two roaming around. The second-floor kitchen was over the garage, which had lattice-work sides and was connected to the house by a breezeway. This eliminated the cooking odors, but necessitated that the food be brought in to the table in covered dishes and on trays. And for that, you had to have servants.

They were plentiful then, and glad to get work as, over on the back of the island, they lived by fishing and what they grew in small gardens. So four or five would come over to work at “reddus”—Red House, so-called from one of the early large homes there, or the roofs. They would do the cooking, cleaning, baby-tending, and all the other things required in a summer household out “on the water.” This does not mean we were living in plantation times, but as they received only from two or three to maybe seven dollars a week, plus food, we could afford to live like landed gentry. To get home at night, Manuel and the others would have to go through narrow paths in the “bresh” where rattlesnakes and black moccasins were a constant danger.

The cook was a woman named Bertha Hall; John was especially close to her. The “help” prepared and served the family three meals a day at the formal dining table or on the screened veranda overlooking the river.

John always remembered the wind, soft and comforting in the summer, or sad, or even threatening when hurricanes hovered off the coast. Sometimes heat lightning would illumine great white cumulus clouds with a pink shimmer, and often John would watch the rain beginning miles away across the coastal marshland, then “like silver bayonets, come racing in from the horizon until it thudded on the tin roof like little horses’ hooves.” Nothing has changed: the huge summer clouds are astonishing, the summer storms spectacularly beautiful. The composer Alec Wilder described lyricist Lorenz Hart as an indoor writer and John as an outdoor writer. Images of Georgia inhabit all his work, even the most urbane pieces.


The summer wind
came blowing in
across the sea.
It lingered there
to touch your hair
and walk with me.



All summer long,
we sang a song
and strolled
the golden sand,
two sweethearts and
the summer wind.



Like painted kites
the days and nights
went drifting by.
The world was new
beneath a blue
umbrella sky.



Then, softer than
a piper man
one day it called to you.
I lost you to
the summer wind.



Johnny’s mother used to take him to visit his grandmother Julia Ciucevich and his aunts Annie, Hattie, Nora, and Kate. John said that his Aunt Hattie used to swear that he hummed back at her when he was only six months old. Annie Ciucevich was the first public nurse in Chatham County. She had been married to Paul Rivers, who died in 1909—the year Johnny was born—and left her with a son, Walter Rivers. The four sisters, young Walter, and Johnny’s grandmother lived at 301 East Charlton Street. Walter, somewhat Johnny’s senior, became one of his closest friends, and they would remain so for life. According to Eskew’s chronicle:

“The two of them watched the annual return of Daddy Grace to his followers in Savannah as the Bishop led his people down Iguacu Road and into the House of Prayer For All People. Likewise the boys looked forward to the black Easter Parade down West Broad Street (now Martin Luther King Boulevard), when, during the early years of the century, white people watched black people promenade on Easter afternoon. The two boys spent summer days playing on Burnside Island where, when not swimming in the brackish river water near the Atlantic Ocean, they hunted huckleberries in the island’s interior.”

Asked about the term “huckleberry friend” by television producer Bob Bach, John’s cousin Walter Rivers wrote:

“John and I and three black boys, Caesar, Eli and Tommie, in early summer, June or July, went picking these berries. We each had a quart measure—a small pail from which the hucksters sold a quart of okra, peas, beans, or whatever.

“John looked forward to these safaris with great pleasure. The black boys knew mainly the best places for finding the berries, and I think now of the brambles, briers and snakes which we encountered. I wouldn’t dare go into some of these places now!

“We would spend several hours to fill our pails and trudge homeward on the oyster-shell roads of Vernon View.

“I remember vividly Walter Mercer, John’s half brother, making ice cream for Sunday dinner—huckleberry ice cream. It turned out pretty bad and no one would eat it. I think huckleberries are the same as blueberries—look and taste the same but grew wild in our area.

“Shortly after ‘Moon River’ became a hit, I called Johnny and told him I loved the line ‘my huckleberry friend.’ He laughed and said, ‘Hell! You ought to know—you were there!’”

Walter and Johnny were friendly with a brother and sister named Jimmy and Cornelia McIntire. In 1997, Jimmy McIntire told me:

“I was a little younger than Johnny. My family lived on Hall Street, and we had what we called the Hall Street Gang, young people around my age; and on Johnny’s street they had the Gwinnett Street Gang. One of them was Alec Lawrence, who later became a federal judge in Savannah. When I would try to go to Amy Hopkins’s store, to get chewing gum or whatever I had enough money to buy, if I went down Gwinnett Street, they’d grab me and tie me to a tree. So I learned to come up the lane. And they wouldn’t come to Hall Street, either. The Hall Street Gang would grab them, too.

“That went on for years, until we got a little older and got much more sense.”

One is forced to reflect on these tyrannies and petty bullyings, the territorial imperatives of little boys that seem to go on all over the world. Is it all a matter of rehearsal for war?

In due course, Walter and Johnny grew close to the McIntires. Walter married Cornelia McIntire, and Johnny was best man at their wedding.

And an echo of those frightened moments of boyhood would turn up in “Whistling Away the Dark,” one of John’s most haunting lyrics, written near the end of his career.


Three

“I think I always liked music,” John once told an interviewer for a magazine published by the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP), “and probably wanted to be a tune writer rather than a lyricist.” His lack of technical command of music bothered him all his life. And that comment reminds me of something he said in one of our many conversations: “I think writing music takes more talent, but writing lyrics takes more courage.”

John told the ASCAP interviewer: “I can remember as a little tiny fellow—I think I still had dresses—we used to have cylindrical records, and I loved them.

“And I loved all songs. Always listened to records. And when they got to be the big thick Edison records, I had those, and then when they got to be regular 78s, we had all those. By the time I was ten or eleven years old, I wanted to know who wrote the songs. Somebody told me Berlin was a big writer—I can remember that—and by the time I was twelve I knew about Walter Donaldson and Victor Herbert.”

His cousin Walter Rivers, in that letter to Bob Bach, wrote:

“Another memory was West Broad Street in Savannah. This was totally black, stores, houses, R.R. station, churches, everything for blacks.

“John and I frequently slipped off from our families and went over to the record shop called Mary’s Records or Mamie’s Records. There we would listen for hours to Bessie Smith, Armstrong, Joe Pat Sullivan, and many people I can’t recall….

“John loved to imitate Bessie Smith’s record of ‘Go Back Where You Stayed Last Night.’ We were good customers, so we were allowed to listen for hours. A real Victrola, with a horn on top! His Master’s Voice. This, I believe, is where Mercer picked up his beat and phrasing.”

John was steeped in black culture, and it can be heard in his adult singing. One example: he could crack his voice, a little like a yodel, into octave leaps. He was the only white singer I ever heard who could do it.

John and his mother spoke Gullah, that all but impenetrable black dialect of the Tidewater area and the Sea Islands; the Georgia variety was known as Geechee, from the Ogeechee River. A lot of white children in those days knew the dialect, and to a large extent John’s niece Nancy still does. And from a time before memory he heard the traditional black lullabies and work songs. His Aunt Hattie took him to see the minstrel shows, which were still immensely popular, both in the North and the South.

There was no segregation for small children. John and other white children played with black children. They played roly-poly, marbles, and what they called “one-o-cat”—softball. He always remembered the young black men playing softball after church, wearing hand-me-down uniforms from the Woodberry and Episcopal High Church schools. He remembered and loved the colorful names they bore: Maybud (for Maybird); Ol’ Yar (for Old Year, because he was born on December 31); Buh Dayday (Brother David); and Pompey, who, John said, pitched in the manner of Satchel Paige, and with all the flamboyance of Meadowlark Lemon.

A friend of his Aunt Katherine came to Vernon View to interview children for the purpose of compiling a book of stories by children. These included the black children John played with, for, as he—and others—attested, no difference was implied or imposed until about the age of fourteen, the time of puberty. This visitor took down the children’s flights of fancy in longhand. Long afterwards, John thought about her. He believed this experience had given him the confidence to create and perform.

What was left of the Mammy tradition of plantation days we found in our cook or laundress or nurse. I vividly remember taking a quail I had swiped from a neighbor over to Rachel who, neither knowing nor caring that it was ill-gotten, cooked it deliciously and entertained me in her news-wall-papered shanty with the warmth and friendliness she always had for children.

•   •   •

John appears to have been accident-prone in childhood. He ran his velocipede off a high curb and put his teeth through his tongue. His nurse had to hold it in her hand as she took him to a hospital, where it was stitched. When he was about four, he pulled a pot of water in which a ham was boiling off a stove and scalded his feet. At about six, he tried to crank one of the family’s cars, something that wasn’t easy for a grown man to do. The apparatus snapped back and hit him, scarring his forehead. About two years after that, while they were playing softball, his cousin slid into him at second base and broke John’s leg. He spent six weeks in a wheelchair and then on crutches. When the cast was removed, it was discovered that the leg had not been set properly and had to be broken and set again. While he was immobilized, his mother paid his young black friend Caesar twenty-five cents a week to keep him company. Returning to the house at Vernon View one day, she saw Caesar trudging homeward down the road. She stopped to ask what had happened.

“Mistuh Johnny done fire me,” Caesar said.

“Why should he do that, Caesar?”

“I ain’ know, Mis’ Mercer, but we duh play fish, and I hollah ’e is fish, and ’e fire me!”

Caesar was reinstated in his job, his quarter restored, and John was admonished to hold his temper in future. Caesar presumably was one of the boys with whom John and Walter Rivers went searching for huckleberries.

Nancy Gerard told me: “Johnny went to Massie School, a few blocks away from the house on Gwinnett Street. He came home and said, ‘Father, Father, I’m the number-two boy in my class.’ And his dad said, ‘Well, John, how many boys are there in the class?” He said, ‘Two, Father.’ From what they told me, Johnny wasn’t a great scholar. I guess he was dreaming all the time, thinking of things.”

In an interview with Crescendo International of London, published in February 1974, Johnny said: “I always was drawn to music and once followed a band around the town when I was six, which my mother must have found difficult to understand. And of course songs always fascinated me more than anything.”

It was at that age that he began singing in the boys’ choir at Christ Episcopal Church, a large, white, handsome, unadorned structure that overlooks one of the city’s many parks. John sang in that church for eleven years, indeed for the rest of his years in Savannah. He entertained relatives and anyone else he could capture as audience. “Maybe I was a natural-born ham, even at that age,” he said. The songs he learned included “The Goat That Flagged the Train” and “Mr. Donnerbeck.” He was six in 1915; the Great War had already begun in Europe. The film Birth of a Nation had its premiere at the Palace Theater in New York that year, with a full orchestra playing the musical background. Among the big songs that year were “Are You from Dixie?”, “Memories,” “Paper Doll,” “There’s a Broken Heart for Every Light on Broadway,” “Pack Up Your Troubles in Your Old Kit Bag,” “Fascination,” “I Love a Piano,” “Keep the Home Fires Burning,” and “I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier.”

On the “graffola,” as one of the servants called it, John heard the songs of Harry Lauder, all of which he memorized; songs by Crumit and Sanderson; and songs from Broadway shows. He told a BBC interviewer: “When I was a little guy, I listened to Harry Lauder, colored singers in the South, sang in the choir by the time I was six, Episcopalian hymns. I went to minstrel shows when I was seven or eight years old, watched blackface comedians. We’d go to John Philip Sousa concerts in the park. I would hear all the popular songs that came out at the time, especially around the time of the First World War, when I was an impressionable age, around eight or nine. ‘Poor Butterfly’ always made me cry. All those war songs, those postwar songs, influenced me, and I was soon writing little poems, then soon trying my fledgling wings out, writing melodies, even though they sounded familiar, they sounded like other things. At least I had nerve enough to write ’em myself. Hardly anybody did that back in those days. Now everybody does it.”

He devoured music wherever he could find it—in the church choir or in the singing of a black church within walking distance from the house in Vernon View. He and one of his friends, Dick Hancock, would stand outside and listen, or sometimes venture inside, their white faces conspicuous in the congregation. Another boy who accompanied him to these churches was Jimmy Downey, who would remain his friend long into their adult years.

This absorption of lyrics and tunes from records and minstrel shows and church services unquestionably constituted an informal kind of training for his life’s work. The spirit of the music of that black church clearly infuses, for example, “Accentuate the Positive.” John knew in his deepest being the rhythm of black Southern preaching.

Amateur singing was a favorite form of entertainment in America in that time, before talkies or radio. Brass bands played in the parks all over the continent, and the ability to play piano or a brass instrument was common. Especially at Christmas, John remembered, “as the flowing bowl got to flowing,” men attending the parties around Savannah would form into quartets to sing old songs. John did a lot of that kind of singing, his ear absorbing the elements of harmony.

As remarkable as his ear would prove to be, John was unable to learn a musical instrument. He tried the trumpet but never could develop an embouchure. At various times in his later life he tried to learn the piano, but without success, and he could never read music properly, although he developed an idiosyncratic notational system of his own. He admitted, “I would like very much to have become more fluent in the techniques of music, so that I could have written more tunes of my own.”

The joy inspired by the end of World War I in 1918 was overshadowed for many families by the Great Influenza Epidemic of that same year. Ranking with the Black Death as one of the most lethal pandemics in history, the disease killed an estimated twenty million people in a few months, 548,000 in the United States—one of them John’s sister Nancy, who was two years younger than he. His niece Nancy, who was named for his sister, thinks her death contributed to Johnny’s melancholy in later life. There exists a family photo in which John, about five at the time, can be seen gazing at her with utter adoration. Another younger sister, Juliana, survived, and became the mother of Nancy Keith (now Gerard).

Nancy said, “The other Nancy’s death was a horrible tragedy for my grandmother. Even when I was ten or twelve and I would ask her about that little girl, she could never talk to me about it. She said it was just too painful. But I knew that I had been named for her, and when I got older, I always felt that I was sort of a replacement.”

Nancy’s mother and father divorced when she was less than six months old.

“My grandmother raised me because my mother wasn’t capable, or wasn’t allowed to,” Nancy said. “It’s like a Tennessee Williams story. My grandmother was entirely permissive and entirely possessive with me. My mother was named Juliana after the queen of the Netherlands. She was always different. People said she was strange. She never did well in school. She was never really self-sufficient, and Johnny helped her. She had a beautiful voice. She was trained by Addie May Jackson, the choir mistress and organist at Christ Church; later, Johnny sent my mother to Juilliard.

“My grandmother was always listening to music. She would almost swoon to music. She was very artistic. She could make a twig look like a beautiful flower arrangement, and was known for that. I remember her getting up on her knees on the altar at Christ Church, arranging flowers. And every Sunday after church—it was a Southern custom—we went out to the graveyard and brushed off the graves and watered the flowers. She rocked me and she sang to me and she helped me do my homework and I slept in the same bed with her for years and years and years. And she would get short-tempered with anyone who wasn’t generous and wouldn’t help others. She gave a lot and she expected a lot. She was quite a lady. At the same time she was always conscious of what Savannah society would think, and that’s probably because she knew she wasn’t [a part of it]. She didn’t ever say this to me, but just from conversations we had, I think it was a while before she began ever really to feel accepted.

“The house always had to be
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