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Some have spoken of the “American Century.” I say that the century on which we are entering—the century that will come out of this war—can and must be the century of the common man.


—Henry Wallace, The Price of Free World Victory (1942)





Neither appealing to the listener nor ignoring him, the cool performer speaks to him from inside the listener’s head. The voice may be Olympian or diabolical, but it is always superior and always calm. It is often ironic. It knows the listener inside out.


—Evan Eisenberg, The Recording Angel (1987)





He had read almost all the important plays and novels in the world; compared to them, the new plays and books seemed thin. But movies seldom disappointed him; moreover, he liked the despised Hollywood pictures. Their repetitiousness, their total emptiness of intellectual content, their copybook moralities, their large implausible lying, their naïve licentiousness, did not bother him at all; in these childlike qualities they exactly resembled the Arabian Nights, and like the Arabian Nights, Hollywood pictures seemed to him part of one ever-running endlessly involuted rainbow-hued dream.


—Herman Wouk, Youngblood Hawke (1962)





That is the substance of remembering—sense, sight, smell: the muscles with which we see and hear and feel—not mind, not thought: there is no such thing as memory: the brain recalls just what the muscles grope for: no more, no less: and its resultant sum is usually incorrect and false and worthy only of the name of dream.


—William Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (1936)





It’s a pretty old air, said Mr Dedalus, twirling the points of his mustache. Ah, but you should have heard Mick Lacy sing it! Poor Mick Lacy! He had little turns for it, grace notes that he used to put in that I haven’t got. That was the boy who could sing a come-all-you, if you like.


—James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916)















INTRODUCTION



Bing Crosby was born Harry Lillis Crosby on May 3, 1903, the fourth of seven siblings, in Tacoma, Washington. Three years later, the family moved inland to Spokane and a two-story house across the way from Gonzaga University. His father, Harry Lowe Crosby, a bookkeeper whose Danish-Anglican family had deep roots in America, almost as far back as the Mayflower, was depicted by his son as a hail-fellow-well-met character who liked to sing and strum a mandolin. His mother, Catherine Helen Crosby (née Harrigan), was a devout Catholic and a hard-line disciplinarian whose Irish ancestors went to Canada in 1831 and gradually moved to the United States and westward to Washington. Bing won his nickname in third grade as a dedicated fan of a syndicated feature, “The Bingville Bugle,” which parodied a hillbilly newspaper in drawings and news flashes. At Gonzaga’s high school and university, he excelled in elocution, Latin, English, history, and Christian doctrine. He held a series of before- and after-school jobs, including altar boy and sweeper at a skid-row flophouse, and he found his passion in sports and entertainment.


Crosby dropped out of Gonzaga in his last year of law school when he began earning money as a performer. He had been scouted by a high school kid, Al Rinker, to play drums in his band, the Musicaladers. He offered to sing, too. They built a dance-hall following, and when the band broke up, Rinker (a pianist) and Crosby found work as a duo. With Al’s sister, the jazz singer Mildred Bailey, beginning her career in Los Angeles, they bought a Model T and drove down the coast. With her encouragement, Bing ditched his drums, and the two men found work on West Coast vaudeville circuits. Betting on a hunch, the formidable Paul Whiteman hired them to work with his orchestra, bringing them to New York, where they flopped until they found a third partner, songwriter Harry Barris, and called themselves the Rhythm Boys. They were a Jazz Age phenomenon, swinging, funny, hard-playing, hard-drinking. Whiteman brought them back to Hollywood to appear in the film King of Jazz. On their own, they triumphed at the Cocoanut Grove, where Bing met his future wife, starlet Dixie Lee, and the fabled Mack Sennett, who in 1931 featured him in a series of two-reelers. That year he was also recruited by CBS to star in a network series, the success of which led to his record-breaking tenancy at New York’s Paramount Theater and the national obsession with a new microphone-savvy style of singing called crooning. At Dixie’s insistence, Crosby stopped drinking. Paramount’s 1932 picture The Big Broadcast launched him as a film actor; NBC’s Kraft Music Hall reinforced his eminence on the air; a handshake agreement with Jack Kapp led to the formation of Decca Records and Crosby’s unrivaled career as a recording artist. He became the voice of the Depression and the recovery. At the start of a new decade, he and Dixie had four sons and a majestic home. He had a new movie partner in the recently imported Broadway comedian Bob Hope. Crosby was rich, powerful, beloved. His life was exemplary. All the fan magazines said so.













PRELUDE



Pilgrim’s Progress, 1927–1937


May 1927. From a letter to Bobbe Brox, on tour in Philadelphia with the Brox Sisters, written in New York while Bing Crosby worked with the Paul Whiteman orchestra:





I’m sick of this town, the inhabitants thereof, and the appurtenances thereto. Work day and nite, with no opportunity for any healthy recreation and only able to find amusement in the solace of rum with its subsequent discomforts. I got a strong yen on to get from here, preferably coast work and unless things take an unlooked turn for the better shall gratify said yen.


Business at the club is a bit sad and the same is true of the show. It appears as tho the 1st of June will find both jobs terminated, praise God! And then I believe we go into the Paramount for 10 weeks. Imagine the unalloyed pleasure of 5aday in Midsummer in New York. No golf, no ball games. Odzooks! Tis most disconcerting.


I might run down there next week if I can make it. If you come to town don’t neglect to call me. Hope the surroundings in staid Phillie have quieted down your urge for companionship and revelry.




Lotsa Love


Bing1











May 1928. Letter to Edgie Hogle, Spokane, written on hotel stationery:







Hotel Gotham


John R. St. at Orchestra Pl.


Detroit, Mich.


Monday 1928





Dear Edgie—





I know that I am away behind in my correspondence with you and must owe you plenty of letters. We have been pretty busy during the last few months and have been jumping in and out of New York with little chance of getting set anywhere so my duties in this respect have fallen into a sad state. However I have received all of your cheery epistles and was indeed glad to hear from you.


This Detroit is probably the boss town of them all with every facility for having a good riotous time at first hand. Right across the river from Canada, but no need to go over there as the spots on this side give plenty of good satisfaction.


I have been setting comfortably on the wagon for some two weeks, but I fear the congenial surroundings here are going to necessitate a temporary descent. I hope it is only temporary. My drinking hitherto has been spasmodic, but when occasion demands, it is usually for a protracted spell. Don’t crack around home tho.…


The Band and ourselves have switched to Columbia Records exclusively, leaving Victor because of a better proposition. The talk in the East and the trend of the stock market seems to indicate that Columbia in a couple years will pass Victor in popularity and sales.


Their new machine has the Victor orthophonic stopped and they are turning out some great recording. As a result of the sudden switch, our last two weeks in New York was plenty feverish grinding out enough records for Columbia to full up the catalogue.…


From here we play Buffalo, then into New York for some more records and jumping to Minneapolis then Chicago, Kansas City etc. There is a possibility I may get home around August if we get a vacation after Chicago. I hope so even if it’s only for a week.


Best wishes to Maudine and your Mother and Sisters. And hello to the gang.




Your friend


Bing


c/o P. Whiteman


1560 Broadway


New York City2








February 1929. From a letter to Mrs. H. L. Crosby, Spokane, written on hotel stationery:







The Seneca


Rochester, N.Y.


Friday—15th





Dear Mother—:





I received your letter today, it having been forwarded here from Rochester Syracuse, and am enclosing money order for of a C, which you can split with Dad.


… The [Rhythm Boys] are verily the “stormy petrels” of show business, particularly myself. At present we are in a frightful imbroglio with the Columbia Company. Victor Company, Keith Albee and Whiteman claiming us contractually obligated to each of them.… Pending a satisfactory arrangement we have been working but sporadically and jumping all over the East Coast. Shortly after our return we landed a show which augured very well for us with good parts and a nice salary. But while up in Pennsylvania the agent neglected to close the deal and we returned to find the chance lost. This is but one instance of a dozen similar incidents… the Savoy Hotel in London made overtures for our services and finally made us a highly attractive offer. I found a loophole in our Whiteman contract and being dissatisfied with the way things were breaking over here, partially accepted. We were getting quite fed up with this part of the country, and our material and manner of working had been so extensively pirated that the novelty had begun to pall. I figured a change of locale, new surroundings, new audiences, etc. coupled with the reputed avidity of the English for anything jazz and American would afford just the break to put us into something worthwhile.… We were convinced that over the proposed six months period, we could net ourselves about $350 a week with excellent prospects of an even greater return if the angles were worked properly. Now Whiteman has proved the fly in the ointment. He has become convinced of the impracticability of touring anymore and has arranged to stay definitely in New York with the Ziegfeld Roof, “Whoopie Show” [sic], radio and recording supplying the necessary angles. This, of course, is precisely the type of work for which he needs us the most, and he is fuming plenty about injunctions, suits of law and any other means of preventing our early departure. Further, I personally have been offered a nice contract for exclusive recording and radio work. This, of course, would necessitate disbanding the trio which I am reluctant to do. I guess the thrill of the footlights and the glamor of the greasepaint has got into my blood, for unquestionably an arrangement such as has been tendered to me, would provide a definite and lucrative future far in excess of present prospects, but without the attendant glory, and association peculiar to show business. Then too, Rinker would be left without anything, and having started with him, breaking away now, hardly seems the right thing to do.


So you can understand things are in a turmoil. Truthfully, I don’t know which way to turn. We are going into New York Sunday and, as we are expected to sail Friday next, some conclusion will have to be reached quickly although not too sure of myself I am reasonably convinced that my talents, if any, are above average, and there is a niche somewhere for me in this field. The difficulty lies in finding out where and connecting at once. I want you and Dad to believe that my chief desire is making out in a big way quick and doing something for you that will really matter. I realize fully that what measure of success I have attained is directly attributable to your guidance and upbringing and I know too, that your prayers and those of the sisters must have played no small part.


I have thought a great deal about Bob and now believe if you can wait until the present difficulties are definitely settled, (say until early spring) I can do something definite.… I know I owe you and Dad a great deal more than I can ever repay, and I hate to see him growing up doing himself irreparable harm just through his own willfulness. (As I did).…


I will be at the Belvedere hotel next week in the event you should write.




Love to all


Harry







P.S. Regarding your query concerning our vitaphone. Whiteman doesn’t wish his name used in a talking picture, short or otherwise, until he has made his first. Hence we are holding off. There is plenty of time and we’ll probably get more dough when we do.3







January 1932. From a letter to a fan, Mr. A. C. Collins, written in New York:




In response to your kind letter, I want to thank you very much for your interest in my broadcasting. Having no contact with our unseen audience, any applause or critical comment is greatly welcomed and appreciated.


Both Mrs. Crosby (Dixie Lee) and myself wish to thank you for your kind invitation to spend a vacation in Canada, as we can think of nothing that would be more pleasant. However, I feel, as you must know from your experience, that the luck I am having right now will not hold up forever, and I want to take advantage of it and make all I can while I can, and do not think I will get a vacation until late in the summer, at which time I expect to go back to California and do some picture work.4





September 1937. Bing Crosby’s handwritten list of his employees and their salaries:




House: housekeeper (Alice Ross, 100), nurse (Eve Waldorf, 100), chauffeur, maid, cook (all 75), watchman (120), gardener (80). Ross, nurse, maid, cook live in house.


Ranch: caretaker (125) and two laborers (100 each) for horses, caretaking, etc.


Stable: trainer (Albert Johnson, 200), and five labor (100, 80x3, 40). Equal 6900.


Office: Everett Crosby manager, Larry Crosby publicity (200), HL Crosby secty (200), Ruth Clark asst (120), clerk (100), bookkeeper (Clay Johnson) 100, EE Wyatt, clerk (100), Mary R Crosby clerk (25).5















Part One



TIME OUT













1



MEANWHILE




Expert in cascading cadenzas and euphonious ululation, proud paterfamilias, acme of all virtues—that’s how we’d describe Bing Crosby if we had his vocabulary. But in plain English: swell singer, happy husband and father, grand guy.


—Radio and Television Mirror, 19401




Shortly before supper on an evening near the close of 1940, the thirty-seven-year-old Bing Crosby entered the palatial yet intimate home he had built a few years before at 10500 Camarillo Street, in North Hollywood’s Toluca Lake district, and stepped into a too-familiar din. Turning the latch, he could hear his wife, Dixie, a few weeks into her twenty-ninth year, upstairs ranting at their four sons in a pitch verging on hysteria. He climbed the grand staircase that spiraled up to the first-landing bedrooms and stepped down the three shallow treads into Dixie’s dressing area. Sitting upright on a settee, she had the boys arrayed at her feet: seven-year-old Gary, the five-year-old twins, Phillip and Dennis, the not-quite-three-year-old Lindsay. She turned, disrupted and dazed, to her husband of ten years and instantly fell silent. Without a word, he put one arm around her back and the other beneath her legs, gently lifted her, and carried her to the bed.2


It was not the final straw, just one of many that weighed him down, triggering his resolve to make a startling change in his picture-perfect life—a life symbolized in magazine stories and on a bestselling postcard depicting their twenty-room Georgian Colonial. Fronted by a six-pillar colonnade with balconied entablature, it evoked Mount Vernon as modified by the architect of Tara. Beyond the showcase entrance hall, it served primarily as a doggedly private retreat where show business and its machinations could be held at bay. At the same time, it walled in Dixie’s growing dependence on alcohol, which made the retreat less than a haven.


Bing spent that day, as he did most of December, at Paramount Pictures competing with Bob Hope for wisecracks on the set of Road to Zanzibar. As usual, as the skies cleared (record-breaking rains drenched Los Angeles all season), he stopped at Lakeside to play nine or more holes before returning home to whatever new calamity awaited him. He kept his restlessness to himself. Crosby appeared to almost everyone as the most creditable of entertainers, his voice and personality incarnating continuity in volatile times, at once princely and familiar, imperturbable. Road to Singapore, his biggest picture yet, had kicked his career onto a new plateau in early 1940, and in the fall he dominated recording sales with three straight number one hits (“Sierra Sue,” “Trade Winds,” and “Only Forever”), a return to form after a relatively sluggish 1939. His weekly radio hour, Kraft Music Hall (KMH), placed reliably in the top ten of network programs. He wore his success blithely. His private life was thought to be idyllic and deserved. His wife, formerly a promising star in her own right, epitomized a rare combination: Hollywood-beautiful and girl-next-door-approachable. She was smart, charming, droll, athletic, fiercely loyal, and sometimes as sharp as a thorn—in the words of one besotted admirer, “altogether nifty.”3


Bing lived like a king with relatively disciplined appetites. He didn’t own a plane, a yacht, or a Rolls; had never been to Europe; kept no mistresses in hidden-away apartments; and thus far had erected no statelier mansions than the monument of Americana on Camarillo. At Rancho Santa Fe, California, where he ran a thoroughbred farm and administered a pro-am golf tournament, he surprised his trainers by arriving at the stables with the rosy fingers of dawn. He knew horses almost as well as they did. Paramount reproached him for working alongside his laborers when he renovated the property, since it meant the makeup department had to disguise his blistered hands. He loved singing, which had made him famous; golf and fishing, which he could well afford; and thoroughbred racing, which strained his holdings, not just because of the buying and training of horses and the maintenance of a stable, but because of the wagers he usually lost. Still, he had no addictions beyond the need to keep busy and no desire to flaunt the proof of his achievements. He owned a vast wardrobe, a hundred or so suits, but no one could tell that from his willful informality. He developed a head for business and a tight fist, but he remained a rich man with working-class manners, preferring Hawaiian shirts and khakis to full dress, and a library of books, recordings, and pipes to an entourage. Impatient with introspection, he communicated in a language of joking camaraderie: stoic, manly, rarely nostalgic, never sentimental, and often flippant. Admired for his intelligence, quick wit, and ability to converse about anything, he could not always resist the urge to sermonize. He was a devout Catholic, confident, independent, obstinate, and unaffectedly modest.


As Dixie’s bouts of drunkenness increased, the Crosbys appeared in public often enough to allay rumors of marital discord, or at least restrict them to the Hollywood community, where they were rife. A week at El Mirador in Palm Springs; a trip to Mamaroneck, New York, when Bing competed in the U.S. Amateur Open Golf Championship; a party at Café La Maze the day his horse Don Mike finished first in the $10,000 handicap at Santa Anita; various restaurants and nightclubs; a boxing match. They were spotted at a corner table at Perino’s Sky Room quietly singing to each other like young lovebirds as the John Kirby Sextet played songs from Bing’s pictures. Dixie’s friends noticed her growing reclusiveness. Her sons observed that at times she slurred her words. She often isolated herself in her room, unavailable to them. She fainted more than once. When she collapsed in the upstairs hallway, the housekeeper, who usually covered Dixie’s tracks, shooed the boys away. Bing later assured them she was fine. No need to worry.


Not until four or five years later did Gary draw the connection between his mother’s failings and alcoholism, a subject that people in those years tended to ignore, deny, or burlesque. “I’ll tell you something about my mother,” said Gary, whose own life and career were torpedoed by alcoholism. “For my mother to get up on that stage, she would have to drink. Because she was an alcoholic from birth, I don’t care what anybody says. She had no self-esteem, didn’t think she was pretty, didn’t think she was anything. And it didn’t get easier when she walked away from her career. When you feel that way, you’ve got to have something to get out there.”4


This was the era—not yet sobered from the binge that was Prohibition—when W. C. Fields enjoyed his last tottering hurrahs, when stolid MGM tuned its Thin Man franchise to the rattle of a martini shaker, and when Craig Rice, now forgotten but then characterized as the Dorothy Parker of detective fiction, wrote comical mysteries solved in a mist of rye and gin that landed her on the cover of Time. The Twelve Steps as framed by Alcoholics Anonymous had yet to find much traction. Its membership barely topped one hundred. Among those most skeptical about classifying excessive drinking as an infirmity were the medical men in the Crosby circle. The surgeon Arnold Stevens, a family friend and himself an alcoholic, told Dixie, “You’re very run down,” and advised brandy and milk. Dixie once told a columnist that during her pregnancies, brandy was all she could keep down. Decades after her death, which occurred three days before her forty-first birthday, her internist George “Jud” Hummer, who practiced in the Crosby Building on Sunset Boulevard and counted himself and his wife among Dixie’s dearest friends, refused to concede she had had a drinking problem. Joseph Harris, her obstetrician at Cedars of Lebanon who took her through three pregnancies, never thought—any more than most of his colleagues would have—to warn her of prenatal drinking. The term fetal alcohol syndrome didn’t appear until 1963.5


An exception was a psychiatrist, Anthony Sturdevant, who specialized in young people but saw Dixie regularly in the Crosby home. For short periods, he kept her off the booze. Yet seeing a psychiatrist had its own stigma, generating as much suspicion as alcoholism. Patients had to endure the stereotypes attached to analysis: presumptions of weakness, dark undercurrents, madness, electroshock. Bing encouraged Dr. Sturdevant’s ministrations, though they ultimately failed.6 A paradigm of self-discipline who thought depression treatable by exertion of will, Bing had proved by example that drinking was merely a bad habit. You just stopped, or you moderated it when it got out of hand. “He is the only one in the family I never saw drunk,” Gary marveled.7


Yet ten years earlier, Bing drank his way through the speakeasies of one city after another, waking in strange bedrooms, bathrooms, hotels, cafés, under tables, and failing to show for professional and personal engagements, incurring suits, threats, dismissals. He joked about leaving a “trail of broken bottles,” not hearts, after years on tour with Paul Whiteman’s orchestra in that woozy interval before he established his name on radio and in movies. Dixie forced him to reform. When her arguments and pleas had no effect, six months into their 1930 marriage, she flew to Agua Caliente and threatened a divorce. He pursued her and promised to turn his life around. Despite occasional missteps, he exceeded everyone’s expectations. His career flourished, as did the marriage. As far as the public knew, their union was not merely solid, it was exemplary, an article of faith, like the widely held belief that FDR stood on his own two legs or that George VI was an adept orator.8


In the spring of 1940, millions of Hearst readers opened the American Weekly, a Sunday supplement, to “Those Hollywood Divorces,” by Adela Rogers St. Johns. A Hollywood insider, St. Johns had a reputation for peeling away the tinsel; in truth, she merrily shoveled it on. This week her mission was to praise those couples who are “so happy they never make news” (the Harold Lloyds, the James Cagneys, the Crosbys) and to refute the argument that a woman’s devotion to her career poisons love. Her “research into the matter” included a discussion with Joan Crawford, “the most honest woman I have ever known,” who revealed that her marriage to Franchot Tone foundered not on the shoals of mutual careerism but because her relentless domesticity, ironing shirts and darning socks, got on his nerves. St. Johns then reversed her defense of working women by describing the “ideal” marriage of the Crosbys, which friends credited to the fact that Dixie had “abandoned her performing career and devoted herself entirely to being a good wife and mother.”9


That fall, Life ran a similar (unsigned) article, “The New Hollywood,” in which the stars “build homes, live quietly and raise children.” This new housebroken Hollywood was illustrated by a picture of the serene Crosbys: Baby Lindsay, seated on Bing’s lap, is turning to exchange a smile with his mother, who is standing behind Bing; surrounding them are the older boys, in matching uniforms. (“Like many movie children, they go to a military school.”) A caption acknowledges the hoary Hollywood precept that women prefer their matinee idols to be unmarried. “Bing Crosby’s family is perhaps Hollywood’s best. This rare photograph, taken by George Strock, would have been inconceivable ten years ago, when it would have wrecked an actor’s career. Besides being Hollywood’s proudest father, Bing runs a horse ranch, a race track, and an office building.”10


The Paramount Pictures publicity engine, with which Crosby seldom cooperated (hence the rarity of Life’s photograph), pushed this narrative hard. Fans seeking parenting advice wrote him letters, and Bing, a meticulous correspondent, responded. He shared an anecdote with a member of the Catholic Sportsman’s Guild: “One time I found it necessary to spank my oldest boy, Gary, age six, and afterward when I was attempting to make up with him, he said, ‘I’m going to get a farm and have a lot of pigs and make you take care of the pigs.’ Whereupon I said, ‘I’m going to get a farm and on it I’m going to have a lot of skunks.’ ‘Doggone,’ said Gary, ‘I forgot about skunks.’” To another correspondent, Bing wrote of his boys: “So far in their lives we have tried to make them self-reliant and have tried to instill in them a correct appreciation of values, and a knowledge of the difficulties necessary to attain financial security.”11


A week or so into the new year of 1941, shortly after Bing carried her to her bed, Dixie drove the six blocks from Camarillo Street to Kitty Sexton’s house on Cartwright Street to tell her devoted friend that Bing had demanded a divorce. She had hardly made it through the door before breaking down. Bing had it all planned, she explained, weeping. He’d instructed her to go to Sun Valley with the younger children and Kitty—he trusted only Kitty to travel with her—in order to establish residency and expedite the proceedings.


Of the exclusive, gated neighborhoods where Hollywood’s elite gathered, Toluca Lake had a peculiarly checkered terrain, straddling North Hollywood and Burbank with great patches of manicured verdure divided by freeway inlets as gray as smog. Mansions routinely went up and came down, plush modern showplaces, lush haciendas, and multi-gabled legacies that wore their age with patrician forbearance until the bulldozers arrived. The Crosbys’ stylish Colonial villa, one mile south of Lakeside Country Club, represented new blood and new wealth, but there were also suburban enclaves with boutique houses like the Cape Cod–style cottage that Kitty Lang had bought to be near them.12 After a botched tonsillectomy killed Kitty’s young husband, the outstanding guitarist Eddie Lang (Bing’s accompanist and confidant), Bing and Dixie had persuaded her to leave New York and stay with them as long as she desired.13 Kitty gratefully gave Bing Eddie’s precious Gibson L-5 guitar and soon found her own one-bedroom house, the Cape Cod, and refurbished it, adding a staircase and an attic bedroom for her niece, who lived with her. She enclosed her yard with a white picket fence to keep in her two dogs. When Kitty married her dogs’ veterinarian, Bill Sexton, he moved in and the menagerie grew with another dog, chickens, pigs, and a cat. They had a son, Tim.


Kitty remained an essential presence in the lives of the Crosbys. She helped Dixie through her pregnancies, bringing Eddie’s religious medal to each birth (the medal’s final resting place would be Dixie’s coffin). Kitty shopped for the necessities and hired a nurse who cured Gary’s colic. She spent so much time with the infants that Bing named one of his first horses Aunt Kitty. “I was so proud that I couldn’t sleep,” she recalled.14 She and Dixie placed bets on Aunt Kitty in her first two races, which she lost. When the trainer assured them she had a better than even chance in her third race, Dixie decided they ought not to bet to avoid a jinx. But Bing fluttered twenty dollars, and Aunt Kitty came in by a head, after which he took Kitty Sexton to the Santa Anita paddock and presented her with a lock of the horse’s mane. Kitty, a former Ziegfeld girl, had worked as Dixie’s stand-in at Paramount and Monogram, and Dixie urged her to return to show business as her own career lurched to a finish. With Dixie and Bette Davis singing backup, Kitty made a steel-disc recording so dire that the three women ceremoniously buried it in the Crosbys’ garden. After Dixie’s death, she did return to show business as the beloved wardrobe mistress for casinos in Reno. “Reno’s Auntie Mame,” a reporter called her.15


Kitty, along with the other women in Dixie’s circle, recognized Dixie’s problem at least as early as 1933. She knew full well how Dixie had forced Bing to deal with the issue of his drinking and assumed that Bing was now attempting a turnabout, his own intervention. He did not really want a divorce, she said. But Dixie bought none of it—no, no, no, she wailed. She had thrown her arms around his neck and begged him to reconsider and he had removed them and said he no longer loved her. She promised to stop drinking, but he insisted that she “would have to prove it to him first.”16 Kitty told her that she needed to get permission from her husband, Doc Sexton, to accompany her to Sun Valley, at which point Dixie promised she would be “a good girl”—their code, meaning Dixie would not drink if Kitty made the trip.


Kitty agreed, calmed her down, and went alone to Camarillo Street to talk with Bing. He took her into the backyard, where they walked as he unburdened himself. He could not take it anymore. They had no home life. He worried about the boys. They saw things they shouldn’t see, especially when he was away, which he had been virtually every day in December, filming Road to Zanzibar, broadcasting Kraft Music Hall, and making no fewer than twenty-two sides at seven sessions for Decca Records. Kitty urged him to give Dixie the “hope of reconciliation”—“Tell her you love her.” He said he could not do that, not right now. He thanked her for agreeing to chaperone Dixie and raised details for the trip. Kitty told him they would require only a nurse for Lindsay, as she could take care of the twins and Gary was at school. A week into the new year, he drove the two women and three of the boys to the station. Upon arriving at Sun Valley Lodge, Kitty phoned him to say they were fine. Dixie had not taken a single drink.17


Kitty continued to believe that the whole exercise was a test to save the marriage. She was confident that Bing loved his wife and she knew intimately the pressures on him not to divorce; his fiercely Catholic mother might have accepted that mortal sin in his siblings, but however much she derided Dixie (who was not born to the faith, no more than Bing’s father, Harry, was), Bing was another story, the boy she had once imagined in the priesthood and the man who would soon personify Catholicism to his massive public. Also, Kitty hadn’t heard a whisper of another woman in Bing’s life. Yet Bing was determined enough to warn John O’Melveny, the powerhouse attorney and abiding fixer behind his career, about his plans, and he in turn notified Todd W. Johnson, the lawyer-accountant whom Bing once described as “my tax-man who handles the intricate and sometimes extremely delicate matters in this field.”18


The Crosby party had a large suite at the Sun Valley Lodge, with Dixie and Kitty sharing one room, a second bedroom for Phillip and Dennis, and a third for the nurse and Lindsay. They had a spacious living room with a fireplace and a veranda overlooking the skating rink. At a time when most states permitted divorce only when one spouse accused the other of a “fault,” Nevada and Idaho pioneered quick splits with a residency requirement of six weeks before filing suit. They offered amusements to make the weeks pass pleasantly. Reno operated the busiest divorce mill in the nation, but the recently constructed Sun Valley Lodge provided a tonier alternative for those who could afford to avoid the crowds and ill repute associated with Nevada. Devised by W. Averell Harriman, the railroad heir and future New York governor, Sun Valley invented the idea of a Western winter resort while generating a raft of new customers for the Union Pacific Railroad, of which Harriman was chairman. He opened the lodge in December 1936 and offered such enticements as chairlifts and heated pools and celebrities—Clark Gable and Errol Flynn were the first in a stream of famous tenants that included Ernest Hemingway, Gary Cooper, and Bing. One lawyer who facilitated Sun Valley divorces from the 1930s into the 1970s said of potential clients, “We want only the carriage trade, not the bus trade.”19


Idaho was liberal with divorce but not with liquor, which visitors could buy only if they obtained a license. Dixie purchased one along with a bottle of scotch that she promised not to open; she just wanted to know “it’s there on the table.”20 She recruited a bellboy to take the twins skiing, skating, and hiking and spent much of her time knitting and conversing with Kitty by the fireside. She seemed reasonably content, even put on a few pounds, though she insisted she would never forgive Bing for saying that he no longer loved her. She did not want the divorce, she said, but whatever happened, a breach now existed. Bing had a faithful lookout in Kitty. She periodically excused herself in the evenings and headed downstairs to call him with assurances that all was well; Dixie had not taken a drop since their arrival.


This continued for two weeks, at which point Bing phoned to say he would come up the next day with Gary. Dixie was utterly unnerved. The next morning, she uncorked the scotch. “Why now?” Kitty asked as Dixie downed one shot after another. Dixie said she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing she had abstained all that time; “He hurt me deeply when he said he no longer loved me.”21 She was loaded when Bing got off the train. Kitty intercepted him, told him Dixie “had been so very good” until she learned he was on his way. Bing waved away her fears. He had changed his mind; he no longer wanted a divorce. He had consulted with a Jesuit priest, who asked him, “If Dixie was drowning and raised her hand up to you for help, would you refuse her?” The identity of the priest is unknown, but the likely candidate is Father Arthur Dussault, Bing’s classmate at Gonzaga University who became its public relations director and later a vice president of the university and who would remain Gonzaga’s primary link to Crosby.22 The priest’s position found despotic support closer to home. Bing confided to his brother Ted that when he’d told their mother of his intention to divorce Dixie, she said, “No. You’re not.”23


He stayed the weekend, secluded with Dixie, and when they came back to Camarillo Street late on Sunday, they were determined to make the marriage work. A few weeks later, in mid-February, Bing took time off from Kraft Music Hall—the press explanation dwelled on his frustration over the ASCAP strike, which forbade him to broadcast songs by ASCAP songwriters24—to return to the Sun Valley Lodge with Dixie and the boys for a proper family vacation. The cool, dry mountain weather must have been a relief from the torrential rains that peaked in February, causing floods and making 1941 the wettest year Los Angeles had experienced since 1884—a record that stood until 1977, the year of Bing’s death.


The tax man Todd Johnson was relieved. On Tuesday, January 21, he wrote Bing a long letter (nearly twelve hundred words):






Dear Bing,





Jack O’Melveny informed me this morning that you had adjusted your domestic affairs so that you no longer contemplated a separation and property settlement with Dixie. I am certainly glad to hear this for many reasons. I will mention some of the financial reasons hereafter in this letter. Leaving aside the personal reasons which are always considered sufficient by the parties involved, a separation and property settlement would indeed be an expensive one for you, considered only from an income tax standpoint.… I have spent the last several days in analyzing the tax changes and tax matters which must be considered in such an event and I will briefly summarize those which I think will still be of interest to you.25





Johnson’s conclusions refuted popular assumptions shaped by annual newspaper accounts of the best-paid Americans. Bing had ranked near the top for the previous three years. In 1940, he placed fifth, after MGM’s studio chief Louis B. Mayer, the heads of IBM and Lever Brothers (soap, detergent), and Paramount’s Claudette Colbert. A financial reporter estimated his salary at $400,000 to $450,000 at a time when only six hundred and fifty people in the country earned $75,000 (about $1.29 million in today’s currency).26 Weeks before springing the divorce ultimatum, Bing had made headlines because of his exceptional new contract with Paramount: he would star in nine films over three years at $175,000 per film. Bing had a five-year contract with Decca Records that averaged $60,000 per annum and a $200,000 salary from Kraft Music Hall on a contract that ran through 1943. His base expectations for the next year came to $785,000. Add to that his investments in real estate, the Del Mar racetrack, Rancho Santa Fe, and a contractual right (hard won from Paramount) to produce one independent film a year, and he was surely looking at a million.27


Johnson painted a different picture. He knew that Bing had decided he would not produce a fourth independent feature. His investments had not been successful, the track cost him more than it earned, and his pro-am tournament at Rancho Santa Fe was strictly for charity. Johnson’s “rough but comparatively accurate estimate” of Crosby’s 1940 net income, $526,000, exceeded the gross income estimated by reporters, but his own analysis focused on liabilities. Bing’s federal and state taxes for 1940 came to $377,000, leaving him a total of $148,000 for “personal purposes.” Should he and Dixie separate, his tax bite would increase by $55,000, leaving him $93,000. Bing’s proposed settlement of $30,000 a year to Dixie would reduce his take-home to $63,000—a hefty number that nonetheless justified Johnson’s conclusion that it would be “expensive for you to assume the status of an unmarried taxpayer.” More alarming was Johnson’s estimate for 1941. He predicted a federal tax increase that would shrink Bing’s income by another $30,000 and averred that he did not want to seem nosy (“your personal expenditures [are not] within my employment”), but would Bing please notify him of potential deductibles?28


He then laid out the immediate threat: Bing owed $377,000 in taxes for 1940, but as of December 31 of that year, the total of his available cash, other than what he had in his personal accounts, came to $167,000. Had he lost his ability to earn income at the start of 1941, he would have to sell assets to meet the shortfall. “You can see the position your estate would have been in had you died on January 1, 1941,” Johnson continued, “or should you die in the future.” Promising to cooperate with O’Melveny on all matters, he concluded with the recommendation that Bing purchase a half a million dollars in life insurance to handle “accrued income tax and inheritance taxes on your estate should you die unexpectedly.”29


Marriage was not the only Crosby battleground. Pervasive dissatisfaction roiled him at thirty-seven, as he reckoned his achievements and the restraints they put on him. After a fifteen-year ascent from the fringes of vaudeville to the peak of Paramount’s mountain, he felt cramped by the very successes he had struggled to attain. Champing at the bit, he contemplated severing both his marital ties and his career ones—especially with Kraft Music Hall. Of all his professional associations, radio was most like marriage; it tied him down in a way records and films never did. He loved to record and could do so when he liked, piloting the session at his own pace. When shooting a film, he relished the challenge of working with people he admired for a rigorous schedule of several weeks, after which his time was his own.


But radio, which paid far less than movies, held him in place week after week with script consultations, rehearsals, and live broadcasts. It required him to answer to absentee masters, people beyond the producer, director, writer, announcer, costars, guest stars, and orchestra conductor who worked on the show; these included the sponsor, the advertising agency, the network, and the FCC. Radio imposed an irksome domesticity. Yet he would ultimately stick with it—despite his front-page rebellions before and after the war—when everyone else, including Kraft, ran off to television. Radio, as Bing knew better than anyone, had ripened and refined his persona, influencing the characters he played on-screen and increasing the diversity of his recorded songs. In May 1940, when the press reported his demand for a sabbatical, a fan wrote Bing pleading with him to reconsider. “Radio made you what you are today,” she wrote; why not take time off from making movies instead? Bing wrote her back as if she were a disapproving prioress, thanking her for her concern and explaining that he needed the twenty-one-week layoff for summer travels.30


Crosby delegated his brother and manager Everett to explain to the picture studios eager for his independent film that he was pulling back there as well. After the project to which he was presently committed (at Universal), Bing would no longer make outside pictures unless they had outstanding stories. Privately, Everett advised him, “I am afraid that if this war situation gets any worse it would be difficult to get a good deal and there is liable to be a curtailment program to go into effect, so we better not wait too long.”31


For the first time since the speakeasy days of the 1920s, Bing seemed distracted, irresolute; he knew what he wanted now, but he did not know if he would want the same thing tomorrow. He negotiated hard contracts and put off signing them. In this, he mirrored the country’s irresolution. As the nation rebounded after the nightmare of the Depression, it chafed beneath a cliché as old as Homer, heard everywhere: the storm clouds of war. The entertainment industry quailed. When Kraft picked up Bing’s option in June 1940, it inserted an opt-out clause to be used in the event the United States declared war. As the storm clouds broke and Bing soared to greater heights of popularity, the cheese maker’s fear seemed hapless and panicky. Another vogue phrase also caught the mood of vacillation: phony war.


A few weeks after Germany launched the Second World War with a blitzkrieg on Poland’s eastern border and a day after the Soviet Union invaded Poland from the west, Senator William Borah, the blustering Republican isolationist from Idaho, told a reporter, “There is something phony about this war.” His remark made international headlines. The mocking British press called the slack eight months that followed the Allied declaration of war a sitzkrieg, or a sitting war. Britain dispatched planes to Germany to drop leaflets rather than bombs (launching another epithet: confetti war) as France hunkered behind its supposedly impregnable Maginot Line. Borah perceived an upside in Europe’s feeble response, reasoning that if the combined might of the Nazis and Red Army proved “too big a bite to chew,” the Allies would fold their hand and back off from further involvement in the conflict.32


For the United States, the stalemate continued long after Hitler bestirred Europe in April and May of 1940, invading Denmark, Norway, the Low Countries, and France, the last commemorated with the führer’s little jig. On September 7, his Luftwaffe initiated the first of fifty-seven consecutive nights of bombing London, killing more than forty thousand civilians. In America, the twenty-seven months between the subjugation of Poland and the attack on Pearl Harbor required patriotic double-bookkeeping, waving the flag while opposing foreign entanglements.


Rage disfigured urban and rural America. Thugs took anti-Semitism to the streets of Boston and New York while diplomats sanctioned it in the State Department, particularly during the tenure of the vile quota-spouting assistant secretary of state Breckinridge Long. Roosevelt ignored anti-lynch legislation for fear of losing his reliable Southern support. On May 3 (Crosby’s birthday, coincidentally), an act of Congress decreed the third Sunday in the month I Am an American Day. Then as now, Congress considered that a decent day’s work. Was the country leaning toward war? Certainly not, the president said. Yet it could not renounce its responsibility to help friends. Roosevelt cannily addressed the press corps on neighborliness in terms that exceeded the folksiness of his Fireside Chats. Refining an analogy he had used as early as 1916, when as assistant secretary of the navy he had stumped for President Wilson’s reelection, he evoked something more akin to a Kraft Music Hall skit than a strategic argument and delivered it in the spirit of a top banana. “Suppose my neighbor’s home catches on fire and I have a length of garden hose four or five hundred feet away,” he proposed. “If he can take my garden hose and connect it up with his hydrant, I may help him put out the fire. Now what do I do? I don’t say to him before that operation, ‘Neighbor, my garden hose cost me fifteen dollars; you have to pay me fifteen dollars for it.’ No! What is the transaction that goes on? I don’t want fifteen dollars—I want my garden hose after the fire is over.”33


Three months later, FDR’s garden hose morphed into a bill permitting him to “sell, transfer title to, exchange, lease, lend, or otherwise dispose of, to any such government” any defense article he deemed vital to the defense of the United States. Churchill called the Lend-Lease Act the most “unsordid act in the history of any nation.” Yet at least four-fifths of the American public opposed intervention and would have parted with the garden hose only for cash on the barrelhead. As isolationists on the Right and Left accused him of warmongering, Roosevelt pursued a program of aid and preparedness. He urged rearmament, chose a revered Republican as secretary of war, sent castoff destroyers to Britain, reconfigured the navy as three fleets, posted “Liberty ships” in support of Allied convoys, relegated Axis ships to “protective custody,” and froze Japan’s assets, all in the name of making America the “arsenal of democracy” without making war.34


Americans went about their business, which, for the vast majority, included one or more weekly visits to movie theaters, and shrugged off the nation’s first peacetime draft, signed into law in September 1940. All men between twenty-one and forty-five were required to register for a one-year commitment, decided by lottery. Within a year, the period of commitment doubled. Would we or wouldn’t we? Meanwhile, the entertainment industry scattered its own versions of phony wars, all of which, it turned out, involved Crosby at the center or on the margins. On the lighter side, there were phony feuds, played for laughs and facilitated by the immediacy of live radio. Bing exchanged quips with his contemporary Bob Hope in what became a thirty-five-year-long joke that spread to pictures and television; he would later accede to a more delicate fake spat with the first singer to challenge his dominion, Frank Sinatra, who played the amiable aspiring son to Bing’s breezily tolerant father.


Far less playful was the scuffle Bing initiated with Kraft Music Hall that occupied him for much of 1940 and 1941 and proved to be a warm-up for his postwar assault on the authority of network radio. He would soon play a significant if ancillary role in the pointless battle occasioned by ASCAP’s arrogant demand for tribute in the form of hiked licensing fees. This aggression triggered a network strike that lasted well into 1941, altering the terrain of American music while doing little to increase the standing of ASCAP’s songwriters. Bing’s reluctant compliance with the strike hastened its end. More detrimentally, in 1942 the American Federation of Musicians followed with a recording ban that created long-lasting havoc, though it ultimately boosted Decca’s footing as Bing recorded a hit with a choir instead of musicians (“Sunday, Monday, or Always”), and Decca’s chief, Jack Kapp, made peace with the union a year before the other record companies followed suit. A darker struggle unfolded beneath the radar of the public as new technologies were suppressed by broadcast monopolies in order to outlast competitive copyrights. The networks reneged on promises to the FCC to make television commercially available by the end of 1940. They stymied the implementation of higher fidelity frequency-modulation (FM) radio to protect their AM fiefdoms. The pioneering inventor Edwin H. Armstrong demonstrated the advantages of FM radio and was ruined by RCA’s nuisance suits. These ended after the network finagled its own FM copyright, at which point Armstrong had already taken his own life. Biding his time, Bing would eventually help to democratize broadcast technologies, but that effort, also, would have to wait out the war.35


A remarkable thing happened in that dangling will-we-or-won’t-we interim between the phony war and Pearl Harbor: a brief but glorious cultural regeneration, which most people took for granted at the time and later forgot about or conjoined in memory with the broader canvas of the 1940s. The two-year interregnum of creativity coincided with a burst of optimism epitomized by the New York World’s Fair. Despite the faltering economy and hovering war clouds, forty-five million people traveled to Flushing Meadows to experience the World of Tomorrow with its hydroelectric Democracity and Con Edison’s City of Light (“wonder city of the modern world”) and General Motors’ Futurama, which predicted how life would be in 1960. When the fair shut down in October 1940, Bethlehem Steel carted away four thousand tons of the fair’s structural steel and alchemized it into ships and armaments.


In retrospect, the promised futurity is far less dazzling than the vibrant highs of American civilization at its irreverent best, as it was in 1940 and 1941, especially in its songs. It is impossible to educe from this flurry of musical invention the static of the America First Committee, the German American Bund, and other unholy alliances of those years. Were these new melodies any less real than the hatreds and fears of the era, any less indicative of the time and place? It wasn’t only music. The fiction of 1940 suggested a level of accomplishment and promise that virtually vanished in the four years that followed Pearl Harbor. When jurors for the Pulitzer Prize convened to honor a novel for 1940, they found nothing worthy. Yet their rejects included Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, William Faulkner’s The Hamlet, the last bow of Willa Cather (Sapphira and the Slave Girl), a benchmark of genre fiction (Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely), and three first novels that endured as classics: Richard Wright’s Native Son, Carson McCullers’s The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, and Walter Van Tilburg Clark’s The Ox-Bow Incident. Publishing itself undertook a revolution unmatched until the advent of e-books, as the paperback line of Pocket Books went into full production and, exploiting a Hollywood hit, made an unlikely bestseller of Wuthering Heights.


At the same time, Hollywood ramped up its creative energy by importing Alfred Hitchcock from England (Rebecca), Orson Welles from radio (Citizen Kane), and promoting John Huston (The Maltese Falcon) and Preston Sturges (The Great McGinty) from the ranks of its screenwriters. Old-line directors flourished too, Ernst Lubitsch with The Shop Around the Corner, Charles Chaplin with The Great Dictator, William Wyler with The Letter, John Ford with The Grapes of Wrath, Michael Curtiz with The Sea Wolf, Frank Borzage with The Mortal Storm, Frank Capra with Meet John Doe, Howard Hawks with His Girl Friday, and Walt Disney with Fantasia. The fact that Victor Schertzinger’s Road to Singapore, which introduced the team of Bing and Bob, topped the 1940 box office indicated the remoteness of war and the surplus of irreverence. Yet the army was fast encroaching on Hollywood; a year later, two fugitives from vaudeville, Bud Abbott and Lou Costello, broke house records with Buck Privates, the first of the service comedies that portrayed the armed forces as year-round summer camps with free smokes and frequent visits from the Andrews Sisters. The top-grossing movie of 1941, Sergeant York, honored an ambivalent World War I hero played with hillbilly humility by Gary Cooper, incarnating the nation’s reluctant resolve to meet the moment.


Yet nothing in this grace period proved more astonishing than the American output in music. If the country was whistling past the graveyard, it had a hell of a repertoire. No sitzkrieg here; who could sit still surrounded by the thumping of swinging four-beat rhythms and the whirling helix of eight-to-the-bar boogie-woogie? When we speak of the Great American Songbook, we refer to songs composed from the mid-1920s, when a generation of songwriters shucked off the contrivances that made Tin Pan Alley a factory of greeting-card platitudes, to the 1950s, when musical styles rocked into a new phase. In that quarter century, songwriters gauged their accomplishments against the inventiveness of their interpreters, writing not for amateur singers and pianists in bourgeois parlors (the target arena for their predecessors), but for performers who could mine every nuance in an urbane lyric and a showy harmonic sequence. They flattered the tastes of an eager and discerning new audience that would rather listen to professionals than participate in amateur musicales. If the 1930s brought pop songwriting to a summit, the deluge of songs in 1940 and 1941 represented a capstone, an onslaught that combined pop and jazz, Latin American and country music, folk and blues.


Nearly a hundred standards emerged in this calm before the storm, so many that the most zealous jitterbugs could not keep up; some of the best-known titles had to wait years to get a proper hearing—four years for “Lover Man,” which found its voice in Billie Holiday; ten for “Because of You,” which Bing sang superbly on Kraft Music Hall but unaccountably did not record, allowing it to hibernate until 1951, when it launched Tony Bennett’s career. Only time and diverse interpretations could do justice to “How High the Moon,” “I’ll Never Smile Again,” “Fools Rush In,” “Blueberry Hill,” “It Never Entered My Mind,” “Blues in the Night,” “Polka Dots and Moonbeams,” “I Don’t Want to Walk Without You,” “The Nearness of You,” “Imagination,” “Taking a Chance on Love,” “I Concentrate on You,” “Walking the Floor Over You,” “You Don’t Know What Love Is,” “You’ve Changed,” “I Understand,” “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy,” “Key to the Highway,” “When You Wish Upon a Star,” “You Are My Sunshine,” “Chattanooga Choo Choo,” “My Ship,” “Take Me Back to Tulsa,” “Deep in the Heart of Texas,” “Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered,” “The Last Time I Saw Paris,” “How About You,” “I Could Write a Book,” “Goin’ to Chicago,” “Bésame Mucho,” “You Stepped Out of a Dream,” and, though no one paid attention to it until 1942, “White Christmas”—all created within two years. Most significant about this list is not the number of songs familiar to devotees of American song but the fact that almost anyone, no matter how hidebound by twenty-first-century biases, is likely to know at least a few.36


Then there were the hugely popular instrumental numbers, every bit as emblematic of the era: “Frenesi,” “After Hours,” “Moonlight Cocktail,” “Tuxedo Junction,” “String of Pearls,” “Snowfall,” “Pennsylvania 6-5000,” “Harlem Nocturne,” “Solo Flight,” “What’s Your Story, Morning Glory,” “Blue Flame,” “Tickle Toe,” and dozens more, not least Jay McShann’s “Swingmatism,” which introduced a young saxophonist from Kansas City named Charlie Parker. Glenn Miller’s recordings (eight number one hits in 1940) did so much to juice the economy that RCA Victor manufactured the first gold record to certify the million copies of “Chattanooga Choo Choo.” Tommy Dorsey peaked. Jimmy Dorsey peaked. Gene Krupa peaked. But the most dazzling achievement in orchestral music belonged to Duke Ellington, who, after a dozen years as the acknowledged master of big bands, reached a pinnacle where he could do no wrong. In addition to songs that thrived in the pop marketplace (“All Too Soon,” “I Got It Bad and That Ain’t Good,” “Don’t Get Around Much Anymore,” “Do Nothing Till You Hear from Me”), he wrote concise instrumental masterpieces that reformed the mood, texture, and ambition of American music: “Cotton Tail,” “Jack the Bear,” “Ko-Ko,” “Conga Brava,” “Harlem Air Shaft,” “Warm Valley,” “Blue Serge,” “In a Mellow Tone,” “Jump for Joy,” “Just A-Sittin’ and A-Rockin’.” His brilliant young protégé Billy Strayhorn, spurred by the ASCAP strike that hobbled Ellington, added major pieces of his own, including the band’s theme song, “Take the A Train.” Every one of these records made money.


While swing enjoyed a lock with the public, two other jazz idioms shot into view, exploring its past (the New Orleans revival) and anticipating its future (modern jazz, or bebop, cobbled together at after-hours jam sessions in Harlem). A more conspicuous antithesis to swing was embodied by a songwriter who experienced as liberating a rebirth as Ellington while remaining in every other respect his total opposite: the wandering troubadour from Oklahoma, Woody Guthrie. As the Popular Front inspired politically active singers and songwriters to create anthems for the labor movement, boosting a new brand of folk music that contrasted with the slick urbanity of Tin Pan Alley, Guthrie showed up like the answer to a prayer. He wrote songs as easily as talking, never more effectively than in 1940, when he composed “Pastures of Plenty,” “Union Maid,” the Dust Bowl ballads, songs celebrating the Bonneville Dam, and dozens more, including “This Land Is Your Land.” He thrived in New York. He’d have had a harder time in his home state. In Oklahoma City that year, a mob torched Woods’ Progressive Bookstore and its inventory, including stacks of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. No one was arrested, but the store’s owners were sentenced to ten years (overturned in 1943) for displaying subversive literature.


Another kind of folk song, rarely considered in that light, also made inroads into pop music, a vein of timeworn evergreens, handed down from generation to generation. Mixed in with ballads from early Tin Pan Alley and newly Anglicized songs from South America, this eclectic tapestry—much of it in the public domain—included Latin classics like “Green Eyes,” “Maria Elena,” and “Amapola”; laments by minstrel and abolitionist composers, from “De Camptown Races” and “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” to “Darling Nelly Gray” and “Beautiful Dreamer”; and a fusion of parlor and slave songs as varied as “On Moonlight Bay,” “Sleep,” “On Top of Old Smokey,” “When You Were Sweet Sixteen,” “John Henry,” “My Gal Sal,” “Frankie and Johnny,” “Wait Till the Sun Shines, Nellie,” “Jimmy Crack Corn,” “I Know Where I’m Going,” and “My Melancholy Baby.”


In 1940, the music industry moved fifteen million copies of sheet music, but it sold seventy million records. A year later, the number of records increased by nearly 90 percent, to 130 million records—heavy, brittle shellacs that revolved around a spindle seventy-eight times per minute and usually featured one song per side. In 1934, when Jack Kapp started Decca Records, the recording business was thought to be dead, beyond resuscitation, buried by the free music emanating from its hated rival radio. Now the three leaders—RCA Victor, Columbia, and Decca—competed for artists, distribution, packaging, and pricing. It was not just the industry’s best year since the crash; it was its best since 1921.37


This was the terrain Bing stepped into at the start of a new decade, as different from the cloistered temper of the Depression as it was from the carousing excesses of Prohibition. Yet this would be the decade he most fully inhabited. He would explore the delicious motley of pop music more deftly and comprehensively than anyone else and in the process become an essential voice of the home front. In the summer of 1940, the year he recorded an astonishing sixty songs, Everett informed him, “Kapp has a pretty nice surprise for you when he goes to the coast in the way of a royalty check over and above your guarantee.”38 Whatever frustration, boredom, or despair he experienced he kept hidden. Even as he contemplated familial and professional ruptures, the public could see only the steadfast strength and reliability celebrated in countless magazine and newspaper stories. His discontents aside, idleness was never an option for the man whose persona hinged on the pretense of laziness—who walked, talked, sang, and acted as if tranquillity represented moral certainty, the virtue of the unflappable. He was about to do his bit in ways he could scarcely imagine, mirroring and defining the times more astutely than he and all but a few men and women had ever done. But first there would be an intermezzo of restless muddle as he tried to figure how an aging crooner might continue any kind of meaningful career at all.
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INDEPENDENCE




Ay, in the very temple of Delight


Veil’d Melancholy has her sovran shrine.


—John Keats, “Ode on Melancholy” (1819)




The year that ended with a threat of domestic crack-up had opened unassumingly on the genesis of a new Crosby. At the start of 1940 no one could have predicted the enormous success of Road to Singapore, let alone its transformative power in effecting a makeover in Bing’s persona—and a decade-long ascension in his standing as an entertainer. His primary commitment in the months before its March premiere involved starring in and coproducing his third independent picture, away from Paramount, following Pennies from Heaven (Columbia, 1936) and East Side of Heaven (Universal, 1939). The happy experience of the last inclined him to stick with Universal and the director David Butler, a friend who shared Bing’s affection for the outmoded byways of American show business. They decided to make a picture that would document a few of the old-timers before it was too late. Butler contrived a blatantly routine plot as a pretext to mount a vaudeville show within the picture, allowing them to corral a handful of vaudevillians whose occasional movie appearances from decades past were long (in many instances, permanently) lost. Bing later recalled the film solely in terms of those players—“Names I had seen in vaudeville [as] a young man growing up, and when I later played vaudeville myself, I worked with some of them.”1


If I Had My Way underscored his role as a link to a fading America steeped in traditions of minstrelsy and variety. It provided counterpoint to the cheeky comedy he did with Hope and fell in line with other, better-known pictures that attempted to slake an apparently unquenchable nostalgia for a quaint tradition: The Story of Vernon and Irene Castle, Lillian Russell, Ziegfeld Girl, Tin Pan Alley, Yankee Doodle Dandy, and several more. These movies presented a harmonious masquerade, a polished past that eradicated all but the sweetness. They initiated a still-prevalent commercial ritual in which the songs of one generation are profitably marketed to them a generation later as remnants of the best years of their lives. Bing made four such pictures in the early years of the war, starting with The Star Maker (1939), a tribute to Gus Edwards’s turn-of-the-century “schooldays” troupes, followed by If I Had My Way, Birth of the Blues (1941), and Dixie (1943). None did as well as Bing’s present-day escapades, which set box-office records. But they reinforced his stature as the performer who personified unbroken continuity from then till now.


Crosby developed a trusting relationship with Butler on East Side of Heaven. This was essential. The business of coproducing a film made for a different on-set dynamic; no longer just the insouciant star, occasionally standing up to blockheaded producers, he now personally scrutinized the budget, approved minute as well as big decisions, and fought over release dates and promotion. As it turned out, If I Had My Way involved one studio altercation too many, inclining him to forgo his right to star in another outside film until after the war.


Bing and Dave Butler went back a long way. Butler directed Dixie as a Fox starlet and introduced her to Bing when he was one of the Rhythm Boys crooning at the Cocoanut Grove—or so he claimed until the day he died. Like Bing, he grew up in the Northwest (he lived through the San Francisco earthquake), bred horses, golfed, and liked to laugh. He performed in the Crosbys’ elaborate Marching and Chowder Club parties, where guests cavorted in loosely rehearsed and fully costumed vaudeville shows. He had acted onstage as a child and appeared in dozens of silent pictures before directing his first feature, in 1927. His fascination with the worlds of entertainment informed the subjects of nearly half the sixty-five pictures he directed. His assurance with musically gifted children—he guided Shirley Temple to stardom at Fox—made him perfect for If I Had My Way. As keen as Universal was to banner the name Bing Crosby, the studio foresaw longer-term residuals in its new contract player Gloria Jean, a thirteen-year-old soprano whom the studio publicized as eleven.


When it came to singers, movie studios favored the white American vernacular: Crosby at Paramount, Fred Astaire at RKO, Dick Powell at Warner, Alice Faye at Fox. The ever-pompous MGM could not resist classical sopranos if they came with impressive cleavage, yet even there, the waning of Jeanette MacDonald had made way for the domesticated belting of Judy Garland (until Kathryn Grayson upped warbling by an octave after the war). Universal was a bit different; it cultivated operatic teenage girls, having taken on the fourteen-year-old Deanna Durbin after MGM dropped her. Durbin’s several hits saved Universal from financial ruin. By 1940, however, she outgrew training bras, underage parts, and the requirements of her masters. So the producer Joe Pasternak went to Manhattan to audition girls for the starring role in Universal’s forthcoming The Under-Pup. He discovered Gloria Jean Schoonover, of Scranton, Pennsylvania, who came to the tryouts chaperoned by her music teacher. Gloria later surmised that Pasternak liked her because, unlike the other contestants, she did not wear makeup or Shirley Temple curls (she preferred pigtails) and had the nerve to point out that the piano needed tuning.2


Pasternak dispatched Gloria and her mother to Hollywood, where she was told she would have to sacrifice her last name and shave two years off her age, the latter a fiction the studio maintained for two years. The Under-Pup scored big, and for her second picture Gloria was recommended as costar in If I Had My Way. Bing liked her from the start and approved of the casting, a happy pairing for them both. He was amused that she, too, had gotten her start on radio from Paul Whiteman, when his band passed through Scranton. Her winning smile and twinkly eyes radiated unspoiled likability and her nimble instrument easily handled the ornamental trills required of a juvenile movie coloratura.


Vaudeville aside, If I Had My Way rehashed the same hackneyed plot points from Crosby’s two previous independent films. This time he is a fearless if slightly plump ironworker laboring in a rivet gang on the New Deal’s most august construction projects: the Golden Gate Bridge, Bonneville Dam, Boulder Dam. But in line with the earlier films, he is once again a surrogate father to an orphaned girl and finds himself obliged to make good with a failing restaurant. Variety reported the deal he wrangled from Universal as “unique,” allowing him to finance all or part of the picture with a dollar-for-dollar return on the net profits. The Crosby Investment Corporation, launched by John O’Melveny for East Side of Heaven, assumed a quarter of the $810,000 budget.3 Bing accepted the treatment by Butler and James V. Kern, formerly a member of the singing Yacht Club Boys,4 and a strong supporting cast, including the veteran scene stealers Charles Winninger and Nana Bryant.


The first of the ex-vaudevillians recruited by Butler became the third lead after Bing and Gloria. El Brendel, a Swedish dialectician associated with the phrase “Yumpin Yiminy,” did not have an ounce of Swedish blood to his name, which was Elmer Goodfellow Brendel. Born of Irish and German stock, he started in vaudeville parodying Germans until America entered the war. Glowing reviews brought him to Hollywood, where he scored in two of Butler’s early hits. By 1940, he was relegated to two-reelers, yet Butler cast him as Bing’s relentlessly mugging sidekick. “They thought he was the funniest thing,” a baffled Gloria Jean recalled. “When he was filming we could hear Bing laughing in the background, off set.” Of the other bygone stars, three—the singer Grace La Rue, the comedienne and suffragette Trixie Friganza, and the female impersonator Julian Eltinge, a top liner whose career was obliterated by municipal edicts banning cross-dressing—delivered cameo lines. Blanche Ring got to revive her 1909 hit “I’ve Got Rings on My Fingers,” probably because she was married to Charlie Winninger.5


The only artist who truly validated the initial concept ultimately undermined the picture’s durability: the silky-smooth blackface minstrel Eddie Leonard, singing and gliding through “Ida.” Blackface is obviously more nettlesome than a travesty of Swedish, but in 1940, it was Brendel’s routine that discomfited audiences, not Leonard’s. In what is thought to be his only surviving film appearance, the resilient song-and-dance man provides an authentic peek at his heyday in the 1890s and presages the revival of minstrelsy that gathered strength throughout the war and immediately after. In the film, Crosby introduces him as “sixty-four years young,” but he was actually seventy and died within the year. No mere symbol of antiquarian show business, Leonard conjures the racial irony that conflated mockery and tribute, but without the demeaning stereotypes. He toned down his makeup from the darker cork and exaggerated features favored by Al Jolson and Eddie Cantor, demonstrating blithe techniques that anticipate not only Crosby’s blackface indulgences (in three films made between 1942 and 1944), but also Ray Bolger’s soft-shoe, Hank Williams’s yodel, and Michael Jackson’s moonwalk.


Not five weeks before If I Had My Way went into production, Bing’s brother Larry, his publicist and general factotum, wrote him a two-page memo about the film’s music, conceding at the outset that Universal knew “I have no authority, except when you give me your opinions.” Expressing a lack of confidence in Butler and “his yacht club boy assistant” (Kern), he wanted Bing’s support in negotiating the picture’s songs with the studio. He argued that Butler and Kern had examined three hundred songs for a Kay Kyser programmer, yet none of their final choices made “the popularity standings.” Homing in on his real motive, he pointed out that none of the Gus Edwards songs favored by Paramount in Bing’s The Star Maker achieved success either, though all the new songs written for that picture and East Side of Heaven by Bing’s songwriting team of lyricist Johnny Burke and composer James Monaco made the top ten. In short, Larry wanted Burke and Monaco in on the deal for If I Had My Way. Larry’s advocacy displayed a thin understanding of songwriting. Only three good lyricists write “commercially,” he contended: Burke, Al Dubin (“who can’t be handled”), and Johnny Mercer (“I know you think he writes very smart lyrics… but the folks don’t buy”). He also noted that Burke turned down a seat on ASCAP’s board of directors “to come back with us,” so he ought to have the “authority to advise on musical matters as well as to write lyrics.”6


At the time Larry wrote his testy memo, there was no reason to assume Burke and Monaco were not on board for the new film. But he worried for good reason. The Burke/Monaco catalog was controlled by the publisher Santly-Joy-Select, which enjoyed a pipeline to Bing’s movie songs since the Crosbys held a financial interest in the company and Larry maintained personal friendships with its partners Lester Santly and George Joy. Wanting to maintain the status quo, he fretted over Bing’s friendship with rival songwriters, particularly Mercer. He had been hearing rumors for months about a change but evidently did not know that the discontent lay with Burke, not Bing. In 1939, Burke met the man he believed to be his ideal match: a twenty-six-year-old Syracuse-born Broadway-song plugger who had just begun to display a rare melodic talent in songs like “Darn That Dream” (written with Eddie DeLange) and “I Thought About You” (written with Mercer). Born Edward Chester Babcock, he changed his name at sixteen to Jimmy Van Heusen. He had authority, facility, and charm to spare, and Burke was determined to have him move to Los Angeles and partner with him as the new Crosby songwriting team. First he had to convince Bing.


That took the better part of a year, and his first attempt at persuasion did not bode well. In 1939, Burke and Van Heusen wrote a memorable song, “Polka Dots and Moonbeams,” tailored for Bing and presented it to him as proof that Johnny and his New York friend had the right chemistry. Bing, inexplicably, didn’t go for it. One might like to think that, reading the lyrics off the lead sheet, he winced at “Now in a cottage built of lilac and laughter / I know the meaning of the words ‘ever after’ / And I’ll always see those polka dots and moonbeams / When I kiss my pug-nosed dream.” Yet he had recorded worse in songs that had nothing comparable to the elegant simplicity of Van Heusen’s tune, which cemented the song as a pop and jazz standard. Of all the standards in the Burke–Van Heusen songbook, “Polka Dots and Moonbeams” is conspicuous by its absence in the Crosby songbook; not only did he decline to record it, but he never once sang it on the air. It’s not unlikely that Bing, in 1939, might have thought recording it an act of disloyalty to Jimmy Monaco, whom he liked and admired. But a year later, he was as gung ho for Van Heusen as Burke, and even after the song became a hit for Tommy Dorsey’s boy singer Frank Sinatra, he continued to ignore it. In the 1950s, when his syndicated radio show obliged him to record dozens of songs he had neglected the first time around, he skipped over “Polka Dots and Moonbeams.”7


So in the early months of 1940, Burke kept his head down, fulfilling his obligation to write two scores with Monaco and doing excellent work, knowing better than to announce his dissatisfaction to anyone but Bing. By midyear, Bing was on board for the change, but they had to do it quietly and with finesse. Everyone liked the gentle Monaco, and the split-up of a successful songwriting team could be as harrowing as a zapped marriage. Yet no one could miss the tension. Burke and Monaco fought with and taunted each other while Burke surreptitiously promised the moon to Bing, Van Heusen, and, undoubtedly, himself; Jimmy Monaco was twenty-three years his senior—twenty-eight years older than Van Heusen. Burke saw the younger, hipper, jazzier man as a ticket to greener pastures. He was, of course, quite right.


Bing treated Larry’s nervous opportunism as usual, by quashing or ignoring it. His standard deal for independent pictures provided for only four people. He paid himself $150,000, his brother-manager Everett $15,000, and “his favorite songsmiths,” Burke and Monaco, $20,000.8 That’s the way it stood. Moreover, Bing knew better than to accept Larry’s analysis of old versus new songs. Jack Kapp, his mentor at Decca Records, had taught him the shortsightedness of ignoring the array of classic evergreens. The title number of the current picture, “If I Had My Way,” written in 1913 and quickly embraced by barbershop quartets everywhere, had produced a magnificent Crosby recording a year earlier. Three of the four songs Burke and Monaco wrote for the picture (“April Played the Fiddle,” “Meet the Sun Halfway,” “I Haven’t Time to Be a Millionaire”) also produced hits. Yet they signified a generic songwriting style that restated passé Depression sentiments—look to the sunny side of life; who needs money?—and did far less well than the barbershop number.


Three weeks before he recorded the If I Had My Way score, Bing emphasized the point by introducing an unknown ditty that had nothing to do with the movie. “Sierra Sue” had been gathering dust since 1916. It isn’t known if Bing, Kapp, or someone else uncovered it, but after Bing recorded the plaintive song, Kapp cannily postponed its release until the Burke/Monaco numbers fell off the charts. Kapp, like Bing and surprisingly few others, understood something crucial about the temper of the phony-war interval. Despite a proliferation of great new songs, the public craved old-fashioned diatonic melodies from the period preceding the Depression, melodies outfitted with platitudes that were at once wistful and soothing. They served as comfort music, a balm, a melancholy medicine for melancholy. Only Crosby could administer them in that vein, reestablishing them as the core of abiding values.


Bing’s mood remained upbeat during the filming of If I Had My Way. Observers thought he radiated contentment. He enjoyed the cast and crew, especially Gloria Jean and the buoyant Butler, and the Monaco-Burke songs delighted him. The forty-day shooting schedule began February 13 and progressed swimmingly. The studio worried about keeping to its original budget, in part owing to schooling and recreational requirements for Gloria, which reduced her workday to three and a half hours. Butler evaded those restrictions by settling Gloria in the studio’s schoolroom between takes, keeping her on call for a full eight-hour day and pulling her out when he was ready to shoot. Gloria didn’t mind. She didn’t think of it as work and she adored Butler, so “patient and understanding.”9 Once, he adjourned a scene to help her complete an art project. The studio grumbled about “letting Crosby go each Thursday at noon for his broadcast appearance.”10 Costs escalated and hysteria set in when they were forced to shoot around Bing and Gloria for three days after they picked up a contagious skin disease that required the constant salving of facial lesions. They lost half a day after Gloria filmed a scene with a squirrel named Crack that clawed her back.11 In the end, the ever-efficient Butler, averaging two to three script pages a day, completed the film on time and only five thousand dollars over budget.


From the first, Bing took a protective interest in Gloria, who “loved the man, so sweet and so kind, always cracking jokes and pulling gags. You have favorites when you work in the industry, and Bing was one of my favorites.”12 The day they started filming, he said, “First I want a hug.” They laughed about their mutual inability to read music and their experiences with Pops Whiteman. She thought Bing’s implacable poise hilarious, especially at prerecord sessions when he parked his gum on the microphone, remarking, “This is one of my bad habits.” Gloria began chewing to imitate him. They would run through the song and he would ask her if she thought she knew it and she’d say, “I think so,” and he’d say, “Me too,” and they’d nail it in one take. He repeatedly advised her to stick close to family and beware the sharpies who would try to exploit her.13 He told her to memorize her lines and marks but not to take things too seriously: “We’re going to have fun with this. Throw it away and don’t try to act,” he instructed before a scene. “He was wonderful with me,”14 she said.


If tension roiled Bing at home or in his disputes with the imprudent new studio head Nate Blumberg, it was apparent to no one, though he occasionally disagreed with Butler over the staging of his scenes. When it came to songs, he brooked no interference about blocking or interpretation. Yet when Butler had a good idea, Bing nodded and said, “I like that better,” and redid it Butler’s way. At quitting time he vanished to play golf. Bing spoke to Gloria about his boys and brought Dixie to the set. Gloria thought his family life as idyllic as the fan magazines stated: “Things looked so perfect then. Dixie was lovely, a lovely girl, always smiling and hugging Bing. He doted on the boys. They ran around and everybody loved them. Bing didn’t seem strict at all. I overheard some prop men say, ‘Bing’s gonna have trouble with this one and that one,’ and sure enough he did when they got older.”15 Gloria’s kid sister, Bonnie, the same age as the twins at the time (six), visited the studio and became friendly with Dennis. She remembered the boys as “well behaved and darling.”16 Gloria heard gossip about Dixie’s drinking, but she never saw it—“not like W. C. Fields, who was funny and nice, but out-and-out drunk.”17 Toward the end of the shoot, Bing gave Gloria and Bonnie a dog, Patsy, a “niece” of the celebrated Thin Man dog Asta.


On April 14, the last Friday of filming, Gloria turned fourteen (twelve, by Universal’s lights) and Bing threw a party at the studio, bringing his family and inviting her parents and three siblings. She had told him of her crush on Basil Rathbone (who three weeks later starred with Bing in Rhythm on the River), so he bought her a gold charm for her bracelet with Rathbone as Sherlock Holmes engraved on one side and on the other: FROM BING, IF I HAD MY WAY, 1940. A Time reporter, researching the Crosby cover story that ran a year later, came to the studio that day with a photographer who took pictures of Bing and Dixie and the boys. He wired his editor: “We tried to photograph this same idea at Crosby home but couldn’t get everyone together. Would like you to know that this is a very valuable set of pictures since it is practically impossible to even grab a shot of Crosby and family. Director David Butler is great personal friend of Bing’s, raises horses. It’s no gag that Crosby likes Gloria Jean. He really wanted to give her a party, had a great time making a picture with her.”18


Bing’s good feelings prevailed at the Decca recording sessions; his performances are interpretively and rhythmically much heartier than the clip-clop arrangements by John Scott Trotter, his music director on Kraft Music Hall and dozens of records. He even prepared a surprise. After recording “The Pessimistic Character,” the score’s wittiest song and the only one that didn’t make the charts, he asked to do a second take. Midway, he offhandedly called the eponymous pessimist a “dirty bastard.” Usually this was his way of signaling a reject. But after Trotter conducted the instrumental interlude, he resumed with a parody lyric he wrote as a gift for Butler, whom he called “the old laughing loser,” because when he lost a race, “instead of getting angry, he’d start laughing as he tore up his tickets.”19 Decca pressed copies for Butler and friends. It captures better than the legitimate recordings the sanguinity of the moment. Bing’s verse alludes to Butler’s wife, Elsie, Gloria (“the singing kid”), and a horse named Alice Faye, after the Fox actress who starred in another film Butler made for Universal, You’re a Sweetheart. As an inducement to get her to do a demanding stunt, he had offered to name a filly for her. Two years later, during the shooting of If I Had My Way, the horse Alice Faye won at Santa Anita, paying forty-three dollars on the dollar. This created mayhem at Fox, where everyone had had a bet down. The studio head Darryl F. Zanuck told Butler, “Please don’t name your horses after any of the stars. We’ve lost two hours.”20




Here’s the mighty Butler, big time sport,


Floatin’ like a zephyr on the tennis court,


Can anybody use him around the place,


The old laughin’ loser with the crabapple face.


When he gets a tip on Alice Faye,


He gets so darned busy, forgets to play.


Horse comes in at a fabulous price,


The old laughin’ loser with the double-six dice.


[.…]


C’mon Elsie, get your things,


Looks like no one wants us here at Bing’s


Let’s get the singin’ kid and go someplace,


The old laughin’ loser with the crabapple face.





Bing displayed a subtler discernment after Butler commissioned an additional ballad from Burke and Monaco. Burke brought the result, “Only Forever,” to the studio and played it for a jury consisting of Bing, Butler, the screenwriter James Kern, and the recently installed president of Universal, Nate Blumberg. Johnny remembered: “When I finished, they all looked at Bing. Someone asked him, ‘What do you think?’ ‘I don’t know,’ he said, looking unhappy. ‘We don’t really need a song like that.’ ‘That’s what I thought,’ said the studio head. ‘Let’s forget it.’ I felt horrible. It was the first time in four years Bing had turned down a song of ours. Then on the way out, Bing stopped me and, lowering his voice, said, ‘That song’s terrific, but they don’t need it. Let’s save it for the next show.’ So it went into Rhythm on the River and was a big hit.” It emerged as one of the bestselling Crosby records of 1940 and earned an Academy Award nomination.21


Blumberg made another bad call. Bing expected to begin filming at Universal in January, after Road to Singapore wrapped in December, but the start-up got delayed by a few weeks, which meant Singapore went into release as they were shooting—and instantly broke box-office records. Blumberg, formerly an RKO Theaters executive, knew nothing about making pictures, but he knew a lot about exhibition and recognized a publicity bonanza when it was handed to him. He ordered an early release for the picture for the same reason that Bing opposed it: it would compete with Road to Singapore. When Bing learned of Blumberg’s plan, he fired off a telegram to Everett in New York, where Blumberg kept his office: UNDERSTAND UNIVERSAL CONTEMPLATES APRIL 27TH RELEASE DATE THIS WOULD BE TWO MONTHS TOO SOON. I WANT YOU TO SEE BLUMBERG AND TALK HIM OUT OF IT. IT IS VERY IMPORTANT AND I DONT WANT YOU TO LEAVE NEW YORK UNTIL YOU HAVE TAKEN CARE OF IT.22


Flush with confidence, Blumberg could not be persuaded. Universal released If I Had My Way two weeks after Gloria’s birthday party, and Blumberg doubled-down on his defiant campaign. He put out ads featuring Bing, Gloria Jean, and the female lead, Claire Dodd (to indicate a romantic angle for Bing, which did not exist in the film), plus the vaudevillians Eddie Leonard and Blanche Ring, under a banner: “You’ll get a Bang out of Bing…AS HE SENDS YOU THAT ‘SINGAPORE’ SWING.” His push backfired. The film seized no business from Singapore, but it did garner bad word of mouth from those who saw both, one startling in its irreverence, the other an agreeable low-rent programmer. Like all Crosby films, it benefited from cross-promotion with Kraft Music Hall and earned a tidy profit. Yet reviewers complained it ought to have been released as a B picture, not an A doubled with cheaper fare from other studios (Charlie Chan’s Murder Cruise and King of the Lumberjacks, among others). Blumberg rued crossing his star when Variety reported Bing’s plans for another “outside job this year,” possibly at Warner or RKO, because “Universal rushed the release of If I Had My Way ahead of its original schedule and placed it in direct competition with his Paramount film, Road to Singapore.”23 Had he known that Bing did not intend to exercise his freelance option until after the war, Blumberg might have enjoyed a less stressful summer.24


If I Had My Way never recovered from its reputation as trifling (Variety: “Bing Crosby will likely want to forget this cinematic adventure just as quickly as possible”25), a reputation underscored when Universal rereleased it in 1946, to leech off his immense postwar success, as a true B feature, deleting Gloria Jean’s big solo (“The Little Grey House in the West,” a World War I song) and the entire vaudeville sequence. For sixty years, no one could see the uncut picture; even prints at the Library of Congress, the Museum of Modern Art, and Crosby’s personal library ran fourteen minutes short. A slight film, to be sure, but Crosby is in superb voice and an infectiously happy mood, and the script is an instructive period amalgam of public works, Lend-Lease politics, pacifism (Crosby’s character proclaims, “One reason this is a great country is because we build bridges instead of bombing them”), unionism, the greedy rich, vaudeville lore, and social wish fulfillment à la Capra.


The conflation of old and new played out similarly on Bing’s radio show and in his recordings. In choosing songs for Kraft Music Hall, he created a time-traveling montage, ignoring songs with which he had no personal affiliation. This neglect is unique to the prewar period. In previous and subsequent years, he used radio partly as the medium for singing songs he liked but could not record, either because they didn’t fit in with his or Decca’s plans or because they were sewn up by other performers. Young singers, especially Sinatra, covered Bing; he hardly ever covered them. A few exceptions in the KMH lineup reflected Bing’s affiliation with the songs’ writers or publishers. In particular, he helped to launch two classics by lyricists from the Crosby fold, though he did not plan to record either of them: Johnny Mercer’s “I Thought About You” and Johnny Burke’s “Imagination.” They had in common the same composer, Jimmy Van Heusen, who would soon enter the Crosby circle. “I Thought About You” generated a hit for Benny Goodman with a vocal by Mildred Bailey, who in 1925 had encouraged Bing’s career. By singing the song on the air twice (he never recorded it), he boosted Mercer’s and Van Heusen’s ASCAP royalties, but he left the recording field to Mildred.


“Imagination” prompted a more intriguing legacy. When Burke approached Jimmy Van Heusen, the younger man had recently found a solid interpreter of his songs on his home turf: Frank Sinatra. Jimmy’s lifelong friendship with Sinatra began in the days when he demonstrated new songs (not his own) for a Tin Pan Alley publisher. Frank, largely unknown and sporting a yachting cap in imitation of Bing, visited the office in search of material.26 They hit it off. Then everything changed for Frank. Harry James hired him to sing the vocal choruses on a handful of records, which caught the attention of Tommy Dorsey. Dorsey’s band, a pop powerhouse fueled by superb arrangements and jazz soloists, proved an ideal showcase for Sinatra. Yet while Dorsey helped find songs Sinatra could make his own, he also had him cover one Crosby record after another—his film songs and an occasional ringer like “Devil May Care,” a middling job by Burke and Harry Warren, an old friend of Bing’s. Frank needed songs of his own and Van Heusen, working with the more accomplished Burke, submitted two beauts. “Polka Dots and Moonbeams,” the song Bing passed up, turned out to be Sinatra’s first hit record and a permanent part of his repertoire; “Imagination” did better. The four songs he recorded with Dorsey at a session in April illustrate his dilemma. Two (“April Played the Fiddle,” “I Haven’t Time to Be a Millionaire”) were from If I Had My Way. “Yours Is My Heart Alone” was an adaptation of a Franz Lehar melody that Bing recorded three weeks before. “Imagination,” by the team that would soon become inseparable from Crosby, was the song that bounced Sinatra into the top ten.


It had some help from Glenn Miller, whose version rocketed to number one a few weeks before Dorsey’s, and from Bing, who liked “Imagination” so much that he sang it on three KMH shows in May and June. The song is still largely associated with Sinatra, but Bing never let it go. He cut a lovely Decca record in 1947, languorous and wistful, and deepened his interpretation of it in 1954 for his General Electric radio show a week after Sinatra appeared on the program to sing duets with Bing. For Bing, the song remained a contemplative ballad of love and loss, harmonically flecked with minor and diminished chords, melodically confined to his midrange. Sinatra revived it in 1961 as a finger-snapping swinger; Bing adhered to the songwriters’ intention: “Slowly, with a lilt.”27


“Imagination” roused Bing’s interest in Van Heusen. Not everyone recognized Burke and Van Heusen’s potential to emerge as the 1940s’ quintessential songwriting team, but the two most popular male singers of the decade did. When Burke, backed by Bing, offered Jimmy the chance to relocate to Los Angeles, he needed little persuading. Burke worked for Bing Crosby and Paramount Pictures, the top of the heap; Frank was Tommy Dorsey’s chattel. Nearly fifteen years later, after Burke quit Hollywood, Van Heusen would sign on as Sinatra’s primary composer, teaming with the lyricist Sammy Cahn to kick-start a new career for himself and the singer. In the interim, he and Burke created the new Crosby songbook.


When Bing wasn’t plugging his movie songs and Decca recordings on KMH, he was idling in another era, often another century: “Juanita” (1850), “De Camptown Races” (1850), “Old Black Joe” (1860), “Silver Threads Among the Gold” (1873), “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” (1878), and songs introduced when he was in elementary school, like “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling,” “On Moonlight Bay,” “The Missouri Waltz,” “Ballin’ the Jack,” “Indian Summer,” and “Alice Blue Gown.” This, of course, fit in with Jack Kapp’s Americanist strategy for Bing, a distillation of his style into its purest components—the peerless Crosby baritone as national security blanket. The troubadour approach especially befitted a year commercially dominated by Glenn Miller, who mooted the distinction between hot and sweet bands by creating a romantic sound in love with itself, neither passionate nor erotic. Jazz flowered in the orchestral swing of Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Louis Armstrong, Benny Goodman, Artie Shaw, and Jimmie Lunceford, yet cuteness and honeyed sentiment held dominion. The most successful black group, the Ink Spots, a vocal quartet formerly devoted to hot rhythms, now styled its ballads by alternating the florid high tenor of Bill Kenny (the castrato sound in American pop) with intervals delivered in a deep-bass Southern Negro parlando by Hoppy Jones. The Ink Spots jolted sales for Decca Records. White audiences could not get enough of them during the war.


In the year Bing recorded Earl Robinson’s cantata Ballad for Americans, dueling for sales with Paul Robeson, he exemplified its hymn to liberal diversity by roaming through musical niches past and present. He recorded cowboy songs, country songs, Hawaiian songs, Irish songs, Mexican songs, the ultimate Lend-Lease canticle (“A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square”), and, to keep the pot stirred, two-beat jazz with his friend Connie Boswell28 and his kid brother bandleader Bob Crosby. He explored each trail vigorously. From the 1913 Mexican waltz “Marcheta” to the 1934 Sons of the Pioneers theme “Tumbling Tumbleweeds,” he reinvigorated his upper mordents, that signature ornamental twist with which he buttered good lyrics. His conviction occasionally inspired John Scott Trotter to complement him with loping bass patterns, tight muted brasses, and efficient strings. He was lighthearted in duets with Johnny Mercer (“On Behalf of the Visiting Firemen”). He rewrote and privately recorded a version of “The Girl with the Pigtails in Her Hair” as a birthday gift for Kapp’s daughter Myra. Jack liked it so much he asked Sammy Cahn and Saul Chaplin, the songwriters he kept on salary, to revise it for commercial release, which Bing caroled with playful flourishes.


Another aspect of Bing’s nature also resurfaced: the undertow of loss and fear, the threat of unremitting loneliness. In the 1930s, his voice did double duty between candidly swinging jazz and the counterpoint of plangent ballads. He was the bard of longing, broken connections, love that almost was or might have been, in recordings of “Home on the Range,” “The Last Round-Up,” “The One Rose,” “My Isle of Golden Dreams.” He now looked to an earlier time for even darker elegies, none more so than the practically suicidal “I’m Waiting for Ships that Never Come In” (from 1923), which he recorded as a favor to its lyricist Jack Yellen, whom Bing had met on his first film, King of Jazz. The ethereal delicacy of his performance may reflect his memory of the first time he heard it sung—by Mildred Bailey at Jane Jones’s speakeasy in the Hollywood Hills, shortly after he and Mildred’s brother Al Rinker made their way from Spokane to Los Angeles and she took them in hand, teaching them the ropes.29


Jack Kapp heard in Bing’s performance the mood of the multitudes. However much the public loved swing, it had another yearning that needed attention. The great novelist and critic Albert Murray wrote at length about blues music being a means of keeping the blues at bay. That’s what Kapp understood and what Crosby could convey, the sadness that undermines sadness. To give sorrow words, they reached back to Stephen Foster, that master of lamentation. In this, Kapp had dual motives, both of which placed Decca a year ahead of its rivals. Early in 1940, ASCAP announced its intention to double its licensing fees. Kapp knew this would instigate calamity. While the rest of the industry took a wait-and-see attitude, he prepared for the worst and stocked his shelves with songs in the public domain, particularly Foster’s, which he served to Bing, Louis Armstrong, the Mills Brothers, and less significant players on Decca’s roster. He fortified his company long before the other record labels followed suit. After the 1941 ASCAP strike curtailed broadcasting of every A-list songwriter in the nation, Foster’s nineteenth-century sonnets of parlor and plantation infused the air—one could hardly turn on a radio without hearing someone dreaming of Jeanie’s light brown hair.


Some dismissed the Foster revival as sentimental; others found a kind of moral suasion in classic songs that bound generations. The astute critic Otis Ferguson of the New Republic wrote, “There is always something lovely and arresting to the heart about a plain song, when it comes unannounced from some place or time where people lived and worked by it.”30 Like Kapp, he heard those songs as a new foundation for Crosby’s everyman authority, especially “Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair,” the forlorn daydream of a man whose love has strayed, and “Beautiful Dreamer,” one of Foster’s last songs and his entreaty to a muse even more vaporous than Jeanie. Crosby’s performance of the latter is impeccable, perhaps the most convincingly demotic interpretation ever recorded. The song later devolved into a cloying cliché, sung by performers as unalike as Al Jolson, Marilyn Horne, the Beatles, and Jimmy Spice Curry. Bing sang it as written. Composed in an unusual 9/8 meter, it alternates measures of three eighth notes and two quarter notes with measures of nine eighth notes, creating a patient, darting rhythm to which Bing—backed by Trotter’s orchestration of strings, clarinet, and flute—brings solemn poise. It’s a savory yet little-known recording, for despite Foster’s sudden ubiquity (between 1940 and 1942, his songs were featured in at least sixty films), he generated sporadic record sales. “Surely,” Otis Ferguson wrote of Bing’s record, “if there is anyone Foster himself would like to hear singing those deep-chorded harmonies, it is this man with a voice which seems to indicate the chord change with each note, so free of pretensions and so full of the original wonder, so artless, homely, and right.”31


At that same session, Bing mined the 1916 elegy “Sierra Sue,” by one Joseph Buell Carey, and struck gold. No less depressing than the Foster laments, “Sierra Sue” had the advantage of obscurity. Evidently the only song Carey published, it had lain dormant for a quarter century. Trotter provided a responsive orchestration, laying out in the first bar of each eight-measure episode and enhancing the piece with a nicely rolling lilt that belies the lyrics: “Sierra Sue, I’m sad and lonely / The rocks and rills are lonely too” and “The roses weep, their tears are falling / The gentle doves no longer coo.” Bing’s stately midrange allows for dramatic low dips, perfectly turned mordents, and modulations that underline the tune’s shifting melody. The a cappella measures work like a springing coil. “Sierra Sue” was Bing’s first number one hit in over a year, dominating sales in the summer and fall, and his luck persisted with consecutive number ones, “Trade Winds” and “Only Forever.” Kapp was right again: forlorn emotion beats no emotion at all.
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GHOSTS




He really had the capacity of complete calmness. I’ve never worked with anyone in my life that had this rhythm, easy, easy rhythm. His whole body was singing because of his perfect rhythm. Whether it was a fast song or it was a slow song, it was just a completely natural way of singing.


—Mary Martin (1987)1




Four days after he introduced “Imagination” on Kraft Music Hall and on the day If I Had My Way opened in New York, Bing reported to Paramount to begin shooting Ghost Music, the picture released in August as Rhythm on the River. This schedule offers one explanation for his mounting restlessness and, specifically, his demand from Kraft for what some considered an unreasonably long summer layoff: fatigue. From 1933 on, Bing usually made three pictures per year, but he took breaks of two to four months between them. This year he had one month between finishing Road to Singapore and commencing If I Had My Way, and during that month he allowed his fourth annual pro-am golf tournament—a three-day event in January at Rancho Santa Fe—to be filmed for a two-reeler, “Swing with Bing,” produced by his friend Herb Polesie and distributed by Universal.


The tournament made news in the sports world for its record three hundred and fifty competitors, including Ty Cobb, and the thirty-six-hole card held by the winner, Ed “Porky” Oliver, who came in nine strokes under par. For “Swing with Bing,” intended as a golf promotion and approved by the PGA, actors Andy Divine, Bing’s fishing chum, and Mary Treen delivered cringe-inducing comic narration; Bing’s dad and his brothers Larry and Ted took bows. Bing had no lines, but he executed the entrechat he had developed in his days with Mack Sennett and recorded a new, soon forgotten Burke/Monaco song, “The Little White Pill on the Little Green Hill,” lip-synching, with descriptive hand gestures that are the best part of a frivolous project. The only lasting significance of the venture is that during the prerecord, Bing was accompanied by a young pianist named Buddy Cole who would play a major role in his postwar radio work.


After If I Had My Way, the May 6 start-up of Ghost Music allowed him only three weeks to recoup and prepare. He considered attending the Kentucky Derby on his last free Friday but ended up spending that night at the dentist. Such, at least, was his explanation for not showing up at a party to launch the Pirates Den, a restaurant in which he and a dozen celebrities—among them Bob Hope, Errol Flynn, Rudy Vallée, Johnny Weissmuller, and Tony Martin—invested a thousand dollars each. The noxious columnist Jimmie Fidler, another investor, took a break from attacking films that were critical of the Third Reich to invent a battle of the baritones between Bing and Martin, a new star at Decca, taking aim in his column: “One more snub from Bing, says Tony, and he (Martin) will start punching.”2 Neither singer would take the bait or play the game. Martin had adored Bing since college, when he drove from St. Mary’s, near Berkeley, to see the Rhythm Boys at the Cocoanut Grove. He could hardly believe they were now friends and golfing partners. When he started out playing saxophone, Martin studied Crosby’s records to learn how to phrase. “To listen to Bing was taking lessons. He was the master, and a very friendly, charming man,” he recalled. “Almost like Will Rogers—he never met a singer he didn’t enjoy. He could do it all. Bing sang jazz; he could have sung classical. He had the knowledge and he had a way to do it. He had a wonderful lower pitch too. He was no mouse—he could cut that wax. I think if he were at it today, he’d still be a lead singer on the charts. He could do anything.”3 Not much room there for a feud, no matter how fake.


The Pirates Den, on North La Brea, near Beverly Hills, had a clanging ship’s bell at the entrance, pirate waiters, and a brig, where a woman customer would be hauled and obliged to scream for release, at which point she received an official scroll for the Best Scream of the Season. There were mock battles featuring bullwhips and “mystifying” drinks served at a Skull and Bones Bar. A year later, patrons were invited to hurl bottles at dummies of Hitler and Tojo. This was an era rife with theme restaurants, most of them short-lived. The Pirates Den hit Davy Jones’s locker after an irate mother complained that her son and two friends were charged $6.50 for three sandwiches and Cokes, a piratical price in 1940.


Ghost Music began as a treatment written in Berlin by the Galician-born émigré from the German film industry Billy Wilder. He worked on it with Jacques Théry, whose wife introduced Wilder to the woman who became the first Mrs. Wilder. In October 1939, Paramount bought it strictly as a vehicle for Crosby. Should Bing decline to make it, Paramount would have no obligation to fulfill the contract.4 Moving the project forward, the studio hired Théry to write the script but quickly dismissed him in favor of Wilder and his current partner, Charles Brackett, a sought-after team thanks to two recent triumphs: Mitchell Leisen’s Midnight at Paramount and Ernst Lubitsch’s Ninotchka at MGM. They labored on the script for barely a month, when it was taken away and handed to Dwight Taylor, known for his work on RKO’s Astaire-Rogers musicals. Bing brought in his favorite gagman Barney Dean to punch it up.


This was a blow to Wilder, not least because of his admiration for Crosby; he had been a fan of Bing and the Rhythm Boys since hearing their records with Paul Whiteman. After the war, as an A-list director, Wilder fashioned The Emperor Waltz around Bing. He even provided a bit part for another Rhythm Boy, Harry Barris, in The Lost Weekend. But Wilder’s and Brackett’s labors on Ghost Music were scrapped, and in later years, he denied that he deserved the story credit given him and Théry. “All he did,” Wilder’s agent Irene Heymann related, “was sell a story to Paramount, which they completely changed. He said they messed it up completely. It wasn’t at all like his own story.”5 Wilder told Cameron Crowe for the book Conversations with Wilder, “It was a good story, and I sold it, but then they used just one little detail. And that was it.” Five decades after the fact, he had no difficulty recalling details of his original treatment:




The full story was of a man in New York who was a kind of Cole Porter. He did the words and the music; he was the number-one man in the country. We see now, through the backstairs, there comes a young man and he… is the ghostwriter for the music. Then we see a girl, who comes later, without knowing the man. She brings him the lyrics. In other words, the Cole Porter character has got two people who are ghostwriting for him, because he’s suffering from writer’s block. The boy and the girl meet… they’re going to stay together and make a name for themselves: “Goodbye, Mr. Porter.” And now the two get married, and she’s pregnant, and they cannot get a job—because they’re good ghostwriters, they keep their mouths shut about what they did previously.… They cannot sell anything. They sound too much like Cole Porter! Now the third act was—which they did not use—about a great writer, an Irving Berlin type, who comes up to see them.… [He] becomes the ghostwriter for the two. That was the story. They made Rhythm on the River out of it.6





Wilder protested too much. Except for the pregnancy and third act, his description is a fairly accurate rendering of the film Paramount released, albeit as a chaste romance with a softer edge than in Wilder’s telling. Taylor’s script is wreathed with clever lines of a kind that reflected the humor of Kraft Music Hall. The film’s glossy look honors the Paramount house style: ritzy art direction, bright lighting, and extended two-shots that encourage the illusion of an improvised give-and-take. In 1964, Wilder revisited the songwriting angle and a roundelay of false identities in his Las Vegas sex farce Kiss Me, Stupid, a coarser picture lacking the gentleness and insider humor of Rhythm on the River. Rarely has the songwriting world been shown with a more knowing wink than it was by the director Victor Schertzinger (then flying high with Road to Singapore), who lived part of its story. Schertzinger had been a successful composer and lyricist who suddenly lost his ability to write songs. The movie seemed to give him a musical lift. In the brief time left to him (he died in 1941 at age fifty-three), he wrote his three most durable songs, “I Don’t Want to Cry Anymore” (used in the picture), “I Remember You,” and “Tangerine.” Bing, too, took the story personally and made it a jazzy tour de force.


Rhythm on the River triggered a brief picture career for Mary Martin and a longer if spotty one for Oscar Levant while hastening the breakup of Burke and Monaco. It changed the status and look of the movies Bing made for Paramount over the next fifteen years. His earlier films offered ample pleasures: strong scores and supporting players, solid productions. Their reliable profits buttressed his standings at the studio and in the industry. Still, few of those films were considered important; they were Bing Crosby vehicles, as opposed to pictures starring Bing Crosby. Despite the Crosby clause in his contracts, which prevented the studio from billing him alone or above the title (he figured he would get the acclaim for a hit no matter the size of his billing, while a flop would be charged to his costars), most of the actors he worked with were relatively unknown. A few had the talent and staying power to become genuine stars (Carole Lombard, Joan Bennett, Martha Raye); most of them quickly faded (Kitty Carlisle, Mary Carlisle, Shirley Ross, Madge Evans, Louise Campbell). It was considered wasteful to pair him with a box-office draw. The audience lined up for Bing as it later did for Elvis Presley. The costars were interchangeable.


Road to Singapore helped to alter the equation. Beyond his and Bob’s paranormal chemistry, it was a mild comedy, but it spawned a franchise that got funnier and edgier with each outing, supplanting Crosby’s usual crooning romances. The film’s unforeseen success, the annoying interest of other studios wanting to poach Bing, and Crosby’s impatience with the quality of his material stirred Paramount to give Rhythm on the River the full benefit of its particular gloss, typified by the shiny, multidimensional, satin-draped art direction of Hans Dreier. If George Robinson’s stargazing cinematography in If I Had My Way flatters Bing more than Ted Tetzlaff’s objective approach does in Rhythm on the River, Tetzlaff’s affluent look emphasizes Bing’s easy command of screen space. Rhythm on the River was a better picture than Singapore and his other recent outings. It promised him entrée to smarter films and stronger ensembles in future.


He was not the kind of actor whose middle age would lend itself to family comedies (Bing as dad with wacky kids) or thrillers (Bing as detective, cop, spy) or Westerns (Bing with a holster), options taken by his contemporaries. Despite his seductive charm, he emanated a willful aloneness that resisted romantic clinches. As Crosby’s days of serenading the girl in close-up vocals waned, a new persona emerged: the character who achieves success reluctantly and whose aloofness borders on neurotic reclusiveness. The tendency had always been there, but with reason; his characters were self-absorbed because of alcoholism (The Big Broadcast), egotism (We’re Not Dressing), devilry (Here Is My Heart), or irresponsibility (Sing You Sinners). In the 1940s films, his brooding isolation is enigmatic. Beset by a dark, drizzly November in his soul—tuned in, fed up, put out—his character believes he might be content if he abandoned his talent (he was often cast as an artist who depreciates his art) for a catboat or an out-of-the-way inn or a religious vocation. Indeed, on May 14, eight days after he began work on Rhythm on the River, partially set at a getaway called Nobody’s Inn, Paramount closed a deal with Irving Berlin to provide songs and a basic plot for a project titled Holiday Inn.


Mary Martin, who grew up in Weatherford, Texas, listening to Bing for hours at a time, spotted shyness as a component in his transformation. “He was always very breathy, very sexy. It didn’t matter if he just said hello, everybody would like it. I did. No one in the world could make that sound,” she recalled. Yet when they began shooting, “he was absolutely terrified of any love scenes, any close-ups, any kissing. He was even more shy than I was. I felt pretty romantic. I mean, you know, with him singing to me. He really was a very shy man and he would put the love scenes off until the very last minute. That had to be done at the very end of the picture, and then he’d get on his bicycle and ride off as fast as he could.”7 Bing was probably not responsible for casting her, though he had full contractual approval of his leading ladies. He did not even realize that he had attempted to further her career a few years back. At a time when she was making the rounds of the studios, accumulating rebuffs for a “neck too long, cheeks too thin, nose too round, hair wrong color” and a smile “that photographed like a chipmunk,” she landed a job singing the midnight-to-dawn shift at a nightclub called the Casanova.8


Mary’s repertoire included an arrangement of a song that was hot in 1936, “Shoe Shine Boy,” by Sammy Cahn and Saul Chaplin, a team that specialized in writing rhythm numbers for black bands. It was one of their early vaudeville novelties, revamped for Louis Armstrong in the New York stage show Hot Chocolates. Audiences loved it and Armstrong’s luminous recording inspired notable versions by Bing (with Jimmy Dorsey’s band), Fletcher Henderson (featuring Roy Eldridge), and Count Basie (his first recording, featuring Lester Young). Mary liked the tune and so did a steady customer: “This man kept coming in all the time with a group of people and he’d ask or send a note, would I sing ‘Shoe Shine Boy.’ He looked familiar, and finally I found out it was Bing Crosby, and practically had a stroke because he came in so often, always sending a note, would that girl sing ‘Shoe Shine Boy.’ Naturally, I loved doing it.”9


During the first week on the set of Rhythm on the River, between shots, Harry Barris, cast as a jazz musician in the picture, sat at a piano and played to break the monotony. Mary asked if he knew “Shoe Shine Boy,” and as he went into it, she sang along. Bing wandered by and mused about a girl who used to sing it that way in a club; he’d listened to her many nights, even took the trouble to arrange a screen test, but when he’d tried to contact her, she had left the club for another engagement and he was unable to locate her. “I often wonder what happened to her,” he said. Martin told him, “I’m that girl.” Having reunited over “Shoe Shine Boy,” they wove their missed connections into the script: Bing meets Mary in an elevator and flirts unsuccessfully. When they meet again, he is indifferent, though she thinks he’s stalking her.10


For Mary’s one previous film, The Great Victor Herbert, Paramount had modeled her makeup on Claudette Colbert’s and Jean Arthur’s, both of whom she vaguely resembled, while costumers had mummified her in crinoline. According to Martin, she attended a dinner party one night and sat next to Colbert’s husband, who, until she began speaking, did not seem to notice she was not his wife. Rhythm on the River restored her sense of self: “Making movies with Bing almost made Hollywood worthwhile. He is the most relaxed, comfortable, comforting man. No matter what happens he can ad-lib, cover up, and carry on. He can even sing with gum in his mouth, he just parks it over on the side.”11 Bing fought for her at Paramount and eventually hired her as a cast member on Kraft Music Hall, where she replaced Connie Boswell. Martin was happily married (though she and her husband were thought to be gay) and the absence of sexual tension between Mary and Bing enhanced their mellow magnetism. A sly alertness, a mutual sparkle in their eyes, bound them as neatly as their voices.


Oscar Levant, the pianist, wit, memoirist, and professional neurotic known chiefly for his wisecracks on the radio show Information Please, also got a second lease in Hollywood as a result of his mordantly funny turn in Rhythm on the River. A lifelong nicotine fiend, he makes his entrance in a cloud of smoke as Billy Starbuck, assistant to the songwriter Oliver Courtney. Basil Rathbone, the Shakespearean actor turned matchless villain and Sherlock Holmes impersonator, imbues Courtney with a fussily distracted narcissism. Learning of his lyricist’s death, he paces the floor mumbling, “Croon, spoon, tune, soon.” He was the only film star in the production other than Bing. The studio signed Levant because of his popularity on radio: “When I informed them that I couldn’t act, my modesty beguiled them and I was signed for three pictures.”12 He thought Rathbone a “stuffed shirt,” yet they display a fine, ironic rapport. He got along well with Schertzinger, whose musical talent he genuinely admired and who allowed him to inject his own dialogue. With Bing also ad-libbing, they foster an atmosphere of offhand kibitzing. Levant waged a battle with Schertzinger’s assistant director, Hal Walker, to avoid prerecording his piano. He won, for good and ill. Live playing gave him the opportunity to insert fragments of Rachmaninoff and Chopin, but his absurdly ornamental accompaniments were intrusively overmiked. He could pretty much do as he liked; in one shot, he reads his memoir, A Smattering of Ignorance, and grimaces. Bing first met Levant, the son of Orthodox Jewish immigrants, in 1920s New York when he played piano with Ben Bernie’s orchestra. Bing sat in one night and Levant accompanied him on “It All Depends on You.” After Rhythm on the River, Bing often recruited him as a guest for his radio show.


The picture brims over with allusions to KMH involving appearances by his bandleader John Scott Trotter and his announcer Ken Carpenter, who hawks, instead of cheese, a beauty cream that also functions as a salad dressing and a motor lubricant. Crosby filled the cast with cronies and acquaintances, his personal repertory troupe of actors who showed up in uncredited bits year after year, among them the silent-screen villain Brandon Hurst (ten Crosby films) and the Prohibition-era dancer Richard Keene (fourteen Crosby films). In addition to casting Harry Barris, whose songwriting (“Mississippi Mud,” “I Surrender, Dear,” “Wrap Your Troubles in Dreams”) had done so much to launch his career, Bing insisted on parts for his old friend William Frawley and his devoted jester Barney Dean. He hired Jimmy Cottrell, his classmate and a former welterweight champ of the Pacific Northwest, as property man, which led to Cottrell’s long career at Paramount and his lifelong friendship with Oscar Levant. “I’d rather have their collected correspondence on my bedside table,” Bing wrote, “than the exchange between George Bernard Shaw and Ellen Terry.”13 He insisted on the film having a strong jazz component.


The New Orleans–born, language-mangling trumpet player and vocalist Wingy Manone, who began recording the same year as Bing (1926) and enjoyed the unlikeliest hit record of 1935, a croaking riff-laden rendition of “Isle of Capri,” found a new audience with Rhythm on the River and subsequent appearances on the Kraft show. With his broad Armstrongian trumpet sound and gravelly voice, Manone served as a standard-bearer for traditional small-group jazz in a world of swing. Bing liked his playing, his jivey lingo, and his outlook: anything for a laugh. He was also a walking repository of high-grade pot, which he stored in the prosthesis that replaced his right arm, lost in a childhood streetcar mishap.14 Dixie reveled in the moonfaced jazzman’s antics and encouraged him to discard his manners when playing at posh clubs and parties in Palm Springs and Del Mar—he felt obliged to sound pretty, and she insisted on gutbucket blues.15 In Rhythm on the River, Wingy leads an unemployed band, its instruments in hock. Bing’s character, Bob Sommers, hires him to help audition his songs.


He’d been told to be on the film set at eight a.m., and Wingy rankled at having to hang around until his few scenes came up. For three days, he played cards with Harry Barris and filmed random shots, wearing the requested blue pinstripe. On the fourth day, he showed up in brown and was sent home to change. The director was mildly upset. He reserved his tantrum for the day he called Wingy in to do the “Rhythm on the River” jazz number, an outstanding set piece in which Bing sings and paradiddles his drumsticks (the only time he did this on film) on the walls and counters of a hockshop before leading the high-stepping band out the door. Bing was not needed that day, as he didn’t have to be in every shot, but Manone said, “Let’s wait till the boss gets here.” Schertzinger angrily insisted that he was the boss. Manone finally relented and later boasted that Schertzinger so liked the scene—often singled out as the best in the picture—that he invited Wingy to sit in his box at the Hollywood Park races.16


The pawnshop jam session’s “Rhythm on the River,” with Bing demonstrating a preternatural ability to use props (Fred Astaire’s toy-store number in Easter Parade borrows from this scene), is as close as the film gets to a production number. The song’s unusual ten-bar melody unleashes the jazz band. Everything else is a solo or a duet, rarely more than a chorus in length, accompanied by solo piano and often interrupted by extraneous noises, as when Bing drolly sings “When the Moon Comes over Madison Square,” a cowboy parody, over the shouting of a music publisher.17 As Bing’s ghostwriting love interest, Cherry Lane, Mary Martin burnishes “Ain’t It a Shame About Mame,” a rare example on film of the expressive wit that would make her a Broadway legend, the first genuine rival of Ethel Merman, who once observed, “She’s okay, if you like talent.” No less unusual than the unceremonious presentation of songs is Bob’s chaste pursuit of Cherry. The film hasn’t a single embrace or kiss.


Rhythm on the River represented a change for Bing’s film identity, a retreat from the braggadocio he nurtured in most of his 1930s roles. In its place is cheerful conviction exemplified in his nonchalant use of props: flipping the whetstone, lighting a match on his thumb, stroking a dog, manipulating a ladder, playing the precise rhythmic accent on a cymbal he barely glances at. For most of the film’s running time, Bob Sommers flouts authority, at the end accepting it grudgingly as the price of indulging his dreams of irresponsibility. Imperturbable, pipe in hand, stain on shoulder, jest at the ready, he is as content to be a ghostwriter as Courtney is to be a fraud. Yet in teaming with Cherry, he trades ghostly indifference for pragmatic clout, forcing Courtney to accept them as artists as long as they accept the charade of Courtney’s bogus reputation. He remains self-reliant but is no longer cocky and somehow no longer whole. Yet the new Crosby persona’s desire for a reclusive independence deepened. Rhythm on the River is a rehearsal for the more obstinate attitude displayed in Holiday Inn and Blue Skies.


A week before the premiere, Paramount arranged for a press screening of Rhythm on the River at the Del Mar racetrack, preceded by an hour-long radio broadcast emceed by Pat O’Brien to present cast and score. The day began gloomily on the golf course when a doctor from San Diego had a heart attack and collapsed and died in Bing’s arms. Several hours later, Bing and Mary and other cast members, enthusiastically backed by Trotter’s orchestra, romped through the movie’s songs at the track. Paramount used the occasion to release an ominous photograph of the Crosbys that newspapers invariably captioned as a rare family shot. Spokane’s Spokesman-Review gave it a perplexed headline: “Bing Crosby and Family Make Interesting Group.” Bing, with his youngest son, Linny, on his knee, wears his straw hat low on his forehead and looks grim, as does a clearly fatigued Dixie. Gary and Phillip appear bored. Only Dennis grins.


In late August, the film premiered on both coasts. At New York’s Paramount Theater, the show was topped with Will Bradley’s band, singer Dinah Shore, comedian Ken Murray, and the Mexican singer Tito Guízar, who introduced several songs that Bing successfully Anglicized, including “Solamente una Vez” (“You Belong to My Heart”). At Los Angeles’s Paramount Theater, the show was on the bill with Count Basie, whom one reviewer described as “African as the gnu.”18 Most critics liked the film. In the New York Times, Bosley Crowther contrasted it with the year’s “supercolossal” duds; Paramount’s picture seemed shot “‘off the cuff’—and, behold, it turns out to be one of the most likeable musical pictures of the season,” with Bing’s “apparent” ad libs “beautiful to behold.” The Chicago Tribune’s pseudonymous Mae Tinee wrote, “It’s gay! It’s provocative! It’s casual as a breeze and friendly as—Wendell Willkie.” Time swooned over Levant, the “first-rate crooning by Crosby and Martin, lively trumpeting by famed one-armed Swingster Wingy Manone,” and “Scenarist Dwight Taylor’s smooth lines.” Variety reported, “Some may tab this as the best picture Crosby has appeared in for several years,” a sentiment echoed in Film Daily. The trades noted better-than-average box office, and “Only Forever,” a million-seller, beat “God Bless America” as radio’s most plugged song.19


Bing, however, was in a funk. The columnist Sidney Skolsky contacted him as he left for Del Mar and requested a comment for his series “Actors Looking at Themselves.” Exceeding his usual diffidence about his “modest” achievements, Crosby revealed spasms of doubt. “I’m bad,” he told Skolsky. “I’m awkward. I underplay everything. After I see myself I wish I could do it again.” Of his singing, he groused, “It sounds the same all the time. I wish I sang louder. And I wish I took off some weight.”20


Uncertainty also prevailed in the snake pit of music publishing. In Rhythm on the River, Cherry Lane says you have to have something to hold yourself together. Bob Sommers asks what holds her together, “Polka dots and moonbeams?” It was probably intended innocently, a reference to a hit song that broke for Dorsey and Sinatra weeks before the scene was shot and an insider’s nod to Burke. Yet it may have disconcerted Monaco, who had received a similarly approving salute from Crosby in East Side of Heaven. Johnny Burke and Jimmy Monaco were coming undone in the belligerent divorce Bing had hoped to avoid. Their tempers had never matched; Monaco placid and flexible, Burke proud and confrontational. The music publisher Santly-Joy-Select had a lot at stake. Lester Santly fretted over Johnny’s tendency to “rile himself up at Jimmy, whose simple habits seem to offend [his] very active mental mechanics.” He wrote George Joy that Monaco “is as intent on quitting Burke as Burke is on quitting Monaco except that poor Jimmy is very sweet about it and wants out because he doesn’t want to cause anybody any trouble.” Heartened by Larry Crosby’s affection for Monaco, Santly hoped they could keep the two as a team. To do that, he figured they would have to keep Bing ignorant of the quarrel. Fat chance.21


Intent on securing the publishing rights to future Burke/Monaco scores—including a reputedly brokered assignment for a Kay Kyser picture—Santly tried to fend off Johnny Mercer and his publishers, “for there is no doubt that if Bing heard about this controversy he may want to do Mercer that favor… and a crisis of this kind between the writers would only make Mercer that much more important.” Confident that Select would have the inside track if they could keep Burke and Monaco together and unaware of Burke’s determination to land Jimmy Van Heusen as his partner, he hoped “the boys” would cool down in the summer.22 It was not to be. Mercer landed the Kyser film. When Bing needed a song for Birth of the Blues in 1941, he assigned it to Mercer. But in helping Mercer, Bing was buying time until Van Heusen committed to Burke. Paramount informed Crosby’s office, with Bing’s foreknowledge, that it would not renew Monaco’s contract (Bing continued, all the same, to record his songs).23 In the end, when Larry realized that Van Heusen was ready to go to Hollywood, having agreed to work with Burke on a Jack Benny film (costarring Mary Martin), he submitted to the inevitable and cut himself in. He signed Van Heusen to his agency with an understanding that Select would share in the team’s publishing rights.24 The way was paved for the new team to embark on Crosby’s next picture, Road to Zanzibar—as soon as Bing sorted out another tempest, on the radio.
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PREWAR AIR WAR




I am not fond of acting, but it’s a living. I can’t help singing. My preference is radio first, then screen, and stage if I must.


—Bing Crosby (1939)1




After his New York stage triumphs of 1931 and 1932, notching all-time house records at the Paramount Theaters in Manhattan and Brooklyn, a synchronous phenomenon stemming from his breakthrough on network radio, Bing jettisoned concerts entirely. He divided his performing life into thirds: records, pictures, broadcasting. Records were easy and movies paid best, but radio was the arena he loved—and griped about—most. It was the sole achievement that brought him to the brink of boasting, not of his own contribution, but of having brought to the air the “Blue Book of the loftiest talent in show business”2 while collaborating with “some of the best writers and producers I ever had the pleasure of working with.”3 Radio was in his blood, and by 1940 he incarnated the very heart of American broadcasting. He helped define the medium and remained loyal to it long after his peers left for television. Radio had inaugurated the Bing persona when he aired locally in Los Angeles and refined it when he went national in New York. Bing changed the attitude and bearing of radio from oracular to cracker-barrel, lampooning its highfalutin mid-Atlantic pretensions with his singular version of the everyman vernacular. Radio and a theatrical satire of it led directly to the feature film (The Big Broadcast, 1932) that initiated his two decades of stardom at Paramount. After he took over Kraft Music Hall, in 1936, NBC promoted its Thursday schedule as Bingsday.


But radio made onerous demands on his time. Unlike James Cagney and Bette Davis, Bing never declared war on his picture studio to command better parts; unlike Frank Sinatra and Sarah Vaughan, he never fought his record company for better songs. He did wage wars on radio about everything from the freedom to choose songs and guests to the freedom not to have a studio audience and a pompous announcer. The biggest battles involved the advertising agency and network that broadcast his longest-running program, Kraft Music Hall, and the ultimate outcome revolutionized radio, converting it from a live to a recorded medium, a transformation that influenced the development of television. If the second of these battles, in 1946, had that transition as a specified motive, the first one, in 1940, reflected a muddle of contrary objectives.


That year proved to be a turning point in the expansion of radio. When Bing first sang on the air with Paul Whiteman, in 1928, local stations had been up for barely a decade, and networks were in the mewling stage. Millions of families rushed to buy radios as the price of consoles fell, but the vast majority of those families were urban, Northern, and white—factors reflected in network programming. Radio sales plummeted at the start of the Depression but picked up markedly a few years later. From the time he debuted on KMH, with eighty-five stations relaying the program around the United States and most of Canada, he knew exactly what kind of show he wanted. When his listeners sent him letters complaining that he didn’t sing enough, lacked an on-air audience (a live laugh track, in effect), or featured types of music they didn’t understand, he wrote back to explain his ideas. “I am sure you would tire of me if I sang at you for a full hour… We are not using a studio audience as cheer leaders, preferring to entertain listeners at home in a direct and personal way.… Maybe we can all stand a little education and come to like things we do not now understand—as grand opera or jazz.”4


By 1940, radio reached a near-saturation point with urban whites, approaching 95 percent, while rural America averaged a mere 18 percent. Manufacturers of radios had every reason to expect the numbers to continue rising, but war shut them down a year later when the government halted the manufacturing of home receivers in favor of electronics needed for military operations. Receivers vanished from store shelves and were not restocked for the next five years.


Encouraging the networks’ sociogeographic bias were the authoritative Hooper ratings. Hooper created a percentage system calculated from random phone calls to listeners in no more than three dozen American cities, ignoring small and poor rural areas. A Hooper rating of 16.1 meant that 16.1 percent of the radio audience tuned in to a particular broadcast. Most programs ranked well below 9 percent, dozens below 3 percent. Double-digit ratings indicated a better than respectable success; a rating of 20 points, let alone the 30 points achieved by very few programs, indicated a smash hit, a broadcasting staple. The stars who could pull that off walked on rose petals and, if their shows were produced by the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, sported orchids, which were dispatched as accolades by Thompson’s innovative chief of radio production, John U. Reber. Bing once described Reber as “a crafty and dour-faced Pennsylvania Dutchman.” His power reflected the fact that the airwaves were largely controlled by the agency clients, who coveted hit shows to promote their goods.5


American radio was “owned” by four highly unequal networks, two of them operated by NBC: the prevailing Red network, which broadcast nine of the ranking top-twelve shows in the early 1940s, and the second-tier Blue network, the home of commentators Walter Winchell and Lowell Thomas, the quiz show Information Please, and the situation comedy The Aldrich Family. In 1943, after years of antitrust litigation, the FCC forced NBC to divest itself of the Blue network, which remained a second-tier network, in 1945 rebranding itself as the American Broadcasting Company, ABC. CBS, NBC’s only real competitor, had two of the top-twelve shows. The fourth network, the Mutual Broadcasting System, debuted almost a decade after NBC and CBS and organized its affiliates as a cooperative; it aired mostly news commentary and did not score significant ratings until it latched onto The Lone Ranger and Superman during the war. Altogether the four networks offered some three hundred and seventy nationally sponsored programs, along with hundreds if not thousands of local shows created by affiliate stations, ranging from insomniac after-hours talkfests to five-minute fillers. Radio was a live medium; one sponsored network show, on Mutual, played recorded music. NBC and CBS prohibited recordings on network broadcasts.


More than fifty women’s serials ran roughshod over the daytime schedule, but prime time was dominated by variety shows, of which there were nearly a hundred, emphasizing music or comedy or blending the two. In January 1940, twelve shows could boast ratings of 20 points or higher. Here they are in order of their Hooper ratings:6




1. The Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy Show. Comedy variety, NBC (34.6)


2. The Jack Benny Program. Comedy variety, NBC (34.1)


3. Fibber McGee and Molly. Comedy variety, NBC (30.8)


4. One Man’s Family. Family drama, NBC (28.7)


5. The Lux Radio Theater. Prestige drama, CBS (26.9)


6. The Pepsodent Show Starring Bob Hope. Comedy variety, NBC (25.0)


7. The Kraft Music Hall (Bing Crosby). General variety, NBC (23.3)


8. The Fitch Bandwagon. Musical variety, NBC (22.4)


9. Major Bowes’ Original Amateur Hour. Amateur variety, CBS (21.6)


10. Kay Kyser’s College of Musical Knowledge. Quiz variety, NBC (21.2)


11. Pot o’ Gold. Variety giveaway, NBC (21.1)


12. Walter Winchell’s Jergens Journal. Commentary, NBC Blue (20.0)




In the 1940s, Crosby earned an average annual Hooper rating of 20.2, though individual broadcasts fluctuated greatly. This meant that KMH ranked in the area of seventh-to twelfth-most-popular show on the air; it peaked at number three in 1945, by which time all radio ratings began an irreversible decline soon to be accelerated by the advent of television. In the realm of general or musical variety, Crosby was way out in front, and on July 4, 1940, when the show began airing at nine p.m. EST instead of ten, his number jumped three points, to 26.5, despite having to compete with the popular Major Bowes. His ratings were especially impressive because KMH was a one-hour show—one of three on the list; the other two were Major Bowes’s show and Lux Radio Theater—and had been on the air longer than most. Although it achieved its greatest success in the Crosby years, it was an institution that existed before and, for a short time, after him. The extraordinary diversity of his guests gave the show a unique status, particularly with the press, generating more daily newspaper previews, reviews, news briefs, and best-picks than any other variety show ever had.


Before America entered the war, Bing’s Hollywood guests were often characterized as middling celebrities, booked from a stable of well-known character actors. Several major stars held themselves aloof from the airwaves or were enjoined from appearing on KMH by studios that didn’t want them playing second fiddle to the prince of Paramount. Even so, the guest list from any period during Bing’s tenure is dazzling. From January to May 1940, for example, performers who participated in KMH sketches included Humphrey Bogart, Maureen O’Hara, John Garfield, Basil Rathbone, Ida Lupino, Frank McHugh, Lon Chaney Jr., Madeleine Carroll, Johnny Mercer, Gloria Jean, Randolph Scott, Lucille Ball, Joan Bennett, Ralph Bellamy, Marlene Dietrich, Sabu, Errol Flynn, Kay Francis, Walt Disney, John Payne, Raymond Massey, William Boyd (Hopalong Cassidy), Brian Donlevy, Wendy Barrie, Geraldine Fitzgerald, Olivia de Havilland, and select directors, writers, and sports figures who knew how to stand at a mike and read lines.


In those same five months, the songs were handled almost exclusively by Bing and his backup group the Music Maids, plus a customary parody or bazooka solo by the show’s resident hillbilly comedian, Bob Burns. Yet KMH presented far more music than that. Bing’s flair for getting the masses to sit still for classical music had been much praised during the 1930s. Now, with dance bands appearing everywhere else, he raised his ante in the classics, encouraging performers to lighten up in the KMH spirit. So Mischa Levitzki played “Valse” and accompanied Bing on an Italian wedding song. Holland’s Coolidge String Quartet played Tchaikovsky’s “Andante Cantabile” and Percy Grainger’s “Molly on the Shore.” While propagating classical music, these performers also brought internationalism to American radio. The musicians included Catalan cellist Gaspar Cassadó, the teenage Czechoslovakian pianist Robert Virovai and soprano Jarmila Novotná, Austrian harpsichordist Alice Ehlers, Norwegian soprano Kirsten Flagstad, Russian husband-and-wife piano duo Vitya Vronsky and Victor Babin, Swiss pianist Rudolph Ganz, German sopranos Lotte Lehmann and Elisabeth Rethberg, German harpist Mildred Dilling (whose pupils included Harpo Marx and Bob Hope), and Oscar Levant, who played Scarlatti and Debussy when he wasn’t doing comedy sketches.


All in a typical five-month span. A prime-time twenty-first-century TV show with comparable reach on network or cable is unimaginable, but neither was it an easy achievement in the 1940s.


According to Bing, his association with Kraft began when Reber, who had launched the most successful stable of radio programs of any agency (Rudy Vallée, Burns and Allen, and Eddie Cantor were among the most resilient), convened a meeting to discuss who should replace Paul Whiteman as the emcee of Kraft Music Hall. At that August 1935 meeting, the producer Herb Polesie, a Crosby friend, proposed Bing and was met with a chorus of general agreement. Reber sent Polesie and the agent Tommy Rockwell to Saratoga, where Bing was attending the races, to offer him the job at three thousand dollars a week. Polesie described his idea for staging the show with a proscenium arch modeled after the Palace, New York’s premier vaudeville house. Bing nodded, but added one proviso: “No audience. None of that phony bowing and applause.”7 When Reber heard this, he exploded. He would not work with “a performer who didn’t abide by the rules of radio,” which mandated “applause and reaction from the studio audience.”8 Yet weeks later, Crosby signed a twenty-six-week contract with J. Walter Thompson, pledging his exclusivity to the “Kraft-Phenix cheese program,” to broadcast at ten p.m., “New York Time,” from a studio in Los Angeles or New York. Reber paid no attention to the final line regarding locations, to his eventual regret.


It was understood that Bing would “sing and act as master of ceremonies,” “participate in dramatic scenes,” and attend rehearsals. Reber insisted on another point: “Mr. Crosby will not improvise or use extemporaneous material.”9 This didn’t bother Bing, but Thompson’s unwillingness to hire an announcer did. Weeks before the January 1936 debut, Reber promised to look into it but noted that NBC provided “entirely satisfactory” announcers and Thompson had no money to hire one as a dedicated cast member for Kraft Music Hall, to which brother Everett Crosby responded by telegram: SORRY TO LEARN FIRM SHORT OF MONEY STOP WITH PROPER INTEREST MAYBE WE COULD LOAN YOU A LITTLE.10


Bing got some of his own back: “It is understood that there is to be no audience for rehearsals or the broadcast. Mr. Crosby will have the right to select the songs he is to sing.”11 The dramatic scenes never materialized, and extemporization or its simulacrum quickly accounted for much of the program’s singular charm. A month into Bing’s tenure, the agency hired the announcer Ken Carpenter, who stayed with Bing for the entirety of his radio career. The no-audience clause was breached, inevitably, by invitations to family, friends, and friends’ friends, who begged for coveted tickets. Observers figured Bing’s closed-door policy reflected his refusal to dress up and wear a toupee; his worn green hat, Hawaiian shirts, and unmatched socks were much discussed by guest stars who admired his sartorial insouciance, an extension of Bing qua Bing. The true reason for his not wanting an audience did not fit the Bing persona—he balked at having to entertain and elicit laughs. He had given up doing live performances because he preferred radio’s anonymity. He imagined himself as a singer with a standardized script. If he happened to say something droll, well and good, but he couldn’t be expected to amuse the customers.


In this he was the reverse of Bob Hope, who would not work without an audience, who relied on the audience to perfect his timing, to react and laugh and love him. Bing would have to be eased into loosening up and enjoying the audience, which, in addition to friends and insiders, soon included soldiers and sailors, whom he could hardly refuse admittance. Carroll Carroll, a writer on Thompson’s payroll since 1932, was dispatched to create a radio personality for Bing that was drawn from the crooner’s genuine irreverence and flair for slang. In no time, the show was associated with hearty laughter, despite its directive to function as a music hall. Welcoming applause was discouraged; impulsive applause had to be tolerated. Bob Burns, warming up the audience, requested that visitors mute their enthusiasm—and, lo, the silence gave the show a brisk, even-keel tempo that complemented Bing’s carefree delivery.


Given the show’s successful maiden year, the balance of power shifted, as the Thompson executives learned in January 1937, when Reber sent Bing substantially the same two-page contract. This time it had options to carry their association through 1940, at which point Bing would earn four thousand dollars per show. Three weeks went by with no response, prompting KMH’s director, Cal Kuhl, to write Everett: “What the hell are your solicitors DOING to our little agreement? Hand lettering it on parchment? Illuminating it with real gold leaf, and colors wondrous rare, brought from Samarkand and other foreign strands? Are they raising sheep in order to make the parchment?”12 When Bing’s revision was returned for countersignatures, it had grown to seven pages. It added a proviso that Bing always be billed on top in Kraft publicity, in a font as large as that used for any other artist. No one could argue with that. It went on to permit Bing, with a month’s notice, to absent himself from as many as eight nonconsecutive shows per year, without compensation. It stipulated that rehearsals not require his presence before one p.m.; gave him right of approval for lines “spoken by him on any such program”; allowed him to appear “solely for charity” on six non-Kraft shows a year; and “if at any of said times the Artist shall be in or near the City of New York, New York, said broadcast may be made from a station in said city to be designated by the Company.”13


More surprised than angered by the implication that he did not safeguard Bing’s interests, Reber immediately wrote Kuhl a twenty-two-hundred-word letter complaining how unrealistic and unfriendly it was for Crosby’s lawyers to turn a simple statement of agreement into a document nitpicking “every conceivable” contingent. After all, up till then, there had been no major differences with Bing, so where did all this legalese come from? In the Kuhl letter, Reber addressed the new demands point by point. He would permit outside appearances on a drama series like Lux Radio Theater (a J. Walter Thompson program), but not on a variety show that would cheapen Bing’s value as an exclusive Thompson artist. He was incensed that Bing would consider appearing on a show sponsored by a tobacco company, as it would alienate “millions of people in this country who do not think cigarette smoking is a good thing.” Of course Bing would be the principal figure in Kraft advertising, but Reber would not sign a guarantee to that effect, as he could not police every printout for every Kraft event.14


He was aghast at the idea of Bing asking the agency to produce shows in New York and assumed that only lawyers unfamiliar with show business could make such a request. Bing never would, Reber insisted, because he knew that to do so would involve contracts with the cast, the orchestra leader, the announcer, and other members of the production. He acknowledged that his secretary had called his attention to the New York phrase in the original contract, but he could not imagine how it got there—“obviously it should not be that way so we are changing the opening paragraph to provide for Hollywood origination only.”15 Reber agreed to the eight nonconsecutive weeks off, however much they might “interfere with sales operations,” and okayed afternoon rehearsals as well as “the entirely unnecessary” provision regarding Bing’s approval of dialogue—as if they would ever “ask Bing to do any lines that he did not feel were… in good taste.”


Reber addressed the revised contract to Bing personally (the Crosby version did not mention lawyers, only Harry L. Crosby Jr., J. Walter Thompson, and Kraft-Phenix) and asked Kuhl to forward it with a request that he sign it in timely fashion. Kuhl sent the agreement to the Crosby office, enclosing a copy of Reber’s letter, which turned out to be a shrewd move. Along with the other points, Reber explained why Thompson could not guarantee the requested number of guest tickets for each show. But Bing never asked for that; Everett, who wanted them for himself, had put that in. Other provisions were also unknown to Bing, while the one dearest to his heart had been omitted. Bing penciled on Kuhl’s cover note: “Ev, I wish you would close this up. The only objection in present form is Maximum vacation period—which should read 13 weeks not eight.”16


The contract was amended to grant him thirteen weeks off, consecutive or intermittent. He was still enjoined not to “improvise, extemporize or use unapproved material,” but by this time, Carroll had found ways to get around that, and everyone knew that it was Bing who made his scripts work—scripts vetted three times before going into rehearsal, first by Bing, then by the Thompson office, and finally by a representative of NBC, who, as Bing recalled, “had absolutely nothing to say as to the content of the program.” Still, network brass reserved the right to ensure good taste. “In other words,” Bing recalled, “each network had its own censor,” and in the event NBC disapproved of anything, a representative came “to our office to smooth our ruffled feathers.”17 If the program’s panache lay in the illusion of spontaneity, no illusion was necessary concerning the merrily buoyant disposition of Bing’s songs. He refused to rehearse them.


Bing argued for a better contract for his original bandleader, Jimmy Dorsey, but that became unnecessary when Dorsey opted to join the Swing Era, facilitating the entrance of John Scott Trotter—a musically conservative choice but a stylistically diverse one, and a perfect personality fit for Bing. Trotter was a tireless workhorse (he went 186 weeks without a break at the start of his KMH tenure) who wrote a staggering amount of music, maintaining quality while mastering the art of invisibility: orchestral accompaniment that frames the singer without calling attention to itself. Bing could forgo rehearsals because he trusted Trotter absolutely. At one point the agency suggested changing Bing’s theme song, “Where the Blue of the Night Meets the Gold of the Day,” or modernizing the arrangement, an idea Bing rejected as ludicrous. By the melody’s third note—a comely half note, preceded by two eighth notes in a guileless rhythmic and diatonic buildup—everyone recognized it as heralding Bing. Why in the world would you mess with a theme that effective? When his option came up in 1938, Bing was so sanguine that he allowed print ads for Kraft Macaroni and Cheese Dinner to include his signed photo, providing he okayed the picture.18 In turn, Thompson responded favorably to his concerns about up-and-coming technologies; should anyone offer Bing a commercial radio-television series, the agency had sixty days to tender a competitive television deal, or Bing could cancel his contract at year’s end.


The 1938 agreement included a schedule of options through which Thompson hoped to control Crosby and freeze his salary (at five thousand dollars per show) through 1950, a commitment that dwarfed the infamous seven-year contracts of the picture studios.19 Surprisingly, Bing let it go; perhaps he understood that this twelve-year extension, verging on indentured servitude, would work in his favor if and when he did sue for his release. He also shrugged off the agency’s refusal of an eminently fair raise. Larry Crosby pointed out that other sponsors had offered to double his salary and Kraft’s production budget. Bing didn’t care. The KMH stint had become so pleasant, why roil the waters? Larry asked for permission to explore other options. Bing responded brusquely: “No change contemplated now, while show goes well, Kraft budget is their affair, not mine.”20


Bing reiterated his affection for radio in a letter to a stranger. Although well known for cold-shouldering the press, Bing reserved part of most days for answering mail, especially from young fans—especially young fans at Catholic seminaries. In response to Miss Margaret Duffy, a student at Our Lady of the Valley, in Newark, asking which area of entertainment he preferred, Bing wrote: “I am not fond of acting, but it’s a living. I can’t help singing. My preference is radio first, then screen, and stage if I must. If one has the vocation, such a life can be a good one. It requires experience, except those lucky breaks in pictures, and an education is a real help in this or any profession.” In 1940, his attitude changed entirely.21


Bing’s show now originated in a state-of-the-art, modern setting. A year earlier, NBC erected the West Coast’s first and most self-conscious art-deco-meets-WPA monument to broadcasting: Radio City of Hollywood, a three-story white office building that fronted the intersection of Sunset and Vine with a cornerstone on which the letters NBC soared vertically, framed by three deeply inset rectangular windows a full story taller than the habitable part of the building. Commanding more than two acres, it contained eight studios, four of which could seat three hundred and fifty people. Pilots flying into Los Angeles could not miss the roof, a knotty maze of aluminum domes of various sizes. Bing’s process remained unchanged. Invited to attend a KMH rehearsal with a select audience (“scads and scads of movie folks”), one reporter made his way to Studio G on Thursday at one thirty p.m. and marveled as Bing and the show’s guests, Frances Langford, Lloyd Nolan, and William Frawley, “went through their clever stuff, most of which never got over the ether.” This dry run, blocked in nonconsecutive sequences without benefit of the orchestra, served as the only preparation for the show heard that evening.22


As the 1940s began, NBC considered itself invincible. It bought a page in Variety to crow about the results of a readers’ poll conducted by the New York World-Telegram. Programs on the Red network won fifteen categories, programs on the Blue won four; a mere four categories went to “all other networks”—aka CBS. Winning personalities were Bing, Jack Benny, Lowell Thomas, Arturo Toscanini, Guy Lombardo, and Nelson Eddy. Yet the trade papers reported discontent on the Crosby front. For the first time, Bing publicly feuded with the network and sponsor, asking for a twenty-one-week summer layoff instead of the contracted thirteen weeks (he wanted a month at Del Mar and four in South America, mostly in the horse-breeding mecca of Argentina). He was also dismayed by the irrational strike threatened by ASCAP for 1941, which would bar him from singing just about every copyrighted song anyone ever heard of. Another problem arose about getting good guests. Picture studios recognized the advantages of synchronous promotion, but theater chains owned by those studios complained that radio kept prospective moviegoers at home. Larry questioned the effectiveness of guest turns by their usual character actors, especially after skits involving Joseph Calleia and Lloyd Nolan proved “sad,” in his estimation. He thought the answer lay in more music, including featured numbers by the Music Maids, whom Larry managed.23


Everything was in flux and the trade papers had no more understanding than Miss Margaret Duffy of the brooding irritation that now undermined Bing’s devotion to the airwaves. Reber added to the chaos in June 1940 when he appended to the 1941 option a “war clause”: in the event the United States declared war, J. Walter Thompson could terminate its agreement with thirty days’ notice.24 Everett knew Bing could not get a renewal without accepting that clause, but John O’Melveny convinced Reber to expand the wording to stipulate that, for it to take effect, NBC’s facilities would have to be unavailable and the sponsor seriously impaired owing to a national crisis caused by war. Everett reminded Bing of bad experiences he had had with despotic sponsors before he hooked up with Kraft and urged him to sign the addendum. Instead, Bing wrote on the memo, “Not going to sign this just now.”25


He was preparing for his vacation. He would postpone Argentina until 1941, since he could wrangle only two weeks more from the agency, allowing him to depart after the August 8 show and return for the one on November 14, his longest sabbatical from radio since 1935. Bing could do nothing about ASCAP’s suicidal behavior, but before boarding a train to New York, he gave a couple of candid interviews regarding the threatened strike.


For a quarter of a century, American music was ASCAP music, and its monopoly predictably spurred bold increases in licensing fees, more than 400 percent for broadcasters during the Depression and its aftermath. The 1940 declaration to double those fees could only be interpreted by the networks as deliberate provocation. Radio responded by launching its own agency to collect royalties, BMI (Broadcast Music Inc.), and calling for an embargo of ASCAP songs. ASCAP’s grievances were not entirely without merit. Its members resented radio’s capacity to use their music without permission and blamed it for a decline in sales of recordings and sheet music. Yet they aggravated the conflict.


With radio and ASCAP boycotting each other, a catalog of 1,250,000 songs would vanish from the air. ASCAP figured the networks and their affiliates would plead for mercy, a delusion encouraged by the cockiness of millionaire members like the impresario and lyricist Billy Rose. He was certain that radio could not survive without ASCAP songs and advised the organization to trim its sails and subsist on $2.5 million for one year instead of the anticipated $6 million: “It’s nothing for songwriters to pinch their belts and be a bit hungry.”26 Larry Crosby told Variety how much hunger was involved: “There are 1,100 authors writing ASCAP numbers… available through 137 publishers,” to which Bing added that BMI could not possibly “supply 137 publishers by the first of the year.”27


Of course, BMI had no intention of functioning as ASCAP’s interim substitute. It anticipated creating a rival operation to adjudicate and collect performance fees for its members, who would include unsatisfied ASCAP songwriters and plenty of new songwriters who had been rejected by ASCAP. These were the left-outs, the young and disenfranchised who recognized the strike as a chance to get their songs published and, better still, performed by radio entertainers desperate for non-ASCAP material. It was the last thing ASCAP wanted, but the upside of its assault on radio was a deluge of music from rural America, especially the South: untapped talent working in the genres of country and western, blues, rhythm and blues, Latin, and diverse “foreign” styles. The Crosby office launched one of the first important BMI songwriters, Cindy Walker.


A twenty-two-year-old Texan who started writing songs at the age of twelve but had not yet sold any, Cindy accompanied her parents on a trip to Los Angeles. She had written a song for Bing, “Lone Star Trail,” and was determined to play it for him. As her parents drove down Sunset Boulevard, they passed the distinctive three-story Crosby Building, with its protruding semicircle fronts on both sides, opaque glass squares running up and above the entrance, and triple-peaked roof—one of the most appealing structures on Sunset for sixty years. Cindy pleaded for her father to stop, raced in, convinced Larry to let her audition a song, and ran back to the car to retrieve her mother to accompany her on piano. Larry, who later published the song after finagling a copyright percentage,28 got her a pass to enter Paramount, where Bing had begun shooting Rhythm on the River. Bing listened to her during a break and was impressed. He sponsored her to travel to Spokane to perform at a Gonzaga fund-raiser; a newspaper heralded her as a “new radio and screen discovery, a blonde with a Texas drawl.”29 He also arranged for her to audition for Dave Kapp (Jack’s brother and Decca’s producer of country music), who signed her to the label. In December, Bing recorded “Lone Star Trail” and scored a hit. It was the first of five hundred songs, including “You Don’t Know Me” and “Dream Baby,” that together earned Walker a place in the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame, the first woman to be admitted.30


One hit, however, could not carry Bing through the ASCAP ban. He told reporters that he would not return to the air in November if the conflict remained unresolved, which triggered ledes like “Radio will have to get along without Bing Crosby unless he is permitted to sing tunes turned out by the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers”31 and “Bing Crosby, known to Hollywood as ‘The guy who never worries,’ tonight admitted he was at least perplexed over the falling out of songwriters and broadcasters.”32 He claimed a willingness to leave the air: “It’s not that I’m taking sides in this battle. I’m a peaceful person and I don’t crave to fight anybody. But how am I going to get enough songs to sing when I eat up five tunes a week on my program?” If BMI couldn’t provide him with hit songs, he ran “the risk of having my listeners think Crosby is losing his stuff, if he ever had anything on the ball. Rather than run that risk, I’ll drop out of radio until the situation is untangled.”33


With Dorothy Lamour and Bob Burns serving as KMH’s interim co-hosts, Bing traveled with Dixie and Lindsay to New York’s Mamaroneck golf course, where he competed in the U.S. Amateur Open, failing to qualify by five strokes. That fall, the country writhed through election-year crusades, this time with the unparalleled novelty of a presidential third term. Roosevelt’s enemies and even some admirers cried dictator, but his Republican opponent Wendell Willkie declined to pander to his party’s isolationist belligerence. Crosby supported Willkie and placed a thousand-dollar bet on him after getting the election odds from a bookie named Butch working out of Lindy’s in New York. Yet in September, Crosby drew a crowd of five thousand to a golf match at the Philadelphia Country Club to raise money for British War Relief. He played a match for refugee children in Boston. All the while, he kept his eye on the main chance; in Boston, he tried to purchase Casey Stengel’s Boston Bees (now the Atlanta Braves) and was barred by baseball’s commissioner owing to his involvement in racing. When not on the road, he maintained a suite at the Waldorf Astoria, where Larry cabled him that the clock had run out on his Kraft option, since he had refused to sign John Reber’s war clause.34


The Thompson executives recognized that they were having serious trouble with their most prominent star. It wasn’t money trouble, which could always be adjusted one way or another, but something else: indifference, loss of affect, burnout, perhaps even despair and depression, conditions that Crosby could never accept in himself or in those around him. Just as no “other woman” figured in his contemplation to fold his marriage, no rival figured in his inclination to quit radio. Rather, like the characters he played in his movies, he was sick of the game and longed for seclusion or an exotic road trip.


At first, the depth of Bing’s anxiety was not fully clear to Reber, Carroll, and the higher-ups who met with him in New York, although after a few meetings, they knew changes had to be made and fast—in time for Bing’s November 14 return. A couple of personnel changes had been made already. Kuhl left to produce The Chase and Sanborn Hour for Edgar Bergen and was replaced by a young man, Robert Brewster; Carroll reluctantly accepted the forced assistance of a still younger man, writer Ed Helwick. They would play significant roles in remodeling the show.


Helwick had begun in Thompson’s New York office as a delivery boy and was known around the office as a dandy. At six foot three, with wire-frame glasses, a high-rise pompadour, a camel-hair overcoat, two-tone shoes, and glen plaid suits, he was described by one pundit as a “delivery boy in the Adolphe Menjou manner.”35 He wrote sketches at night, and after two were accepted for broadcast, Thompson sent him to Hollywood. Carroll told him to read his old scripts to learn the Crosby lingo and assigned him to the memory spot, a feature created by Carroll in which Bing was routed to a bygone year to sing a nostalgic love song. He also assigned Helwick to write KMH’s trademark station breaks. NBC had the most annoyingly constant station identification in radio (and later television): three chimes, each bong underscoring a call letter, the middle bong at a higher pitch than the others. Every half hour, all day long, a staff announcer cued station identification, whereupon affiliates had twenty seconds to identify themselves. To relieve the monotony of the breaks, Carroll and Ed wrote a few lines to segue into the chimes (struck by hand until someone created a push-button recording), complete with sound effects. For example, the announcer gallops in on horseback like Paul Revere, breathlessly shouts, “N [bong], B [bong], C [bong],” and speeds away in a motorboat. When the ASCAP strike prevented the use of “Where the Blue of the Night,” Johnny Burke wrote a university fight song, “Hail KMH,” as the interim theme, adapting the chimes in the song’s closing line: “With a hey-nonny-nonny and a hot-cha-cha / Hail K [bong], M [bong], H [bong].” Carroll, ever jealous of his turf, refused Helwick’s more ambitious stuff at first, but when he had to take off two weeks for medical reasons, Ed wrote two whole shows and received two Reber orchids. At twenty-two, he was promoted to cowriter, the youngest in network radio.


Bob Brewster was only four years older than Ed, but with his Princeton background and social polish, he appeared relatively mature and experienced—an advertising lifer with the right palaver and a man whose career would extend well into the television era. Unlike Kuhl, who involved himself in every aspect of the program and wrote acerbic postmortems after each broadcast, Brewster functioned as most producers did: he made sure the program as approved aired on time and finished on time without loss of a commercial (always a danger when a guest overstayed his or her welcome). Brewster was happy to serve as Bing’s mediator. While shooting Road to Singapore, Bob Hope told Bing that the “Eastern sachems at Thompson” prohibited him from mentioning Bing’s name on his show. Bing wrote Brewster: “We are at present engaged in the concoction of a picture, scheduled for Spring release, and it would be greatly helpful to its exploitation if the ‘Gestapo’ could be induced to raise this mysterious ban. After all it’s my name and it has been mentioned in spots of more questionable décor, and in terms considerably less adulatory. See what you can do.”36 What Brewster did, in effect, was clear the way for the most enduring fake feud in American entertainment. Brewster got along with Bing, but at one rehearsal he harangued the baritone Richard Bonelli for missing a cue. Bing stepped in to let him know that disrespect to an artist was unacceptable.


Bing now proposed a “radical revision” of the show for his November return, assuming he did return, and Brewster convened a September meeting with Everett and a Thompson executive to review it. They agreed with Bing that there ought to be more music. Realizing that instrumental numbers (“even the best such as Trotter’s”) drove listeners to their tuning knobs, they proposed adding a woman singer, preferably Connie Boswell. That meant cutting back talk, as a solo by the new singer and a duet with Bing would eliminate six minutes of scripted chat. They agreed that the station-break routines verged on “childish” but thought they should be retained. They agreed that some guest stars (“the glamour girls and boys”) had been dismal on KMH and resolved to “book people for what they could do, rather than for what they were”—they felt certain Bing would be pleased by an increase in sports figures. Concert spots would be reserved for “the finest in their field,” and it would be acceptable to have two concert performers if one was a Kirsten Flagstad and the other a Wingy Manone. In short, the show would “look new without seeming strange.”37


Yet three days later, while Bing remained in New York, Reber wrote to remind him that in July, Thompson had picked up his 1941 option, incorporating language that Bing and John O’Melveny requested regarding the eventuality of war, and Bing had yet to sign or acknowledge the agreement. Everett assured Reber that the delay had nothing to do with the war clause, and he casually dropped a bomb: Bing wondered whether Kraft would consider letting him out of the contract. Reber, dumbfounded, wrote Bing that no one at Kraft or Thompson would agree to that. Kraft, “a loyal and considerate sponsor,” had made business plans for 1941 based on Bing’s involvement. He wondered “what could have led you to consider such a possibility.” He urged him to sign the addendum so they could move forward.38


Instead of signing, Bing took an extraordinary step. He made an appointment with Reber and then skipped it, deciding that if he was going to expose his feelings, he would do so once—with the man on top, the one above Reber and above the J. Walter Thompson agency. With Everett in tow, he went to see Thomas H. McInnerney, creator and head of Kraft-Phenix, the largest dairy outfit in the country. Bing received a shipment of horses from South America, which he escorted to the coast on Monday, October 14. Before boarding the train, he spent forty-five minutes with the man who paid Reber’s bills. An erstwhile pharmacist, McInnerney began his corporate rise with the purchase of an ice cream company, Hydrox Corporation. In 1923, he founded National Dairy Products, marketing such brands as Breyers Ice Cream and Breakstone Brothers cottage cheese. In 1930, he acquired his primary company, Kraft-Phenix. Three years later, he began advertising on radio, sponsoring The Kraft Program, which was soon renamed Kraft Music Hall.


When Bing left his office, McInnerney called Reber and recounted their meeting word for word. Despite Everett’s recent query about Bing severing his contract, Reber could hardly believe his ears. He dictated, in Everett’s presence, a long confidential letter—seven pages, single-spaced, half procedural strategy, half fly-on-the-wall exposition—and entrusted it to the discretion of four people: Carroll Carroll, Bob Brewster, and the top Thompson executives on the West Coast, Danny Danker and Willard Lochridge.


He began by noting that Bing was simply fed up and that Mr. McInnerney, with his “remarkable understanding,” considered it “entirely possible to make alterations in the Kraft program which will make it wholly acceptable to Bing and insure his enthusiastic cooperation for the future.” Promising personally to meet Crosby’s requests “without subterfuge or evasion,” Reber set about re-creating Bing’s meeting with McInnerney.39


Bing thought the program “worn out and disintegrating” and did not want to sink with it to the bottom. Five years was enough. He no longer merited the money Kraft paid him: “He had lived out his usefulness and wanted to be let out.” Still, he realized he was under contract and, unless McInnerney agreed to the parting, would not run out on the show. McInnerney took the position that they would alleviate Bing’s concerns by revamping the show. He raised the ASCAP battle, and Bing, contrary to his recent public statements, insisted it “didn’t bother him particularly. He’d have to do the best he could while the fight was going on.” He realized the strike was a matter of money and therefore the sponsor’s problem. Bing’s main issue was simple: he wanted to leave Hollywood between pictures to play golf and attend races in various parts of the country, and he wanted to take his wife and children with him. McInnerney asked about the boys’ schooling. Bing conceded that he hadn’t thought about that.


Asked to describe his ideal show, Bing said it would be a half an hour with a good orchestra, lots of strings, a small choral group, a girl singer for duets, and less talk. McInnerney didn’t rule out the half-hour idea, but he asked Bing to help formulate a follow-up show, as Kraft wanted to maintain its hour of prime time. McInnerney volunteered that Bob Burns had “outworn his usefulness”; when Bing asked the comedian a question on air, McInnerney, listening at home, could answer it before Burns did. He had not favored renewing his contract (which paid him the same amount per show as Bing). Bing leaped to Burns’s defense. No one could be funny fifty-two weeks a year, he said, and no man should be on as frequently as Burns—“a comic has one of the toughest jobs on the air.” He had advised Burns to take longer vacations to prevent the public from tiring of him. Then Bing about-faced and said that in future he didn’t want to do Kraft or any other show with a comedian; he disliked begging the studio audience for laughs.40


Bing called himself “the laziest man in the world” and said he worked only because he needed money. McInnerney, amused by this, proposed a company benefit for Bing, then griped about having to pay $200,000 in taxes on his $150,000 salary, whereupon Bing suggested a benefit for both of them. McInnerney asked if he wanted more money from KMH. Bing said, “No, what was the use?”


Reber suddenly revealed an uncharacteristic tentativeness of his own, hemming and hawing about when and how he might meet with Bing, suggesting that perhaps Carroll ought to sound him out first. He spoke of making this or that adjustment, found himself arguing with Bing’s downbeat assessment of the program, then corrected himself: “Let me state as plainly as I can that WE MUST NOT DO THIS.” Bing had mulled over his ideas for years and it was his (Reber’s) and McInnerney’s position that by going along with Bing, they could “have as good a show and perhaps a better one.” Nonetheless, “we must be very careful not to lean over backward in our attempt to please Bing.” Bing’s “admitted laziness” would give them “the opportunity” to provide him with more commercial material, though “this does not mean we are to play tricks on him.” He agreed to eliminate Bob Burns (“you must take every precaution to prevent Bob or William Morris from knowing about this letter”) and the studio audience, though he would have to get authority to stop printing tickets for people involved with NBC, Kraft, Thompson, and the Crosby office. Finally, Reber noted that McInnerney, rather incredibly, had told Bing he would be able to broadcast the show from various places. Reber began to detail the complexities of such an operation and then thought better of it. He would leave the details for later. He apologized “for not working out this letter in better sequence, but I think it is very important to save even a day or two so I am sending it off and trusting it to your tender mercies.”41


Crosby’s meeting with McInnerney remained a secret from everyone other than those in the tiny circle convened around Reber’s letter. Neither the fact of the meeting nor any of its particulars entered the sphere of rumor, let alone public discourse. Yet Bing was not averse to confessing aspects of his distress to Variety, which bannered them on the front page. Within days of returning to Los Angeles, after confirming with O’Melveny that he was bound to Thompson for another five years, he told a reporter that if the agency “insisted,” he would fulfill his contract, but that he wanted to take it easy for a year or two and that might mean quitting radio or appearing only as a singer, as “he was tired of doing so much crosstalk every week.”42


Reber’s document allows two different interpretations. Either Bing was entirely sincere concerning his dejection, despite his “preference” for radio, or he gave McInnerney—an audience of one—the performance of his life. Either he was genuinely sick of the grind, or he set out to strengthen his hand for subsequent arbitration. His genuine distress would seem to be borne out by his nearly simultaneous decision to terminate his marriage, his resolve to limit his film work, and the tortured, inconsistent reasoning of his argument against radio. In fact, he did not use this rumpus as a negotiating tactic. He did not ask for more money (“what was the use?”), and he did not receive more, though he was certainly in a strong bargaining position. He made it clear, via Variety, that he was unavailable to competing sponsors; Everett refused offers from Lucky Strike and Campbell Soup and declared himself unauthorized to submit Bing to a rival company. All the changes instituted at KMH after his long break might have been achieved through customary conciliation. Most had been accepted prior to his sit-down with McInnerney.


The more cynical interpretation is perhaps warranted by his ultimate devotion to the air—even when he finally broke with KMH, after the war, he continued his alliance with the medium, producing five-minute filler shows into the 1960s—and the utterly uncharacteristic nature of his complaint. His gloom did not extend to his activities as a sportsman or his often-inspired work as a recording, film, and radio performer. Despite the prickly comments to Variety, he presented to the public and co-workers the usual, unruffled, laid-back, funny Bing of legend. One might chalk that up to sheer professionalism. McInnerney, however, was privy to a side of Crosby few would ever see—not the determined Bing who knew what he wanted and took it, come hell or high water, but a Bing flinching from life, in confessional mode, wanting big nebulous changes and not knowing precisely what they would entail.


The day before the November 14 show, Thompson confidently announced Bing’s return for the 1941 season, and three weeks later, Bing signed a contract not unlike its predecessors except for two changes: more vacation time and no war clause. The latter came about after Bing told the trade papers he would not continue on the air in 1941 if he could not sing ASCAP songs, and he expected a clause allowing him to cancel his contract if the “supply of music failed to meet his requirements.” Thompson blinked; it would drop the war clause if Bing dropped his ASCAP clause. He soon announced that of course he would sing the new BMI songs. “I can’t keep on singing those old ones,” he said.43


In the months Bing remained off the air, he delivered only one sentence on radio, on the night before the election. For Willkie’s final broadcast appeal, staged at the Ritz Theater in New York, he was patched in from Hollywood to say, “I personally am against the third term,” adding the names of actors—Clark Gable, James Stewart, Lionel Barrymore—who had asked him to represent them. Roosevelt won in a landslide. The next day Bing memoed his father, whom he had put in charge of small financial tasks, “Dad, Send $1000 [on account of] election bet—Air Mail will be fast enough.”44


The election had been a historic event for broadcasting. The New York Times called radio “one of the most powerful weapons in the political arena,” estimating that the two parties together spent more than $1.5 million to reach nearly thirty million homes; they also received free coverage provided by microphones that documented every electioneering event. Rallies at Madison Square Garden were televised in experimental transmissions from the Empire State Building and reached an estimated forty thousand viewers. A broadcast-ready voice and a gift for showmanship would now be essential political assets, and in that arena no one could touch the president, whom Variety called “the biggest figure in show business,” with a matchless rating that peaked at 38.7. An estimated 90 percent of American newspapers opposed the third term, but Roosevelt brought his case to voters via the airwaves and mooted them all.45


While most of the nation tuned in for the November 4 election results, Bing returned to Paramount to begin Road to Zanzibar, and the KMH staff deliberated about Crosby’s modified program. Bob Brewster reminded his fellow Thompson executives that a year earlier, critics of the trenchantly funny Fred Allen had convinced him to change his format. His ratings plummeted until he resumed the structure that had made him famous; too much novelty can be a dangerous thing. For another example of that, Brewster might have pointed to an underreported news story that flashed from Italy on November 11. The British Royal Navy successfully launched a novel aircraft attack on Italian battleships anchored at Taranto, the first ever all-air strike on a naval port, sinking a fleet in harbor. It played very well in Japan.


Three days later, with fanfare and high expectations, Bing came home to Kraft Music Hall. At some point in the late 1940s, when Bing reached an apex of popularity, a myth evolved regarding his return program and the election. Barry Ulanov reported in his 1948 Crosby biography that Bing declared on air, “As we say in this country, ‘the best man won.’ Now we must all get behind the President with renewed vigor and faith in him and in our country.”46 That almost certainly did not happen.47 Yet what Bing and Carroll Carroll actually brought to the show may well have pleased the president more than a postmortem endorsement. Four months before Roosevelt passed Lend-Lease, they dramatized the moral necessity for it by reenacting the last scene from Alfred Hitchcock’s film Foreign Correspondent, starring Joel McCrea. Hitchcock and his producer Walter Wanger evaded the Production Code and censors by describing their picture as a thriller without political content. It would have been hard to argue that after KMH’s adaptation.


The guests were Connie Boswell, making her first appearance in a two-year engagement as a cast member; two pals who worked on Rhythm on the River, Wingy Manone and Bill Frawley; and Joel McCrea. Bob Burns was back, and, despite the bother about sketch comedy versus music, the script proved persistently chatty. After Ken Carpenter’s introduction, Bing sang “That’s for Me” and welcomed Boswell back to the show after a three-year hiatus; Connie sang “Blueberry Hill” and re-created with Bing their famous 1937 duet on “Basin Street Blues.” Bing, who rarely mentioned the sponsor’s products, segued to the first of the three commercials by tossing the ball to the announcer: “Ken, suppose you get in a little of what it takes to keep us working steady.” After Carpenter’s fervent ode to Philadelphia brand cream cheese, Bing sang a haunting Polynesian ballad, “Trade Winds,” his current number one hit. Unusually, he had recorded it three days after Dorsey and Sinatra did, but he won the race, the song doubtlessly enhanced by Dick McIntyre’s steel guitar and a dreamy tempo that empowers Bing’s full range and tenderly confident reading.


Bing introduced McCrea, at which point Burns also appeared for a lame tête-à-tête-à-tête concerning the actor’s tallness, generating gratuitous insult jokes about Trotter’s girth, leading Bing to cite a line from Edmund Spenser—or, as Bing called him, “That guy Spenser, Ed Spenser, Spenser with an s… seems to me he was the fella who said, ‘He that strives to touch a star often stumbles on a straw.’” McCrea responded with an epigraph from Browning, and Burns came up with one from his uncle Glut, setting up jokes about bubble gum and bubble dancers that convulsed the musicians and few others. Finally, Carroll’s script turned to the state of the world.




McCREA: Kind of does something to you nowadays, doesn’t it, to pick up a newspaper and read how the rest of the world is living—if you can call it living.


CROSBY: As the newspaper editor said in that vital document of our times, the picture Foreign Correspondent, that you and Alfred Hitchcock helped Walter Wanger dream up—what is it he says about Europe, “There’s a crime going on over there”?





With Carpenter announcing over sound effects (air-raid sirens, explosions, crowd panic) that they are in London, Johnny Jones (McCrea) of the New York Globe reports to America, as he does in the film, that “a part of the world as nice as Vermont and Ohio, Virginia, California, and Illinois, lies ripped up and bleeding like a steer in a slaughterhouse.” Bing urges him to continue: “They’re listening in America, Johnny.” As the music swells, Johnny warns, “This is a big story—and you’re part of it… Keep those lights burning there… Build a canopy of battleships and bombing planes around them.” After the scene, Crosby tells McCrea he has “a hunch that as long as we realize what those lights mean to us, we’ll keep them burning.” The script then obliges McCrea to effect a bizarre transition, pointing out that the world is shrinking thanks to radio and airplanes—“Things we didn’t have back in, well, back in 1906.” Ah, 1906, a good year, Bing says, the year George M. Cohan wrote “You’re a Grand Old Flag,” which he sings after observing, “America’s defense is America’s unity and the hearts of a hundred and thirty million people are inseparably bound together in peace, freedom, and democracy… We’ve got to hold on to the lights.”


At the thirty-minute mark, which Carpenter observed by saying he was so pleased to have Bing back on the air, he just had to ring bells (bong, bong, bong), Bing sang “You Are the One,” the only song—and quite dreadful it is—by Carroll and Trotter. Burns did his monologue and played piano and bazooka. Bing, Connie, and Trotter riffed about double-talk, setting up Bing’s introduction of “that quondam professor of polemics, whilom torrid trumpet player, Kraft Music Hall alumnus extraordinaire, a man I have the honor of supporting in a picture called Rhythm on the River, J. Wingstone Manone… Tell me, Wingy, are you solid?” There followed several pages of hepcat lingo, after which they performed the film’s title song. Frawley, whose gruff humor made him a favorite on radio and in dozens of character parts before he found stardom on I Love Lucy, entered for more jive. A man-on-the-street routine enlisted the entire cast to pummel a convoluted joke at the expense of one Denby Danks (Carroll’s petulant revenge on Danny Danker, the vice president at J. Walter Thompson who fought him on a salary raise) and finished with Bing and friends singing special lyrics to “If I Had My Way.” Trotter conducted “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” Bing sang “Only Forever,” and the hour concluded with a plea on behalf of the Red Cross.48
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