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Introduction

American singer and actor Bing Crosby came into this world on May 3, 1903. The first place he called home was a modest dwelling nestled in a quaint neighborhood in Tacoma, Washington. Crosby was the son of a local bookkeeper by the name of Harry, and his wife, Kate. The boy was actually named after his father, but as a child, due to his adoration of a comic strip called The Bingville Bugle and as a means of easily differentiating him from his father, the younger Crosby was nicknamed “Bingo.” In time, Bingo was shortened to just Bing.

Growing up, Bing became a leader among his peers and was often seen shepherding all of the neighborhood kids on their various adventures around town. Known for his natural charisma and charm, he was always one of the most popular kids on the block. Due to his parents’ frequent lack of resources though, he was also often quite broke. This led young Crosby to work a wide variety of odd jobs from a young age. He delivered newspapers, mowed grass, shoveled snow, and even worked as a janitor, but it was when he got hired as a groundskeeper at the Spokane Auditorium that he experienced something that would change his life for good.

During one fateful summer in 1917, while plodding around as custodian, Crosby bore witness to a performance by Vaudeville singer Al Jolson. Mesmerized by the idea that someone could actually get paid to sing and perform, the boy was spellbound, and from that moment forward, he too wanted to live the life of a performer. He had a long, hard road ahead of him, but Bing Crosby would never forget the eureka moment he had that day. He knew it wouldn’t be easy—but he was going to shoot for the stars. Despite his meager beginnings, he sought greatness, and he would chart the rest of his life to make sure he achieved his dreams.


Chapter One

Early Life

“There’s no labor a man can do that’s undignified—if he does it right.”

—Bing Crosby

Despite the best efforts of biographers, details about Bing Crosby’s early life are fairly sparse, but we do know that he was a decent high school student. An old friend of his by the name of Leo Lynn would later recall that despite his propensity to run wild with his peers, Crosby always managed to turn his schoolwork in on time. As Lynn put it, “He was ready to have fun at any time, but he seemed to get his homework and studies done with the minimum of effort and time.”

It’s always the envy of schoolyard friends to have a guy who can live it up with the best of them and then manage to get everything together just in the nick of time to ace an exam or finish up a major school project. Bing Crosby apparently had this much-vaunted ability, and for his part, Crosby always appreciated his high school days at Gonzaga—a fact that was reflected after his death when his will stipulated that $50,000 would be given to his old Gonzaga stomping grounds. Bing was a firm believer in paying people back, and he felt he owed a personal debt to Gonzaga for shaping his character and teaching him how to navigate on an academic as well as a social level.

Upon his graduation from Spokane’s Gonzaga High School, Crosby was off to college, taking up courses at Gonzaga University. He made a good go of it, attended for a few years, and even made a name for himself as an actor in school productions such as Julius Caesar and Hamlet. Nevertheless, in the end, he decided higher education just wasn’t for him and dropped out.

Shortly thereafter, in 1923, Crosby, who had long toyed with the idea of being a singer, decided to really give it a try. He met up with some other local musicians and forged a group they called the Musicaladers. Even before this, Bing Crosby had accumulated some experience in the entertainment business. As early as age 12, he had performed in a local parish hall, singing old standards such as “Sweet Alice Ben Bolt,” though most—including Crosby himself—considered this a rare fluke of a performance.

Still, with the formation of his first music group, Bing Crosby was now quite serious. His main partner in this early incarnation of musical ambition was a former classmate by the name of Alton Rinker (better known as Al), who played the piano. According to Al, shortly before his induction into the group, Bing had auditioned to join up. Initially, Bing was attempting to secure a spot for himself playing drums, an instrument he had played off and on for a few years. Yet it wasn’t Bing Crosby’s drumming that impressed the band—it was his singing—and the next thing anyone knew, Bing Crosby was the lead singer of the group.

Their first gig was a rather low-budget affair, performing for a high school dance, in which they belted out an old standard called “For Me and My Gal.” The biggest break the group had was when they had the opportunity to appear on a local radio station. This proved to be the band’s zenith, and they broke up soon thereafter. Most of the band members had simply become disillusioned with the business, and as is so often the case, they decided to pack away their instruments in order to pursue a “real job.”

It was only Al and Bing who hung onto their dreams of becoming big-time performers. They continued to jam together off and on, and eventually, the pair auditioned at a local venue called the Clemmer Theatre. The joint’s promoter apparently liked what he saw, and soon Bing and Al were regulars at the Clemmer. It didn’t take long for Bing to tire of the same song and dance routine, however, and soon he was looking for bigger and better things.

In order to attain a higher level of fame than the Clemmer Theatre could provide, Bing and Al packed up their gear into a Ford Model-T and made their way south to Los Angeles, California. Even back in those halcyon days of yore, LA, and especially the booming tinsel town of Hollywood, was a mecca for budding performers of all sorts, and Bing Crosby, realizing that he would never make it big in Spokane, was more than willing to take his chances making the trek.

In fact, Bing Crosby’s older brother Everett had already staked out a claim in the LA area. He wasn’t a performer, but his earnings as a car salesman were enough for him to have his own place. Al Rinker also had connections there since his sister Mildred, who herself was a performer, lived in downtown LA. It was to either Everett’s or Mildred’s house that Bing and Al were headed—whichever one they happened to get to first.

It would actually take a few weeks for the two to get there since they made frequent stops and even performed along the way. Just imagine these two young men in their early twenties, staying up all night, playing music and carousing in just about every nightclub between Spokane and LA. In this fashion, Bing and Al were able to book several random gigs in what was more or less an impromptu musical tour.

They slept in the car at night and crashed at hotels when they could afford it. Their car broke down on the edge of LA, but between hitchhiking and walking, they eventually made their way to Mildred’s house, where she greeted both her brother Al and his friend Bing with open arms. She made dinner for the weary travelers, and along with filling their empty bellies, she was sure to fill them in on all of the latest details in the world of LA entertainment.

Mildred was, at that time, a regular at a local bar called the Silver Grill, where she sang bluesy numbers for patrons as they nursed their liquor. Soon enough, Bing and Al would become regulars at the Silver Grill, and they would also visit local movie studios to see what they could learn. This was the Golden Age of Hollywood, after all, when the silver screen seemed to loom larger than life.

Despite all of these great adventures, it wasn’t long before Bing and Al’s perpetually empty pockets began to become a major problem. They couldn’t live off Mildred forever. Fortunately, it was Mildred herself who found a potential break for the duo. She managed to get Bing and Al an audition for Mike Lyman, who was working for the Tent Café in downtown LA. The audition went well enough, and soon Al and Bing were regular performers at the Tent Café.

Shortly thereafter, they would have another lucky break when a local Vaudeville outfit, Fanchon and Marco, took notice of the two young men and invited them to perform for them. Fanchon and Marco put the duo up for a tour called the “Syncopated Idea.” Here, the duo was featured with Al Rinker on piano and Bing Crosby singing his lungs out as he rattled away with drumsticks in hand on a lone cymbal hooked up to Al’s piano. It wasn’t much, but their energy and enthusiasm would be enough to get the attention of a talent scout from the Paul Whiteman organization, which had been doing the rounds throughout 1926.

Paul Whiteman had one of the biggest talent outfits in town and readily hired the young men to fill in between other acts. With a promised regular paycheck of $150 a week, the two youngsters truly thought they had hit the big time. As is often the case in show business, however, success can be illusory, and as they struggled up the mountain of success, Bing and Al would soon realize that they still had quite a way to go.


  Bibliography

Crosby, Gary (1983). Going My Own Way.




Grudens, Richard (2002). Bing Crosby: Crooner of the Century.




Macfarlane, Malcolm (2001). Bing Crosby: Day by Day.




Shepherd, Donald (1981). Bing Crosby: The Hollow Man. 




Thompson, Charles (1976). Bing: The Authorized Biography.  

