
[image: Cover]


BUDDY BAKER

Big Band Arranger, Disney Legend & Musical Genius

Ben Ohmart

Foreword by Lou Bellson

[image: images]

Albany, Georgia


Buddy Baker: Big Band Arranger, Disney Legend & Musical Genius

Copyright © 2016 Ben Ohmart. All Rights Reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopying or recording, except for the inclusion in a review, without permission in writing from the publisher.

All photos are from the Buddy Baker estate, unless noted.

This text and book are not endorsed by the Walt Disney Company. Any Disney characters contained in any photo are the property of the Disney company.

[image: images]

Published in the USA by

BearManor Media

P.O. Box 71426

Albany, GA 31708

www.BearManorMedia.com

Softcover Edition

ISBN-10: 1593931956

ISBN-13: 978-1-59393-195-7

Printed in the United States of America


For Buddy, Charlotte, Noreene,
and every Disney fan who ever screamed
in the Haunted Mansion elevator


Table of Contents

Foreword

Introduction

Chapter 1: The Missouri Gentleman

Chapter 2: Young Man Goes West

Chapter 3: Wicked Woman

Chapter 4: Scoring Disney

Chapter 5: Familyland, Disneyland

Chapter 6: The Haunted Mansion

Chapter 7: After Walt

Chapter 8: Third Time Charm

Chapter 9: EPCOT

Chapter 10: Not Retired

Credits


Foreword

In 1947, I was playing drums for Tommy Dorsey at the Casino Gardens in California. Marty Berman, baritone sax player in the band, drove me to work every day. One day, Marty gave me an album of Herb Jeffries singing with an orchestral background by Buddy Baker. I was quite favorably impressed by Buddy’s writing.

Later, Marty, who knew Buddy, arranged a meeting between Buddy and me. We were like brothers from the beginning. I started lessons with Buddy immediately as his knowledge of the orchestra was phenomenal. He gave me scores by Ravel, Delius and Stravinsky to study. Whatever I wrote, Buddy analyzed my works and showed me ways to improve.

Buddy Baker has always been one of the select composers in Hollywood. He arranged for Kay Kyser, Harry James, Tommy Dorsey and every top band. He arranged for star vocalists including Ella Fitzgerald, Dinah Shore and my late wife, Pearl Bailey.

While I played for Harry James, I happened to mention that one of my lessons from Buddy was “42 ways to play a G7 chord.” Harry was amazed; he was immediately transformed into a Buddy Baker fan.

In 1954, when Norman Granz asked me to record something unique, I called upon Buddy Baker for ideas. Buddy suggested I write 12 original compositions which he then would arrange. The first 6 pieces included 26 woodwinds and featured alto saxophone leads Willie Smith and Willie Schwartz. The other 6 pieces involved a large string ensemble. The resulting album, Journey into Love, remains as fresh and dynamic today as ever.

Buddy wrote for Walt Disney Studios for almost 30 years; and he composed prolifically for Disneyland in California and Disney World in Florida.

Even today he teaches film scoring at USC and conducts workshops at New York University during the summer. Buddy Baker is a true genius of his craft. He continues to give his students and fans the best music there is. Besides all of this, he is a warm and dedicated person who is loved by everyone.

Louie Bellson

June 2002


Introduction

The most unfortunate thing about this book is that Buddy died six months after I began interviewing him for it. He was the most cordial gentleman I’ve ever been privileged to interview, and he was ready to keep going indefinitely with my questioning for x amount of months until enough material had been collected. His wife Charlotte was also up and positive about the whole project. They were a couple who joyously gave of their limited time.

Then Buddy died. Charlotte lost her best friend and it devastated her, as it did us all. His passing was completely unexpected and, though he was 84 years old, utterly untimely. Buddy Baker was energetic, loved to work, loved to help, and he was full of stories. It is with sadness that he never got to see this book complete—or finish his story—but rather than shelf this project (which I did for more than a decade, I’m sorry to say; that’s how hard it was to complete this work without Buddy around), I wanted to see the pieces put together as a tribute to a man whose work I’ve always greatly admired.

As a kid, I loved Disney movies. Not just the ordinary classics like The Love Bug and Cinderella, but specifically that company’s post-Walt greatness—the era I grew up with—which include far more goodies than film historians ever credit. If I had to choose, I’d pick Alice in Wonderland, Pete’s Dragon and Gus as my top three favorite Disney films. Because as a child, these captured an innocence in their magic that is sadly lacking in Disney’s current fare of farting, burping and sarcasm jokes that hardly sets it apart from any other film factory. But then, the world has changed. Now piercings and tattoos are considered beautiful, and the most important asset is “youth” for a kid’s film, so obviously though I was only born in 1970, I am already “past it.” But back when there was a difference between a kid’s film and a family film, when a kid’s film didn’t even have to have kids in it (Gus, The Love Bug), there was also a special Disney “sound” that Buddy Baker helped create.

Originally, I wanted to do a music book on the three B’s of Disney music of my favorite time period (post-Disney, pre-Eisner): Baker, Brunner and Bruns. I couldn’t locate the family of George Bruns (composer of The Love Bug and “Yo Ho Yo Ho, A Pirate’s Life for Me”). Robert Brunner (composer of That Darn Cat, and the wonderful Dexter Riley trilogy: The Computer Wore Tennis Shoes, Now You See Him, Now You Don’t, The Strongest Man in the World) seemed too busy or indifferent to the idea. That left Buddy Baker. He was easy to reach, and helpful. A few years before this, in 1999, he had written me a long letter thanking me for my fan letter and told me what he was up to (working on Pooh for Tokyo Disneyland). He also completely filled out my enclosed blank sheet of music paper with a handwritten lead sheet of the Haunted Mansion theme, which is personally the most valuable thing I own. I treasure that sheet.
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While interviewing Buddy for this book, it was my supreme pleasure also to put him in touch with an idol to us both, Frances Langford, with whom he worked in the glory days of radio. Charlotte Baker said it made his day. I was happy to give something back to the Master. Buddy stated, “Frances remembered the times we spent together on the Hope show. I didn’t mention to her that I had been with Disney for 29 years and USC for 14 years as Director of the film music program. We talked mostly about those of us who are left and of many who are no longer around.”

We all miss you, Buddy.

This is not a Disney book. There are plenty of works covering the history of Disney, Disneyland, Disneyworld, and within them all, Disney music. This is about a man and his music, who also worked for Disney. Every quote in here, unless otherwise stated, is Buddy talking. While this book isn’t as complete as it would have been—had we not been robbed of Buddy’s style, grace and humor—I feel it’s close. And I hope you enjoy reading about one of the greatest film composers in history.

Huge thanks go to Noreene Doss who, even when Buddy was alive, provided some of the most detailed and precise information (including the early Baker family history) in this book. Phil Roper, Dr. James Jameson, Alan Oldfield and Dr. Payton Kelly provided invaluable memories of Buddy’s early years in Springfield, Missouri. And thanks to Dieter Salemann for his helpful information on Exclusive Records.

Ben Ohmart

August 2015


It is one thing to be the composer of a popular song that finds its way to #1 for a while and then winds its way to nostalgia, taken out ever so often to be remembered. It’s another thing to pen a “White Christmas” that is beloved by families and lovers every year without fail. But there are few, very few music gods that are able to construct tunes that are performed every waking hour, every day of the year, from childhood to wistful adulthood. Buddy Baker lorded over Olympus for years.

Alan Oldfield, longtime friend


CHAPTER 1

The Missouri Gentleman

Thomas Woodford “Woody” Baker was born on March 25, 1895 in Texas County, Missouri. His father, Charles Pierce Baker, came to Missouri from Culpepper County, Virginia, in 1856. His mother, Emily C. Bray Baker, came to Missouri from Randolph County, North Carolina in 1861. They were married in Texas County, Missouri on February 3, 1876.

Woody was the eighth of eleven children. His father was a farmer and carpenter. He attended Grandview School and graduated from the eighth grade. He worked on the farm with his father, and, as a young man, worked in the hay fields in Kansas during the summer. He had a heart attack and died on August 21, 1953, while driving down “old” Highway 66.

Martha Marilda “Rilda” Johnson Baker was born on September 24, 1892 in Green County, Missouri. Her father was Joseph Curtis Jackson Johnson who was a lifelong resident of Greene County near Ash Grove, Missouri. Her mother was Alberta Jane Daniel Johnson who came to Greene County, Missouri from Kansas as a small child. They were married on July 30, 1885, and lived to celebrate their 50th wedding anniversary.

Rilda was the oldest of six sisters; the first baby girl died in infancy and one brother died at age 14. Her father was a veterinarian and part-time constable. She attended Kelly School and graduated from the eighth grade. As a young girl, she worked as a telephone operator at Walnut Grove, Missouri, which is approximately 8-10 miles from her home in Ash Grove. She had a heart attack and died on April
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