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Praise for To Anyone Who Ever Asks:


‘[Fishman’s] enthusiasm and diligence is infectious . . . Through the obsession of such dedicated fans as Fishman, Connie Converse will find a larger audience.’


Kirkus


‘The mystery of American composer Connie Converse’s disappearance in 1974 is ongoing, and she may be lost forever. But her spectacular work has been rescued and elevated to a marvelous level by Howard Fishman. Her music belongs to an America that barely knows it exists.’


William Kennedy, Pulitzer prize-winning author of Ironweed


‘Connie Converse’s songs are a revelation, finely wrought, wry, as beautiful as they are weird. I’m so grateful this enigmatic writer and her catalogue are being explored and celebrated, in this book and beyond.’


Anaïs Mitchell, Tony- and Grammy-winning creator of Hadestown, and author, Working on a Song


‘Musician, culture writer, and playwright Fishman’s extraordinary trek through the life and works of Connie Converse is a laudable endeavor . . . the author constructs an emotional narrative . . . [To Anyone Who Ever Asks is] an interesting foray into Converse’s glimmer of fame and sad subsequent neglect.’


Library Journal









About the Book


TO ANYONE WHO EVER ASKS


The Life, Music and Mystery of Connie Converse


The mysterious true story of Connie Converse, a New York musician who disappeared after making her one haunting album and was never seen again.


When musician and New Yorker contributor Howard Fishman first heard Connie Converse’s voice, he was convinced she could not be real. Her recordings were too out of place for the 1950s to make sense - a singer who bridged the gap between traditional Americana and the singer-songwriter movement that exploded a decade later with Bob Dylan and Joni Mitchell.


Howard was determined to know more about this artist and how she slipped through the cracks of music history but there was one problem: in 1974, at the age of fifty, Connie simply drove off one day and was never heard from again.


After a dozen years of research, Fishman expertly weaves a narrative of her life and music, and of how it has come to speak to him as both an artist and a person. He discovers fans who Connie’s music touched deeply and still remember the lyrics to songs they’d heard only once or twice over 50 years ago.


It is by turns a hopeful, inspiring, melancholy, and chilling story of dark family secrets, taciturn New England traditions, a portrait of 1950s Greenwich Village, and of a woman who fiercely strove for independence when the odds were against her. Ultimately, Fishman shows that Connie was a significant outsider artist, a missing link pre-empting the reflective, complex, arresting music that transformed the 1960s and music forever.
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I am more or less pretty much entirely by myself, there being no one else here.


—CONNIE CONVERSE1












PRELUDE


A Star Has Burnt My Eye




It’s not what happens to you,
it’s how you think of it.


—CONNIE CONVERSE1












CHAPTER 1


Past All Dreaming


In December 2010, I was at a friend’s holiday party. I didn’t know many of the people there, and to ease my social anxiety, I was scanning the spines on the bookshelves when a song came up on the house speakers—one that sounded both entirely new to me and as familiar as my own skin. A woman was singing in a plaintive tone about “a place they call Lonesome,” where she hears the voice of her absent love speaking to her in “everything I see”—from a bird to a brook, “a pig or two,” to a “sort of a squirrel thing.”


Contextually, I couldn’t place the song. It possessed the openhearted, melodic feel of an old Carter Family recording, but there was also some gentle acoustic guitar fingerpicking that reminded me of Elizabeth Cotten, and harmonic movement that seemed to echo the songs of Hoagy Carmichael. The traditional elements seemed so finely stitched together, with such a sophisticated sensibility, that the whole sounded absolutely original—modern, even. The song swallowed me. The party froze. The room disappeared.


Eventually, I sought out the host, who smiled knowingly when I asked him what we were listening to. “Oh,” my friend said. “This is Connie Converse. She made these recordings in her kitchen in the 1950s, but she never found an audience for her music, and then one day she drove away and was never heard from again.” The name of the song was “Talkin’ Like You.”


On my way home that night, I stopped at a local record store that no longer exists and picked up a copy of How Sad, How Lovely, the recently released album of Converse’s sixty-year-old recordings. Before going to bed, I cued up “Talkin’ Like You,” and listened to it a second time, now without any distraction.


Again, I heard the bluesy, spooky introduction, sung over an unusual series of seventh and diminished chords—placing it decidedly on the refined side of the popular music spectrum. The combination of the mysterious melody and complex harmony drew me back in, as did the song’s lyrics.




In between two tall mountains there’s a place they call Lonesome


Don’t see why they call it Lonesome


I’m never lonesome when I go there.





I listened as Converse’s lilting, rolling guitar accompaniment followed, as the singer once again began her tale:




See that bird sittin’ on my windowsill?


Well he’s sayin’ whipoorwill all the night through.





Surely, this was a nod to the 1949 Hank Williams classic “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry.”1


Like the protagonist of Williams’s song, the whippoorwill keeps the narrator of “Talkin’ Like You” company when others will not.




See that brook runnin’ by my kitchen door?


Well it couldn’t talk no more if it was you.





The dispatch of her lover’s comeuppance begins, and then does not stop until the song finishes. The object of her affection will not talk to her? No matter; the water outside her door will.




Up that tree there’s sort of a squirrel thing


Sounds just like we did when we were quarreling.





And there it was again. In a poetic leap, the singer identifies the curious sound she hears in a nearby tree as coming from “sort of a squirrel thing”—and sounds far more like a millennial than a young woman writing in the early 1950s.




In the yard I keep a pig or two


They drop in for dinner like you used to do.





Her ongoing traffic with nature continues. She keeps pigs, who join her for meals, the way her beloved does not or will not. The imagery could not be plainer: This person is no better than a pig, and she is perfectly happy to entertain other piglike comers if this one will not satisfy her needs.




I don’t stand in the need of company


With everything I see talkin’ like you.


Up that tree there’s sort of a squirrel thing


Sounds just like we did when we were quarreling


You may think you left me all alone


But I can hear you talk without a telephone


I don’t stand in the need of company


With everything I see talkin’ like you.





It is a bravura bit of songwriting, a lyric both empowering and entrancing. She doesn’t need anyone––neither their sympathy, nor their pity. We all want to be like this, all the time: self-assured, witty, happy, reliant on nobody and no one. Free. Listening to this song, I found it hard not to be captivated by this person, to want her as a friend, to know her.


Yet, as the rest of the album played, as I took in songs like “Playboy of the Western World,” “Father Neptune,” and “One by One,” the suspicions that had been vaguely floating in my consciousness began to harden into the only obvious conclusion: This “Connie Converse” character had to be a hoax, a gimmick. The songs were too fresh, too modern, too anachronistic to have been recorded in the 1950s. And even if they had been recorded back then, someone surely would have discovered this person well before now. Music geeks like me would know about her, certainly, but more to the point: She was so good that we would all know about her.


These recordings didn’t sound like the music of a forgotten someone who was essentially doing a lesser-known version of what other people had gotten famous for—a Big Mama Thornton to Elvis Presley, an Eddie Lang to Django Reinhardt, a Barbecue Bob to Robert Johnson. As far as I knew, there was no one from the early 1950s on the other side of the Connie Converse equation, not remotely—not in the wide margins of the years that came before her and not in those that immediately followed. This music, if I were willing to suspend my disbelief, would exist out of time, out of music history altogether.


And the liner notes confirmed what my friend had told me: that Converse had literally vanished. Not like a J. D. Salinger, who retired from the public eye but then had continued writing in isolation. Not like a Terrence Malick or a Lee Bontecou or a Henry Roth—artists who stayed out of sight for decades before finally releasing new work. And not like a Captain Beefheart or a Su Tissue, musicians who’d walked away from their careers to do entirely other things. No. Like a Jimmy Hoffa. Like an Amelia Earhart. Gone.


Online searches revealed spare facts, including images of a woman who looked and dressed like one I might see in my Williamsburg, Brooklyn, neighborhood on any afternoon. The cat’s-eye granny glasses, the shirtwaist dresses, the librarian hairstyle, the parlor guitar—it all smacked of a certain twee Brooklyn aesthetic that back then had already become a fad. No, no, I thought. No way.


During my twenties and thirties, working as an independent musician, I’d come to know more than I’d ever wanted to about self-promotion. I was now forty, and only too familiar with the cleverness required to hook people’s attention—the spin, the reinvention, the PR stunts. I’d played that game. I knew the P. T. Barnum touch when I saw it.


“Connie Converse” was clearly some canny hipster who’d come up with a clever marketing campaign for her music. Someone who—when not in character—had cultivated impeccable vocal fry and was devoted to the films of Wes Anderson. Her long vintage dress was likely hiding a series of inexpensive flash tattoos. She’d devised a name with a nice classic ring to it, like “Lois Lane” or “Marjorie Morningstar”; created a noirish backstory about a disappearance; photoshopped some images of herself posing in thrift store attire to make them look like 1950s-era snapshots; and tried to pass off her own music as some kind of “lost” recordings made by this imaginary woman.


John Lurie had done something like this in 1999, with his album The Legendary Marvin Pontiac: Greatest Hits, which was supposed to be the posthumously released lost recordings of a troubled musical genius who’d spent the last decades of his life in an insane asylum—though the album was actually Lurie and his pals having a bit of fun. “Connie Converse” was a Marvin Pontiac. She was not real. These were not old recordings newly discovered. She did not mysteriously disappear one day. There was no such person. She was a fiction. I was certain of it.


To satisfy my curiosity, I googled some more. Sure enough, I could find no news reports of a disappearance, no YouTube footage of Connie Converse performing, no reviews or accounts of her concerts, nothing at all related to her music that was contemporaneous with the time she was said to have been making it. All I could see was a handful of recent blog posts and articles related to the release of How Sad, How Lovely—at which point the internet came to a dead stop.


Then, rereading the album’s liner notes, I noted a detail I’d overlooked—that Converse had served a stint as editor for something called the Journal of Conflict Resolution. I went back online and, much to my chagrin, there it was: a 1968 essay called “The War of All Against All,” written by Elizabeth Converse, the journal’s managing editor.


Pause.


Could it be true? Was she actually real, and had she indeed written these songs—little earworms that sound like absolutely no one else—in virtual obscurity in the early 1950s, a time in American music often associated with the safe, inoffensive sounds of performers like Rosemary Clooney and Perry Como?


The more I listened to her music, the more my curiosity grew. I felt the need to know the rest of Converse’s story, the details that had driven her to make this particular music, at that particular time (if, indeed, she had). What had led to her tragic fate, to her simply vanishing (if that’s what actually happened to her). Who she was or, even, potentially, could still be.


And I found that my experience was not unique. From what I could see online, Converse had already begun to attract a cult of followers who were freaking out about her on social media and chat boards. Because so little about her was known, she seemed more myth than person, and as Greil Marcus wrote in Mystery Train, “History without myth is surely a wasteland; but myths are compelling only when they are at odds with history.”2 This certainly seemed to be the case with Converse, someone upon whom we could project our own personal narratives and agendas, and no one could argue. She’d already been taken up as a cause by outsiders of many stripes—each of whom claimed her as one of their own.


I fell prey to this same tendency, the Rorschach inkblots of her recordings revealing characteristics I felt I had in common with her, for better or worse: outsize artistic ambition; vulnerability that lay protected beneath a hard veneer of willful self-reliance; a love of language; a disdain for conformity; a refusal to compromise; a desire to be understood; insatiable longing. Without knowing anything about Connie Converse other than what I heard in her music, I began to care about her. Extravagantly.


Had Converse’s songs other than “Talkin’ Like You” been mediocre or worse, had that song been the only real keeper she’d written and recorded, her story still would have been a fascinating one in the annals of American music, albeit a minor one. A young woman writing and recording her own songs in the 1950s, a DIY singer-songwriter back before such terms existed, might have interested scholars and music historians in a footnote sort of way.


But what I heard as I played these recordings again and again was far greater than that. The visionary, forward-looking quality of what Converse had been up to seemed to suggest the need to update the narrative of mid-twentieth-century American song altogether.









CHAPTER 2


“One by One”


If Converse’s musical catalogue, taken as a whole, is like some metaphorical message in a bottle cast off from the shores of a dull, homogenous time of which she wanted no part (and that wanted no part of her), her song “One by One” may be its unifying message. The lyrics are direct enough:




We go walking in the dark


We go walking out at night


And it’s not as lovers go


Two by two,


To and fro,


But it’s one by one—


One by one,


In the dark.


We go walking out at night


As we wander through the grass


We can hear each other pass


But we’re far apart—


Far apart,


In the dark.


We go walking out at night,


With the grass so dark and tall


We are lost past recall


If the moon is down—


And the moon is down.


We are walking in the dark


If I had your hand in mine


I could shine


I could shine


Like the morning sun,


Like the sun.





Converse crystallizes in song the feeling of disconnectedness of midcentury urban America, a trend that has exponentially increased to this day as the dominance of smartphones and social media has made us seem more than ever a nation of zombies cut off from one another and from ourselves (though it’s also arguable that we’re more connected than ever, only in worse ways).


According to the How Sad, How Lovely liner notes, Converse had written and self-recorded her songs while living in New York City in the mid-1950s, at a time when new fissures in the bedrock of American culture and society were beginning to have devastating impacts, creating the anomie to which Converse was responding. Urban populations were exploding, middle-class families were moving to the suburbs, and children in smaller towns and rural areas were becoming the first generation in their families to go off to college. Communities were in flux. In places like Manhattan, it had become a commonplace experience for a single person to feel, and to be, alone amid millions of other human beings. Modernity, which was bringing about medical and scientific miracles at a rapid pace, also caused its share of collateral damage.


Converse was expressing in song what Edward Hopper and Mark Rothko were in painting,1 what Flannery O’Connor and Ralph Ellison were in fiction, what O’Neill and Wilder were in drama, what Bergman and De Sica were in film, and what Aaron Copland and Morton Feldman were in classical music. Unlike any of them, however, Converse was working in a vacuum. Her chosen medium of the pop song form was not one generally associated with existentialism. Few other known artists at that time were engaging in such weighty emotional investigations in popular music (let alone “folk music,” a term that, back then, would not have included composers of original music). The closest analogue for what Converse was doing, and how and when she was doing it, may have been Molly Drake, another woman working in complete obscurity whose own home recordings from that era would not be commercially released until a few years after Converse’s were.2


To our modern sensibility, themes of alienation and disconnection explored in song, with acoustic guitar accompaniment, are almost tropes. Not so in Converse’s day. From what I could tell, Converse—unknown and working in isolation—was trailblazing, boldly pioneering emotional territory untraversed by her more mainstream musical peers.3


What songs from that era, or before, inhabit the same psychological universe as Converse’s “One by One”? The only other examples come from what were then the fringes of popular recorded music. Converse, in this sense, might be said to have come from the same world that produced the early blues and hillbilly artists like Riley Puckett, Skip James, and Alberta Hunter, but her songs are far more urbane, more musically and lyrically sophisticated. Though these figures were mostly regional artists and not part of the general consciousness of the day, it is clear from Converse’s self-taught guitar playing, and from the melodic characteristics of her songs, that she had not only been exposed to that music but had also deeply immersed herself in it in a way that allowed her to mine its raw immediacy and put it to use. And she did so in a more inventive, forward-looking way than any of her peers.


What seemed to be evidence of Converse’s wide-ranging curiosity and an independent, investigative tendency was also part of her charm and her mystery. She had to have had access to hard-to-find recordings, recordings that would have existed well outside the realm of popular taste.


The halting, gravitational music against which Converse sets her quiet tale, combined with the sensitivity of her performance, engulfs the listener. It stops time. There is no rhythm to the song, no swing, no sway. This is not music to sing along to, or tap a foot to, or embellish. It sounds to me like the precise moment when things go wrong, the second before the impact of a terrible crash—like watching someone about to be electrocuted, or footage of the planes hitting the towers.


At its most basic, literal level, the “we” in “One by One” may have had as its basis some romantic interest of Converse’s, either real or longed for. But as I was just then hearing her music, just scratching against the veneer of her story, it was all “mays.”


For me, the lack of any specificity about her life did not diminish the song’s impact. Not at all. We’ve all known this yearning for another, this desolate, hand-wringing aloneness. And at its core, Converse’s vision has to be understood as one that gets at the root of the modern human condition. We all walk alone. We’re all in the dark, hearing one another pass by, unable to really know anyone else. There is sometimes no moon to light the way; there is sometimes no light at all. In Converse’s dystopian tale, we sense one another’s presence, we hear one another pass by, just as others sense and hear us, but we are alone, without hope, “past recall”—that is, unless we can somehow, in some way, manage to join our soul to another’s.4


Play the recording ten times. On the first listen, it is a stoic, personal confession. Somewhere around the fifth or sixth play, it becomes a diagnosis of a spiritual malaise—hers and ours. By the tenth listen, the song’s true nature becomes clear: It is an indictment. It is a lullaby to a disintegrating culture, a quiet surrender to the yawning, infinite void. The song is frightening, full of naked despair, a piece that has no parallel in any recording of the day that I am aware of and certainly in none of the music that was commercially popular at the time of its writing, in 1954 (a year that included hits like “Little Things Mean a Lot,” “Young at Heart,” and “This Ole House”).5 Converse’s rendering of “One by One” is one of intense vulnerability. It is a heartbreaking performance. It sounds as though she were singing to us—and by “us,” I mean you, or me, or anyone who happens to have found themselves alone with her and this recording. It sounds like she is in the room. It sounds like she is here.









CHAPTER 3


A Ghost


Who was this woman? Why had this music been ignored? What happened to her?


The liner notes to her album had it that Converse had been born in New England and had come to New York City after college. She lived there during her years of music making, producing her own recordings of her compositions—songs that drew from varied strains of older American music, but that did not belong exclusively to any of them and did not fit into current trends. Though she briefly flirted with mainstream exposure, she didn’t manage to break through, mostly (I presumed) because her music was neither fish nor fowl, and the music industry hadn’t known what to do with her. She tried her luck in New York for about a decade, before giving up in despair of ever finding a larger audience. She never married, never had kids, and was never known to have had a significant other of any kind. And then, in middle age, she disappeared.


Like the old Twilight Zone episode about the shut-in actress who watches the same film over and over again by herself until, finally, she steps into the picture and becomes part of its plot, I couldn’t stop listening to Connie Converse, couldn’t not identify with her story or the issues I guessed might be part of it. I knew the fickle nature of the music business and what it felt like to be both courted and then pushed away. Like most professional artists, I knew the indignities involved in trying to sell unguarded personal expression to a marketplace and the attendant embarrassment when met with rejection or apathy. I, too, was crossing into middle age, unmarried, childless, living alone in a small apartment in New York City. I had also recently begun to wonder whether radical change was a viable option. I had not, yet, disappeared.


As I now sat in that dark, cramped apartment with How Sad, How Lovely on repeat, a strange thing began to happen. By the album’s third track, “Roving Woman,” a generally witty, lighthearted tune, I became gripped by the kind of overwhelming discomposure that can arrive when we hear, for example, a beloved song from our childhood, or one that reminds us of our first love or of some other pivotal moment in our lives. Music can have this power, to transport us back in time, reminding us of what it was like to feel extraordinarily happy, or hopeful, or cared for, or free, a phenomenon that is sometimes accompanied in our minds by a cinematic series of scenes, memories, and faces, all now gone for good.


Yet Converse’s music was completely new to me. Why was it having this effect? Why did her songs, her words, the tone of her voice, leave me pacing the floor, wanting to know more about her, even—on more than one occasion—beset by episodes of unexplainable sobbing?


The confluence of hearing her songs, of reading about her tragic story, and of empathizing with her situation made for an emotional reckoning I hadn’t seen coming. In Connie Converse, I heard the sound of every artist who has ever been ignored or rejected because their work was too personal, too idiosyncratic, too unmarketable. I heard Buddy Bolden’s cornet, lost for all time but for a rumored Edison cylinder, the holy grail of jazz recordings. I heard arias from Scott Joplin’s lost opera, A Guest of Honor; the voices of the people in Mike Disfarmer’s photographs; and the unknown, other performances by Geeshie Wiley.1 I heard the now-forgotten spirit of Susan Glaspell; and the unfinished plays of Eugene O’Neill, torn up and burned at the end of his life; and Barbara Loden’s unmade adaptation of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper.” I heard the dark American soul of Albert Pinkham Ryder, and Thelonious Monk, and Charles Burchfield, and Son House, and Vivian Maier. I heard the entirety of America’s forgotten cultural history. In Connie Converse, I heard a woman reaching out across time and space to be understood, to locate her fellows—others who, perhaps like her, found mainstream American mores insulting and intolerable. And, like anyone who encounters these kinds of artistic expressions, who also knows what it feels to be apart, outside, alone, I heard myself—only better.


To say that I became obsessed would be imprecise. Obsession, I think, implies at least some degree of choice, and I didn’t feel that I had any of that. Connie Converse seized me, the way that some are seized by unresolved mysteries like the JFK assassination, or the lost colony of Roanoke, or the life of Kaspar Hauser.


Like author A. J. A. Symons, who discovered the work of the obscure writer Frederick Rolfe and made it his mission to reconstruct Rolfe’s life in The Quest for Corvo; like the pair of fans from South Africa whose mission to find Sixto Rodriguez became the basis for the documentary Searching for Sugar Man; like science writer Rebecca Skloot, who felt called to investigate the life and legacy of Henrietta Lacks—I experienced my life come to a screeching halt. Like those people, I felt my consciousness become infected by the energy of a flickery ghost, a figure about whom precious little was publicly known.


In short order, I stopped writing my own music and became devoted only to Connie Converse—to learning more about her; to piecing together her life; to spreading the gospel of her particular brand of genius everywhere and everyhow I could; to, eventually, inserting myself into the life she left behind to the point that—at times—I felt that I’d become part of the plot.


The first pressing of How Sad, How Lovely, released in 2009, included seventeen Converse originals, each track featuring only her winsome vocals and acoustic guitar. Those liner notes consisted of three short essays: a brief biographical sketch of Converse’s life and career; a remembrance by Converse’s younger brother, Phil; and a few words from animator and audio enthusiast Gene Deitch, who met Converse in the 1950s and made amateur recordings of her back then, many of which were included on the album.


I read and reread these accounts, hoping that somehow the repetition would unlock the details that were missing: She was born Elizabeth Eaton Converse in 1924, in Laconia, New Hampshire, and grew up in Concord. She was the second of three children. A brilliant student, she attended her mother’s and grandmother’s alma mater, Mount Holyoke College, on a scholarship, but dropped out. According to Phil, her whereabouts were “sparse” for the next five years, until she eventually materialized in New York City.


Her musical activities included composing not only for guitar but also piano. She attracted the attention of Deitch in 1954. He tried to promote the recordings he made of her with the help of a friend of his named Bill Bernal. The pair was unsuccessful in their efforts, and in 1961, “Connie tired of New York and left for Ann Arbor, where her brother was a professor at the University of Michigan.”


In Ann Arbor, Converse “implanted herself firmly in the academic community,” which “left little time for music.” The folk singer Susan Reed took an interest in Converse’s songs and performed them in New York, but outside “a handful of scores for commercials and some work on a short film,” Converse never came close to “the sort of widespread success she had hoped for her music.”


By the 1970s, Converse had become “increasingly despondent.” She requested a leave of absence from her job and took a six-month sabbatical in England, financed by “friends and colleagues.” And then, in 1974, she disappeared.


Her brother’s notes added some color: Converse’s skills were not limited to academics and music; she was also a talented cartoonist, painter, sculptor, and poet. After she began composing songs in New York, she mailed him a new recording “every month for several years.” Sometime around 1956, “she managed to wedge a piano into her tiny apartment” and composed a series of art songs “with a somewhat higher rate of music,” settings for poems by Housman, cummings, and others.


One song a month for several years added up to more than the seventeen included on the 2009 album. What about the rest of those songs? Where were they? Every track on How Sad, How Lovely was a winner—not a dud among them. If there was an equal or so number of songs left off this release, what did they sound like? What about these piano songs—what did her brother mean when he wrote that they possessed “a somewhat higher rate of music”?


The questions multiplied and spread in my mind like a virus. Why had she abandoned her college scholarship? What did it mean that her whereabouts had been “sparse” for five years? How was she supporting herself when she lived in New York City? Was she performing regularly? And if so, why wasn’t there any documentary evidence of it? If not, how had she found advocates for her music? Why had she “tired of New York” and given up on her music?


Deitch’s contribution to the Connie Converse story recounted how he came to know of her and record her music, via Bill Bernal, who “brought me his latest discovery . . . a prim-looking school teacher–ish young woman with the euphonious name” who sang songs “the likes of which none of us had ever heard before.” Deitch describes Converse as “emotionally repressed, whose every personal song seemed to be telling one or another aspect of her own inner life, which immediately struck me as one of mystery and magic.”


Over the ensuing decades, Deitch continued to play his Converse recordings for anyone who would listen, until the “chance came when I was invited to play my favorite records on David Garland’s WNYC Spinning on Air radio show. By the merest chance, an ‘angel’ [Dan Dzula, the album’s producer] happened to hear the show,” which resulted in this album, the long-delayed commercial debut of Converse’s music.


All this seemed like a collection of pieces from a puzzle for which no representation of the whole existed, no picture on the front of the box as a guide, just “A Thousand Shapes and Shades”—the name, as I would later learn, of a Converse song of which no recording seems to exist.


Clearly, Converse had deserved better in her own time. The music she made in New York City in the 1950s should not have been ignored.


But she also deserved better now. Her newly discovered music revealed a tear in the fabric of our cultural history, one that required mending. Someone needed to call attention to the terrible injustice that this person had suffered.


This something-more-than-obsession with Connie Converse, this tractor beam I’d been caught in from the moment I first heard “Talkin’ Like You,” now began to expand. A door seemed to swing open before me, revealing an illuminated path forward and marching orders that rang in my head like a gong.


My mission couldn’t have been more clear: to help lift Connie Converse up, to help shine a light on her legacy, to help tell her story. But even more: to help right a wrong. To help bring her back.









CHAPTER 4


Phil


Philip Converse wasn’t just anybody. He was a renowned political scientist and an honored professor emeritus at the University of Michigan (where he’d served as a leader at both the Survey Research Center and the Institute for Social Research). He’d been awarded the Guggenheim, Russell Sage, and Fulbright fellowships, and had authored important books and papers, his work generally as well regarded and celebrated within his own sphere as his sister’s had been ignored and obscure in hers.


Philip Converse would have an outsize role in her story and in what I came to know. His @umich.edu email address was easy enough to find, and I took a shot.


He replied within an hour. Yes, he was Connie Converse’s brother; yes, he was happy to talk to me. How could he be of service?


Her brother! I begged the man’s pardon for approaching him out of the blue and explained that I was contacting him with the hope of gaining wider exposure for his sister’s extraordinary music. I didn’t tell him that I had no real idea yet for what that might look like. I didn’t tell him that I was proceeding on pure instinct. All that I could genuinely say about myself at that time was that I was a professional songwriter and performer and that I had taken a keen interest in his sister’s work.


This, apparently, was enough. He told me that I should call him Phil and that he’d help in any way he could. “I have a question of you,” he wrote to me. “Have you seen the 22-pager with a gaudy yellow cover labelled ‘Connie’s Guitar Songs’?? I put that together about the time I retired and was looking for some way to save Connie’s legacy from final disappearance. If that’s not familiar, give me a PO address and I will send you a copy.”1


Thus began a correspondence, and a friendship, that lasted until Phil’s death three and a half years later. I wasn’t sure yet where any of this would lead. I didn’t know that I was already stuck fast in the quicksand of Connie Converse Land, nor that my focus on her would come to define much of my life over the next decade and beyond. I didn’t know that Phil would reveal things to me about his sister that I would struggle with, that were uncomfortable to hear about, and that continue to perplex me. I didn’t know that I would be hit by tidal waves of mystery, delight, sadness, and intrigue over this time, nor that I would continue to be carried away by my self-assigned task with a certain terrible and irresistible force.


Phil told me that everything his sister had intentionally left behind was contained in an old five-drawer filing cabinet he kept stored in the garage of his house in Ann Arbor—something he hadn’t been able to bring himself to open until after his retirement in the early 1990s. When that time came, he knew that his first and most important task was to find out what sort of shape her old tape reels were in and to have them digitized.


Relieved that they were not only still intact, but eminently playable, he had the most significant one—an “omnibus” collection of most of her songs she’d recorded herself in 1956—transferred to CD and then duplicated many times over, for anyone who’d ever expressed an interest in hearing her music.


Well before he was called upon to contribute his thoughts and memories to How Sad, How Lovely, Phil wrote and self-published another, more extensive set of liner notes to accompany this recording compilation and to memorialize his sister, assembling lyrics to all her songs; his own notes on the recordings, their history and provenance; a lengthy biographical sketch about her abbreviated life; and several 1950s-era photographs of her, including some I’d seen online. He called his book-and-record project “Connie’s Guitar Songs”: a spiral-bound folio produced and replicated at a local office supply store, bundled with an accompanying CD-R. This was what arrived in my mailbox a few days after I contacted Phil Converse.


Again, I had the sense of being in a waking dream. First, there was Converse herself, and her music, and her story—all of which I’d resisted believing. Now I’d been led to a surviving brother, who was not only open to talking to me but who’d already produced a homemade history of her and her songs. How many siblings would do such a thing? My own brother, three years younger than I, has always been an ardent fan of my music—maybe more dedicated than anyone. But it was hard for me to imagine even him engaging in the level of commitment it took for Phil Converse to produce and distribute “Connie’s Guitar Songs.”


I devoured its contents. The CD contained almost twice as many songs as the ones included on How Sad, How Lovely. But these were not B sides. The quality and richness of each song were on par with the ones that had already tattooed themselves on my consciousness. The final track on Phil’s CD featured his sister performing a dirgelike, almost abrasive-sounding song called “Vanity of Vanities,” featuring her playing piano, not guitar. On the recording, Converse sings at the bottom of her register about amnesia, salvation, and alchemy as she plunks out thorny chords on what sounds like an old upright in a haunted house. It scared the daylights out of me.


In his booklet, Phil wrote that while actively composing music in New York City in the 1950s, his sister invested in a Crestwood 404 reel-to-reel tape recorder, set it up in her tiny Greenwich Village apartment, and recorded herself singing and playing her songs there as she completed them.


Documenting ourselves has now become such a part of our everyday lives that it’s easy to forget how relatively recent a phenomenon it actually is. Go back just a few decades, and we’re in the world of cassette recorders, four-track devices, and camcorders. And a decade or two before that, home recording was unusual, and unusually difficult. The machine that Converse was using to make demos in the early fifties had been commercially available only since 1951, which means she was employing cutting-edge technology. It was a cumbersome, pricey device—and evidence not only that she was serious about music, but that her spearheading ways were not limited to songwriting. Some thirty years before Daniel Johnston made outsider home recordings a thing, Connie Converse had been there and done that.


There were additional tidbits. Their father had been a minister and was, for decades, head of the local temperance society. Their mother had been an accomplished pianist. Only religious and classical music were allowed in the house when they were growing up. Dancing, alcohol, and card playing were forbidden.


Phil described his sister as “a genius and a polymath,” and he extolled her many precocious talents in his booklet in even greater detail here: her various artistic pursuits, the endlessly inventive original games she devised for them to play. As a child, she’d studied violin, but she “did not like the instrument and didn’t practice. Later she picked up the piano and guitar largely on her own . . .”


He remembered his sister explaining to him that “the vast majority of Tin Pan Alley songs were pretty much like doggerel, musically as well as in their lyrics.”


She was valedictorian of her high school class and awarded so many honors at the school’s graduation ceremony that her name became a punch line that day, eliciting more jeers and groans with each mention, and embarrassing her parents.


Throughout his notes, Phil mentions their other, older sibling only in passing, briefly and never by name. I wouldn’t learn about Paul Converse, or his complicated role in the family’s dynamic, until later.


“Sis did not miss the Big Time by a whole lot,” Phil wrote, noting that she once appeared as a performer on CBS’s The Morning Show, hosted by Walter Cronkite, exposure that was almost the lucky break she needed. Almost.


Converse’s period of focused songwriting activity seemed to comprise a relatively short portion of her life. And though her life on either side of those years is filled, as I would come to learn, with other fascinating endeavors, encounters, achievements, and explorations, it was during that time, while living in New York City, that Elizabeth Eaton Converse transformed and briefly embodied the mysterious, beguiling character called Connie Converse—the one who should have been famous but wasn’t.


Yet there had to be so much more to this woman—to her life, to her world, to her ambitions, and to the rest of her story—than Phil’s adoring sketch provided. I knew this because of the richly layered brilliance I heard in her songs and because of the details Phil hinted at in the ultimately unsatisfying booklet I now held in my hands, concluding as they did with this provocative paragraph:




Sis composed because she had to for personal delight and expression. But in the long run her failure to attract large-scale attention left her depressed and defeated. She moved to Ann Arbor after she tired of New York, and for some years earned her keep as Editor of the Journal for [sic] Conflict Resolution . . . this period lasted about a decade, in which she did various kinds of writing, but no significant further musical composition. In the summer of 1974, discouraged on a number of new fronts . . . she wrote fond letters to [my wife] Jean and me, as well as to numerous other Ann Arbor friends, saying she wanted to take one more shot at making a new life for herself somewhere else, although she was not optimistic about the likelihood. Then before the parting letters were delivered to reveal her secret plans, she packed her possessions in her Volkswagen Beetle, drove out of town and has not been heard from since.












CHAPTER 5


Pen Pals


In “Connie’s Guitar Songs,” Phil wrote that his sister’s decision to leave Mount Holyoke “shocked her new campus world” and was “a momentous kicking over of the traces, in many senses of the word. Our parents were devastated.” But when I asked him to elaborate on the factors that led her to make such an unexpected move, he only reiterated what he’d written in his booklet: that he “vaguely knew that if Sis had decided it, it must have been the right thing to do.” Despite laying claim to being her closest lifelong friend, Phil told me that the two of them had never discussed this issue in any detail. This seemed peculiar, but I was still getting to know this man and didn’t press.


Instead, I peppered him with a gentle volley of simple, other questions. To his credit, Phil proved a dedicated, even eager correspondent, seemingly ready to reply to as many emails as I saw fit to write. At first, I tried to hew to topics that didn’t seem too personal.


Converse’s music was never commercially released during her years of activity, for instance, and she is not known to have ever made a single formal concert appearance, yet there she was, in photographs Phil had reproduced, appearing on television with Walter Cronkite, singing her songs. How had this come about?


Phil told me that he had no idea. He had not seen the appearance and didn’t know much about it.


Having already scoured the internet and contacted both CBS Archives and the Paley Center for Media, I knew there appeared to be no surviving footage of Converse’s performance on the Cronkite show. The only evidence of it seemed to be those few stills shown in Phil’s booklet. Phil thought he remembered hearing that someone had taken photographs of the television as the program originally aired. This, too, seemed a bit strange. Who was that someone? How had they managed to successfully photograph a fuzzy 1954 television broadcast, using a camera from that era, a feat that would have required skilled knowledge of how to focus properly and set the correct shutter speed? Phil knew nothing about it.


I was encouraged by his willingness to at least entertain questions, and my email exchanges with Phil in that spring of 2011 grew in length, frequency, and intimacy. It wasn’t long before we were corresponding almost every day. And as we did, our rapport deepened.


I began to probe Phil’s memory for more details. What about his sister’s romantic life? Phil confirmed that he never knew her to have one, that she never married, had a significant other, or even dated, as far as he was aware. Never? Never.


Had they ever discussed her feelings about this? No. Did she ever talk with him about her lack of a love life in any way? No. I don’t know exactly when I became conscious that I was in fact in the early stages of doing research for a book about her, but it became clear soon enough, and Phil was immensely pleased by the prospect.


He began including details about himself in his replies, too—information about the books he’d written, the work he and his wife had spent their careers engaged in, the challenges of aging. We found common ground over a shared interest in literature and drama. As a means of better establishing my bona fides as a writer and researcher, I told him about my work as a research assistant for former New York Times managing editor Arthur Gelb, both on his memoirs and with him and his wife, Barbara, on their ongoing Eugene O’Neill biographical work. Phil revealed that he, too, loved O’Neill and that his sister, Connie, had as well. Once upon a time, he even considered pursuing a career in the theater, as an actor.


And after a while, I started to feel comfortable enough to broach the subject of his sister’s disappearance. Because it was still 2011, there remained the tantalizing possibility that an eighty-six-year-old Connie Converse could be very much alive, somewhere. Given the rough physical, financial, and spiritual shape Phil said she’d been in when she vanished, the chances seemed slim, but biologically, it was eminently possible—an idea that gave my research added urgency. Perhaps if her life and music gained enough notoriety, I thought, word would reach her, somehow. Maybe she would end her reclusive self-imposed exile and emerge from her mountain shack, or from some remote Mexican villa, or from her cottage in the English countryside—wherever it was she’d been hiding away all these years—and the world’s long-withheld love and attention could be bestowed upon her at last.


These scenarios began regularly populating my dreams, as did even less likely ones: She’d been taken in by a religious cult; a neighbor had been hiding her away in plain sight all these years, mere blocks from where she was last seen; Phil knew exactly where she was, but had been sworn to secrecy.


But then, there was also the very basic, practical issue of someone disappearing, an extraordinary event, the kind of thing that is typically the province of tabloid journalism and true crime TV. Surely, Phil had to have more to say than “she drove away one day and hasn’t been heard from since.”


It’s an odd thing, dealing with someone whose family member has vanished. Where were the boundaries of good taste in this context? I wondered. Still, I had to ask. “The most painful parts of this happened almost 40 years ago,” Phil had written in his first email to me, “so we as a family are long past the main grieving. So this is not real ‘touchy’ any more.”


When I brought the subject up again, he now wrote: “There is much that we know we don’t know,” doing his best Donald Rumsfeld. “I think I have finally sorted out why she took the final steps when she did, although this was utterly opaque to us at the time it happened.”









INTERLUDE


Genres


As Converse’s songs played in my head on repeat, I could think of little else. A section of each of my own concerts I was giving at the time, as I continued to keep up my music career, was devoted to her—to playing her music and narrating the details of her life as I then understood them. I talked about being in touch with Phil and also made attempts to explain to audiences what encountering Converse’s music had done to me—why I’d gotten stuck emotionally, intellectually, and artistically; why, when listening to her songs for the first time, I couldn’t even understand what I was hearing, as though I were an astronomer and had been made aware of a previously unknown planet in our solar system that had been hiding behind the others all along.


But just as important, I tried to convey that in order to appreciate Converse’s cultural significance—not only why the discovery of her music short-circuited my consciousness, but also why hers is such an important cautionary tale about our cultural habits and attitudes, about what we choose to celebrate and what ends up being ignored—it is crucial to meditate on the now-fading but once-omnipresent notion of “genre” in American popular music.


New acquaintances will sometimes ask about our favorite kind of music. Whenever I’m introduced to a stranger, the most common question I’m asked when they find out that I write and perform music professionally is: What kind of music do you play? But we don’t realize, when we ask these questions about “kinds” of music, that we are participating in a century-old, outdated marketing system that was designed to make us bad, lazy listeners.


By “what kind,” we mean: What style? What genre? Rock? Jazz? Blues? Country? A hundred years ago, such genres really did not exist, neither to describe recordings nor even in everyday conversation. Music was either formal (what we now call “classical”) musical literature that had been composed for musicians and ensembles to re-create and interpret; or else it was informal, or “popular,” vernacular music typically made by untrained players. Popular music would have included everything from sentimental parlor songs to religious hymns to songs that were sung while working, farming, praying, or when traveling by land or sea. The latter were often handed down orally within their respective communities, or passed on by itinerant musicians. Formal music relied upon the written instructions of a composer, but informal music could include extremes of variation and improvisation. The latter was what might be heard at a party, or at a dance, or on someone’s front porch on a Saturday afternoon. (There were outliers, too—nineteenth-century composer/performers like Paganini and Gottschalk frequently incorporated extensive improvisation into their performances, but they were exceptions and not the rule.)


Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, parlor songs, sentimental ballads, and minstrel ditties began to be popularized through the publication and sale of sheet music. These could be played by amateurs at home, and they included not only the Stephen Foster songs that so many children in the United States still learn (“Camptown Races,” “Oh! Susanna”), but eventually the compositions of Scott Joplin (whose “Maple Leaf Rag” in 1899 is often apocryphally cited as the first song to sell a million copies).


But it wasn’t until the recording industry began to boom in the 1920s that record companies started to see the benefit of distinguishing their product with more marketable language for consumers. Rather than advertising their entire inventory of popular artists by last name or ensemble or composer, record manufacturers and the stores that sold their products began coining categories within which they could group them. For the first time, genres like “hillbilly,” “race,” “jazz,” and “blues” were introduced to the marketplace.


The first “country” music record to sell one million copies (eventually selling more than seven times that number) was released by the Victor Talking Machine Company in 1924, the year that Converse was born. It featured Vernon Dalhart, a singer of light opera and classical song.1 On side A was his rendition of Grayson and Whitter’s “Wreck of the Old ’97,” about an infamous 1903 train derailment in Virginia. Side B was Dalhart’s take on “The Prisoner’s Song,” a traditional ballad of unknown origin.


Because of her parents’ rules about the sort of music allowed in their house, Converse would not have heard this record as a child. But it was popular with a wide swath of American consumers, and made so much money for Victor, that the company enlisted talent scout Ralph Peer to go find more “rural” music. In 1927, Peer famously set up shop in an office in Bristol, Tennessee, sending out word far and wide that he was auditioning singers and musicians to make records. A yodeling brakeman named Jimmie Rodgers heeded the call, as did the Southern Virginia siblings Maybelle, Sara, and A. P. Carter, who would record their versions of old mountain folk songs under the name “the Carter Family.” Rodgers and the Carters would go on to sell millions of records themselves and become country music royalty.


It’s impossible to imagine the history of American music without the recordings of these four individuals, and their influence on Converse’s musical sensibilities is hard to miss. Listen to Jimmie Rodgers singing “Treasures Untold” or “Old Love Letters.” Listen to the Carters’ recordings of “My Little Home in Tennessee” or “Bury Me Under the Weeping Willow.” At some point, somehow, this New Hampshire girl from a strict Baptist family was exposed to what is now thought of as early country music.


But what makes some American roots music “country” as opposed to “blues” or “gospel” or “folk”? Rodgers and the Carters (along with many of their white contemporaries) recorded songs that, had the artists been Black, would have been labeled “blues” or “race” music. Both acts similarly recorded “gospel” and “spiritual” numbers that were also called “country” (or, sometimes, “hillbilly”), primarily because the performers were white southerners.2 Early blues artists like the Mississippi Sheiks or Mississippi John Hurt recorded some of the same songs that Rodgers and the Carters did, often in a similar (what might be called a “country”) musical manner, with nary a hint of blues hallmarks like twangy-sounding flat seventh notes (also known as “blue notes”), but these recordings were never marketed as country music. Judging by her guitar playing and early compositional style, Converse must also have heard a good deal of this music.


Jimmie Rodgers even recorded a track with Louis Armstrong, today universally known as one of the early fathers of jazz. What makes “Blue Yodel Number 9,” the Rodgers-penned blues they recorded together, a “country” song and not a “blues” or “jazz” number? Had Rodgers instead appeared on Armstrong’s label, would the record have been issued as a “jazz” (or “race,” or “blues”) record? Who decides whether a song belongs in one genre and not another, and why?


Answer: the recording industry. The industry codified and promoted the musical genre system to make it easier to sell records. Grouping artists into oversimplified categories that customers could easily understand turned them into flavors and brands, flattening and sterilizing much of the previously bold, idiosyncratic music that was made and recorded in the United States, especially in the mid- and latter half of the twentieth century. This kind of lowest-common-denominator approach to classifying music is as responsible as any of the other factors (like trends and gender) for barring the way for an uncategorizable artist like Connie Converse.


Soon enough, each of these manufactured styles began to possess its own set of unwritten rules, its dos and don’ts. What’s astounding is that so many artists were (and even now, remain) willing to play along.3 Consciously or not, musicians subscribed to the hallmarks of the styles they had been boxed into by the music industry, ensuring that they would be boxed in even further.


Country musicians were mostly white people with guitars who wore cowboy hats and boots and sang about heartbreak, money woes, and alcohol. Black musicians who sang about the same things that country singers sang about wore different kinds of costumes, and their music was called the blues. Before too long, blues got locked into the now-standard three-chord, twelve-bar AAB progression made famous by the likes of Robert Johnson and Muddy Waters and other early progenitors of the form, making its musical palette even more restricted than country. Both country and blues artists could feature instrumental improvisation in their recordings, but their music still wasn’t considered jazz.


“Jazz” was a name used to designate the primarily instrumental dance music of the 1920s and ’30s, but the term would subsequently come to be a catchall for the intellectual, exclusive music that still has as its figureheads today the moody, sharp-dressed bandleader/composers of the 1950s and ’60s like Miles Davis and John Coltrane (both of whom composed and performed any number of blues compositions). The blues artist Clarence “Gatemouth” Brown and the country bandleader Bob Wills both fronted bands that played what could be considered jazz, though—perhaps because they both wore cowboy hats and played fiddle—almost no one called it that, then or now.


The song “Hesitation Blues” is a good example of why the definitions of genre in American music are mostly arbitrary. It’s a song with no real known origin—what’s known as a “traditional”—and one that Converse herself probably heard in one or more of its various iterations by the time she was living and writing in New York City. The lyrics are a series of interchangeable verses that have been given innumerable tweaks on scores of different recordings.




Hello, Central, what’s the matter with this line?


I’ve got to talk to that high brown of mine


Tell me how long will I have to wait?


Please give me 298, why do you hesitate?





W. C. Handy’s arrangement of the song (called “Hesitating Blues”) is probably the standard-bearer; a classic rendition of it is featured on Louis Armstrong Plays W. C. Handy, a recording released in 1954, the same year Converse appeared on television. Armstrong and his band give the 1915 Handy arrangement a full traditional New Orleans greasing, setting it against a lazy, swaggering tempo, with a polyphony of horns (led by Armstrong’s clarion trumpet). The sweet sound of a clarinet wafting high above the ensemble carries the tune. This style was the regional one Armstrong had come up in during his youth in the Crescent City, and it was enjoying a revival at the time of the album’s release, sometimes in a watered-down, sanitized version that was being marketed as “Dixieland” (an idiom that counted among its fans, at the time, none other than Gene Deitch, the man who “discovered” Converse that same year).


But what genre is this recording? The cover art bears the proclamation that the album is the music of “ ‘The Father of the Blues’ interpreted by the master of jazz trumpet and jazz singing.” Blues? What does a track like this have to do with the rough, hair-raising music of Bukka White, Charley Patton, or Blind Willie Johnson—other than the fact that all these men were Black and southern? Jazz trumpet, jazz singing? Does Armstrong’s playing have any significant relationship to the hyperkinetic, experimental harmonic explorations of Clifford Brown or Dizzy Gillespie? And what makes what Armstrong is doing here “jazz singing”? Is it that much different from gospel blues legend Rev. Gary Davis’s recording of “Hesitation Blues”?


Davis’s take on the same song is more intimate, earthier, arguably unique. Jelly Roll Morton’s is a time machine that transports the listener back to the era of whorehouse piano “professors” in New Orleans and to the moment when ragtime began to transform into jazz (or “jass”). Bluegrass legend Doc Watson, taking his cue from Uncle Dave Macon’s 1924 version (entitled “Hillbilly Blues”), makes the song an Appalachian front porch flatpicking workout. The song has also been recorded by Janis Joplin (rock), Steely Dan (fusion), Jerry Garcia (jam band), Willie Nelson (country), and Old Crow Medicine Show (Americana).


What classifies these disparate versions of the song “Hesitation Blues” as being part of entirely different genres? The song has the same number of measures, the same melody, and, for the most part, the same harmony (allowing for the difference in the verses heard on the Davis and Watson versions, which are themselves more or less alike). In each version, there is musical improvisation, so there’s no help there.


So maybe it’s the instruments heard on the recordings that push the songs toward classifications like jazz, or country, or blues, or rock. Does the fact that we hear the blare of Armstrong’s horn make this a jazz recording? Is it Doc Watson’s dexterous acoustic guitar playing that identifies his recording of the song as “bluegrass”? Is this what our fidelity to our preferred genres is all about? Does it all come down to the types of instruments on which we prefer to hear our music played?


That doesn’t seem right. There’s something else going on, something in the delivery, or something about the culture from which these styles sprang, that has won our allegiance. When people say they hate country music, for example, they’re not saying they hate guitars and fiddles. They may well like guitars and fiddles when they’re played by people of other races, at other tempos, from other places. Are they perhaps saying (consciously or not) that they hate where this music has traditionally come from—white, rural, conservative America?4


If we profess to love “rock ’n’ roll,” maybe what we’re really saying is that we identify with a spirit of rebellion, with giving the finger to authority. And perhaps the same can be said for the types of cultures surrounding hip-hop, techno, reggae, and folk. When we talk about these genres, and whether we like them, it seems possible that what we’re really talking about is whether we’re comfortable attaching our identities to the stereotypes we associate with them.5


As a working bandleader in New York City, I have performed in “genre” contexts throughout my career, making only the smallest requisite adjustments to ensure that the ensemble I’m leading on any given evening can be programmed in a jazz club, a country honky-tonk, a rock venue, or a blues joint. It’s why canny professional musicians in any big American metropolis are able to eke out a living. One night, the band is attired in suits and ties, swinging the tunes for wealthy patrons. The next night, you’re in flannel plaid shirts and jeans, playing the same songs in 2/4 cut time in a beer-soaked room with a floor covered by peanut shells. Same band, same instruments, same set list—the only things that change are the context and the presentation. In America, working, everyday musicians know how to play blues, country, jazz, rock, and so on because it’s really all the same music.6


So, what in the world is folk music? Armstrong is often credited with offering the famous quip, “All music is folk music. I ain’t never heard no horse sing a song.”7 Yet, today, “folk” is generally thought of as quiet acoustic music written and performed by sensitive, primarily white, primarily lyric-focused types accompanying themselves with acoustic instruments—one reason some immediately assume that’s how Converse’s music should be categorized. But as it was understood and used as a term when she was getting started, “folk music” meant traditional songs featuring words with no known author and melodies with no known composer. Every nation has its own “folk” music. In the first half of the twentieth century, many of America’s folk songs were collected by the likes of musicologists Carl Sandburg, John and Alan Lomax, and Pete Seeger—songs we all know, like “Down by the Riverside,” “Turkey in the Straw,” and “Li’l Liza Jane.”


Until Bob Dylan came along, nobody wrote folk music. Musicologist Dick Weissman related a story to me about the late John Cohen of the New Lost City Ramblers, a group that earnestly offered faithful renditions of early rural American music, even going so far as to dress the part. Cohen, during the pre-Dylan era, once told Weissman, “You have no right to write songs!”


What Cohen meant was that traditional songs, and traditional-sounding songs, could be written only by people who grew up in the cultures from which they sprang. As far as Cohen and most of his folk-loving contemporaries were concerned, folk was, by its very definition, music created by and belonging to “the folk.” There was an authenticity issue embedded in its definition, almost as if to say, “If you’ve been to college, you don’t get to write folk songs.”


Folk song collector, recording artist, and educator Ellen Stekert reinforced this idea: “John Jacob Niles, well before Dylan, was roundly criticized by the folkies for having written ‘I Wonder as I Wander’ and other songs or tunes he made up. It was better to the folkies in those days to have discovered the gem than to have written it. Today, if you sing folk songs, it is only a short time until someone asks you to sing something you wrote.”


She continued: “In the fifties and early sixties, one could write political songs, but there could be no ‘I’ in them, unless the ‘I’ was a farmer, or a coal miner, or a sailor. Any song you wrote with the singer as an ‘I’ was thought to be an attempt to be a ‘popularizer,’ prizing the individual over the community. Popularizers were not ‘authentic’; they were not ‘ethnic.’ However, ‘ethnic’ in those days meant white ethnic, generally.8 Even Joan Baez never sang songs from her own ethnic background.”9


The singer Ethel Raim, who was performing professionally by 1952, told me that when she started out, there was no significant trend toward songwriting in the folk world. The powerhouse singer and guitarist Odetta was on the scene the following year, but the songs she was delivering were spirituals and work songs.10


Songwriters like Earl Robinson and Lee Hays were writing and performing original “folk”-flavored popular songs like “Joe Hill,” “If I Had a Hammer,” and “The House I Live In” as early as the late 1930s and ’40s, and Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger were repurposing old songs (taking traditional melodies and slapping new lyrics on top of them to make them more topical) and recording them. But it took Dylan to stretch this practice to the breaking point in the early sixties, forcing new definitions of what folk was and wasn’t. Songs like “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,” “One Too Many Mornings,” and “It Ain’t Me Babe” sure sounded like folk songs—they referenced the forms, structures, and even melodies of old folk songs—but Dylan’s lyrics did more than just update those elements for the current moment; he mined their narrative and harmonic vocabularies, but then created something self-consciously new by inserting himself, the singer, into them.


Dylan was initially called a “folk singer”—this, despite the fact that his first album contains mostly traditional blues and country music. But Dylan was white, so it was hard to package him as a blues singer, and (despite his attempts to obfuscate his background) he was a middle-class Jewish kid from Minnesota, so he couldn’t really be a country singer, either. His branding by the recording industry as a folk singer was a marketing decision, the campaign chosen to move his product along.


Within just a couple of years, wary of what he considered a stylistic straitjacket, and after he’d started composing more personal, introspective, and literary-leaning songs, Dylan famously began quarreling with journalists who called him a folk singer. At some point, the term singer-songwriter was coined. And if you asked a hundred random people today to tell you the difference between a folk singer and a singer-songwriter, my guess is that you’d be hard-pressed to get a single satisfying answer.


If, strictly speaking, a singer-songwriter is someone who sings songs that they themselves have written, this seems like a woefully inadequate term. What makes Jimmie Rodgers a country artist and not a singer-songwriter? Was Jelly Roll Morton a singer-songwriter? Was James Brown? What about Katy Perry? Is she a singer-songwriter? Is Beyoncé? Is Thom Yorke? Why isn’t Lil Nas X a singer-songwriter?11 These and countless other artists all sing (or sang) songs that they wrote.


But when we talk about singer-songwriters, there’s a kind of unspoken understanding that this “genre” of music tends to imply introspective lyrics. If a genre had to be coined for this style of music, might not “sensitive” or even “autobiographical” be better and more accurate than “singer-songwriter”?


Since the 2009 release of her 1950s recordings, some have called Connie Converse “the first singer-songwriter.” I think what is being referred to when this title is assigned to her has to do with the way she performed her songs. We feel taken into her most intimate confidence, a quality we generally think of as belonging to a later crop of popular artists, starting with Dylan.


Traditional American folk singers never strived to make the listener think the song was an expression of their, the singers’, innermost feelings. These performers were mostly stoic as they sang, and used few dynamics or gestures, almost as though delivering a message from an oracle. But while Converse used elements of that style, she expressed her own emotions in both lyrics and performance.


So, was Connie Converse the first singer-songwriter? Literally speaking, no. Human beings have been making up songs and singing them since human beings have been having feelings and singing. But was she imbuing her performances of her own poetic songs with a vulnerability that was unique for its time, in a way that would become commonplace within a couple of decades (and would come to be branded as “singer-songwriter” music)? Absolutely.


It’s one of the reasons why even a casual exposure to Converse’s recordings engenders a visceral curiosity about her. And it’s also why her music failed to succeed in its day. There was no preexisting context for what she was doing, nowhere for her to find a snug fit. Her music was not folk, not pop, not blues, not country. It employed elements of all those forms, but in a way that hadn’t been popularized yet.


This is the sad reality when businesspeople are tasked with the power to “break” a new artist, and one of the greatest obstacles that professional artists faced in the second half of the twentieth century.12 The more original the art, and the less it sounded or looked like something already familiar, the greater the odds were that it would be passed over by the gatekeepers to success. And though today’s technology has democratized this process to great extent, making it easier for artists to bypass the system altogether, the confining, outdated notions of genre have persisted.


If it’s true that this paradigm is now undergoing a massive shift, so much the better.13 As Kelefa Sanneh wrote in 2021, “Maybe, from now on, most musical consumers will be omnivores, to whom the notion of loyalty to a genre seems as foreign as the notion of ‘owning’ an album.”14


Unfortunately for her (and for us), Converse was making music when loyalty to genres was practiced by listeners, by record labels and producers, and by musicians themselves.


What kind of music did she make? is a question I’ve been asked countless times during my research and writing about Converse. It is exactly the prevalence of this question, and the ignorance that underlies its premise, that doomed her to failure in her time.









CHAPTER 6


The Filing Cabinet


Phil continued to be encouraging. Because I’d taken up the book idea in earnest, he suggested that I really ought to think about paying him a visit “to go over the rather substantial materials here [in Ann Arbor] that bear on her states of mind in the final few years. I know that evidence well, and have in recent years put together what I think is the most likely understanding of the three or so MAIN pressures on her that led to her final decision. If you came out here I would lay all this out for you.”


Yet, there was a caveat. “Suppose,” he wrote, “some other totally different set of hypotheses had caught your eye, that you wanted to highlight as much more deserving of reader attention. How would this make Phil feel . . . ?”


It was more than odd that he was now referring to himself in the third person.


“Hopefully you would understand that I would be unhappy in the extreme if you did not vibrate in some fair degree to something like my 3-item solution.”


I began looking into flights to Michigan.


Phil and his wife, Jean, lived in a modest suburban development home in Ann Arbor, not far from the University of Michigan. He was waiting at his front door when I arrived, and greeted me warmly.


There it was—the same sharp nose, the same jutting chin and high forehead that I’d been staring at for months in the few available photographs of his sister. As I shook his hand, it was, more than anything, overwhelming to think, again, This is Connie Converse’s brother. They grew up together, had the same parents, went to the same New Hampshire public schools, shared the same DNA.


Along with Jean, we spent a little time making polite conversation over the little spread of cheese and crackers they’d laid out. Andrea Kannes, an NYU graduate student, was also there to work on a Connie Converse documentary with a local helper. We sat discussing our goals for what we each hoped to accomplish over the long weekend. But it was late in the day, and Phil knew full well that my time there was limited, so he quickly suggested that I follow him out to the garage. “I’ll just show you where you’ll find all of Connie’s stuff, and you can have at it while we get out of your way!”


Andrea had already seen these things, so I followed Phil out through a side door, alone. He flipped on a light, and there, up against the wall directly to our right, was Connie Converse’s five-drawer metal filing cabinet. It was old and dark, clunky and formidable in a 1950s industrial sort of way. Had the moment of discovery been illustrated in a comic book, R. Crumb style, the cabinet would have been emanating undulating squiggly bands of energy like the Holy Grail or the Ark of the Covenant. This, I knew, was everything she’d left behind, everything that was left of her. It was metal, it was creaky, its entire contents had her fingerprints all over it.


“You’ll find everything in there, just as she left it,” Phil said, pulling out one of the long sliding drawers to reveal its rows of carefully labeled folders.


As I began to thumb through, immediately aware of the breadth and depth of what had been there for decades, my heart began to race. Typically, what constitutes a person’s personal effects is a collection of random bric-a-brac, items haphazardly tossed into boxes and bins before being consigned to a musty attic or garage, their significance lost to all but immediate family and friends: a favorite hat, a stack of photos, an old yearbook, a meaningful letter or two, an address book, maybe a wallet, or some jewelry. In the rare case of someone like Henry Darger—another outsider artist who created in virtual obscurity during his life—what’s left behind can be a messy, chaotic legacy of work carelessly scattered about for others to sift through and try to understand.


This was not that. This was an art installation, an immaculate archaeological find. My mouth agape, I saw revealed a self-contained universe, the not-unproud distillation of one person’s life of ideas, accomplishments, and unbridled creativity, all carefully curated and preserved.


There wasn’t just a handful of letters here; there were hundreds of them, most written by Converse and organized by recipient. They were typed and inky, their pages dented by the heavy keys of a manual typewriter and clearly carbon copies she’d made for her own purposes, most single-spaced and running to several pages long.


Her 1950s-era recordings of her songs that Phil had digitized were there, but so were boxes containing other old tape reels: oral histories given by members of her family; radio broadcasts of classical concerts she’d recorded; an instructional piano tape she’d made for Phil to demonstrate a piece she’d written for him; a group of singers rehearsing her unproduced original opera(!). There was a handmade folio entitled “Musicks,” which contained her typewritten lyrics to all her songs, complete with her commentary and annotations.


There were what seemed like (at least, in those breathless moments of discovery) an endless number of photographs and slides spanning the course of her entire life, many of them organized by subject, date, and quality (yes, quality).1


And there was overwhelming evidence of what Phil’s liner notes had hinted at: that Converse was much more than a great unknown songwriter. As Phil had claimed, she was a polymath—a talented illustrator, painter, thinker, published political cartoonist and essayist, poet, photographer, and aspiring novelist. She had published scholarly articles about international affairs in the Far East and about the science and study of conflict resolution and had also made deep dives into statistics, early computer analytics, and economics. She was a voracious reader, a writer of belles lettres, and a political activist. Even without the music she made, the sum of what she left behind in the cabinet revealed an important, richly layered life.


This doesn’t belong here, I thought. This should be relegated to a research library, or a museum, or to the Smithsonian Institution. It was no wonder Phil had suggested I come for a visit so that I could see it for myself.


Like the mythological Cassandra (a character around whom, I didn’t yet know, Converse had composed an entire song cycle), Connie Converse could see the future. The contents of the cabinet and the time she’d spent organizing it demonstrated as much. This was a time capsule, buried treasure just waiting to be discovered. Clearly, she’d left it behind with the hope that some future generation would eventually understand and appreciate what most of her contemporaries did not.


In her typed, meticulously detailed nine-page “Guide to Contents of Five-Drawer File” she’d prepared and left in the top drawer, Converse had indicated where and what everything was, which materials were included in which folder and in which drawer.


Phil explained to me that he had weeded some of this out at one point, and to my horror, I noted that the names of some of the materials Converse had inventoried had been crossed out. In pencil, the words “dumped” or “dumped in toto” had been written next to a number of items, including those described by Converse as “TRIES” (five folders containing “Miscellaneous fragments of my pre-1960 literary efforts”) and “THOTS” (fifteen folders of various scholarly investigations and personal musings, all but two of which were gone).


By that first night, every square inch of Phil and Jean’s dining room table was covered by stacks of letters, documents, photographs, and scrapbooks, laid out and organized as carefully as possible. “Just holler if there’s anything you need,” Phil had said as he and Jean went about their business and the film students disembarked to another part of the house to scan another pile of documents, leaving me alone at the table, head down, immersed. I began to triage, identifying what seemed the most important items first, reading as fast as I could and making copious notes.


At a certain point, I realized that there were no other visible lights on in the house save for the one overhead lamp directly above me, which seemed metaphorically appropriate. The entire world in that moment seemed to have been winnowed down to me, that table, and what felt like my feeble attempt to confront the immensity of everything that Connie Converse had left behind.


Suddenly, I became aware of another presence. Startled, I looked up to see Phil, silently standing opposite me, hands jammed into his front pockets. Because of his height—he towered above the lamp—his face was eerily lit from below, and he was looking down at me and smiling. Who knew how long he’d been there? It was an unnerving moment, something I chalked up to the intensity of my focus over many hours. Every moment I’d spent there so far had been about trying to get inside the lost world of Connie Converse. It felt as though I’d lost all sense of where, or even who, I was.


The trip ended up being more successful than I had dared hope; I was returning home armed with enough primary research material to keep me occupied for many months, if not years. Every letter, every photograph, every receipt and bank register contained another clue, another lead to chase, another detail to add to the forensic reconstruction of Connie Converse’s hidden, buried life I hoped to accomplish.


I began mapping a Converse family tree, sketching out a time line of her life, and, more important, making lists of the people I knew I would need to track down and talk to.


But, though I felt emboldened by what I’d been given access to in Ann Arbor and by Phil’s having given me his absolute blessing to proceed with a biography, understanding the volume of Converse’s carefully organized materials that were missing, likely for all time, was as difficult as it was upsetting.


I returned to Brooklyn surer than ever of the importance of my task, cognizant of its massive, intimidating scope, and aware that for every seeming answer I’d found, multiple questions had sprung up to take its place.









CHAPTER 7


We Have Never Seen Her Like


With their older brother, Paul, having died in 1993, and their parents long gone, I set aside further family outreach to focus on the area of my primary initial interest: the story of Converse’s almost career as a musician in New York City in the 1950s. Phil suggested I contact Gene Deitch, the man who’d recorded Converse performing in his home in 1954 and whose 2004 appearance on a WNYC radio show led directly to the release of How Sad, How Lovely five years later.1


Deitch was easy enough to find. Despite his advanced age—he and Converse were born the same year, only five days apart—he was active on social media and regularly updated his website, which contained a section devoted to his role in the Converse story.2


But when I contacted him, his response was cold. The questions I had regarding the particulars of his history with Converse were met with the same answer: “It’s all on my website.”


It wasn’t. As with Phil’s recollections of his sister, there were essential details missing from Deitch’s account, including specifics about how he came to meet and record Converse. Deitch claimed to know nothing about her other than that she was brought to his door one evening by his best friend, Bill Bernal.3 Bernal had died in 1991, but his second wife, Barbara, to whom he was married in the 1950s, was then still around.4 Deitch sent me her contact information and suggested that I reach out.


The former Barbara Jean Putney was as gracious and helpful as Deitch was recalcitrant. I began by asking for details about her former husband, the man Deitch told me was most responsible for anyone even knowing Converse’s music today.


Barbara wrote that she met Bernal during her stint as an editor/reporter for Women’s Wear Daily in the early 1950s. She was married at the time, but Bernal captivated her attention. “Bill was the kind of guy who immediately attracts attention when he walked into a room full of people,” she wrote to me. He was a big man with a big presence (six foot one and well over two hundred pounds), a bon vivant, “charismatic” with “a booming voice. Heads would turn.”5


But their connection was more than just physical. Bernal was a man-about-town, and she was drawn to his “expansive lifestyle,” which was in marked contrast to the one she shared with a reclusive husband who “wanted to keep me in a box. I was outgoing, and spreading my wings, escaping into the wide cultural life of Manhattan, with Bill as my fascinating guide—to movies, nightclubs, the jazz scene.”6


The two began having an affair, and soon after, she left her husband. She and Bernal became a fixture in a social circle that included a number of the illustrators and animators working at UPA studios in Manhattan, among them Deitch and artists like New Yorker cover artist R. O. Blechman, Shamus Culhane (lead animator on Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs), and Cliff Roberts (who would illustrate Langston Hughes’s The First Book of Jazz).


Culhane’s widow, Juana, told me that the Bernals were considered “the ideal couple. Bill was so charming, so enjoyed life . . . he could cook like a professional, was always engaged in some way, and just seemed to exude excitement and energy.”7


According to Barbara, she and Bernal heard Converse for the first time together in 1954, at a listening party at Deitch’s home. Such circumstances are common today to the point of being cliché; Converse was doing what any number of songwriters now do every single night, in every major city, all the time, and all over the world. But back then, salons like Deitch’s were highly unusual, it being still a few years removed from the imminent rise of hootenannies and the coffeehouse scene. In 1954, a house concert featuring a singer performing original material—and a woman, no less—would have been considered audacious.


The atmosphere there, Barbara told me, was formal, even a bit stiff. “No drugs, no drinking, no reefer,” she recalled. “Just squeaky-clean music lovers—not the groovy kind.” She said that there were no more than a dozen or so people present the first time Converse showed up.8 That night, most of the crowd had barely noticed the odd-looking young woman with the guitar. “She struck me as the type who might be a librarian, or a Catholic nun,” Deitch later recalled.9


The singer appeared to Barbara hardly the vixen depicted in Converse’s song “Roving Woman” (in which the narrator cheerily confesses to her habit of sleeping around), and what Barbara and Deitch recalled about her is commensurate with the ways most people subsequently described her to me: as a plain, unpretentious bookworm type. She didn’t talk a lot, and when she did, it was with a formality and a self-consciousness that could be awkward and distancing.


Yet, at Deitch’s house, an ironic dynamic was at play. Because of her demeanor, Converse was judged and even initially dismissed by this urbane, artsy clique as a boring nobody. But her songs would reveal her to be privately wilder than any of them.


The more I corresponded with Barbara, the more pointed her recollections of the introverted, then–twenty-nine-year-old singer became:




She didn’t try to be sophisticated in the way she presented herself. She was boring to look at. She didn’t try to be attractive. Connie came across as oblivious to “outer” trappings. Even thrift-shop clothes can be worn with special touches that give them style. She dressed rather shabbily, like she had just milked the cows, you know. She didn’t wear makeup either. We live in a culture where a woman’s looks have an impact, one way or the other.


Connie had a pretty face, her bone structure was classic . . . but she may have been unaware of her good looks—she was as far from a Lady Gaga show-off as you can get. She made no effort to be pretty, or to feel pretty. How did she wear her hair? Pulled back, plain, dull. And probably unwashed. She needed a makeover! I was Copy Chief for a time at Harper’s Bazaar magazine so, as you may imagine, my eye was perhaps too finely tuned to this woman’s bland “look.” It seems to me she was “in hiding.” Never for a second did she call attention to herself—except, I guess, when she was performing her music. But, even then, it was her songs she wanted you to “look at,” not her.10





Converse’s photographs from around that time verify what Barbara remembered. Converse had a full, even sensual mouth; her simultaneously penetrating and dreamy gaze, her high cheekbones and insouciant smile are attractive by almost any standard.


And yet her attire was unusual, to the point of eccentricity. The 1940s and ’50s saw a revival of the “hourglass figure” of the 1890s in women’s fashion, with tight belts and closely fitted tops and skirts designed to draw attention to a woman’s shape. Women, and especially women performers, were culturally encouraged and even expected to trade on their physical appearance. During our talk about the New York scene of the fifties, Dick Weissman had told me, “Women musicians in that era, if they didn’t have sex to sell, were pretty much worthless.”11 Some of the remarks Deitch would make to me also seemed to put forward this perspective. “Connie wasn’t beautiful,” he told me. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she was deprived, sexually. Her personality was not the type that men seek out.”12


But singer and folklorist Ellen Stekert, who began her career as a performer around that same time, disagreed. “I didn’t wear makeup, either, and I dressed very plainly and tied my hair back, too, and I had no problem meeting people,” she told me. “Of course, I was a lesbian.”13


Barbara mentioned something else to me about Converse that she felt uneasy about divulging: “Truth is, Connie had very, very bad body odor,” she wrote me. “I don’t know why. I assume she bathed and wore clean clothes. So it must have been a natural sweat smell of hers. I’m sorry to say, Connie’s ‘odor’ put me off. I didn’t want to get close to her . . . I never ever hugged her! It bothered me that this delicate, fragile—but terribly gifted—woman could be so unaware of her unpleasant physical presence. I can’t help but wonder whether her ‘smell’ was a way of keeping people from coming too close.” (Bernal’s daughter Victoria recalled her father telling her about a woman he knew “who did not use perfume, but would occasionally grind a little fresh nutmeg down her blouse,” behavior that sounds eccentric enough to have been Converse’s, though Barbara told me she didn’t believe that could be so.)14 This body odor issue was a detail she subsequently brought up again several times as something particularly telling about Converse.


Did it mean something more? The lack of care with which she presented herself in the world may have been an unconscious choice for Converse, or it may have been intentional. As she had already demonstrated by dropping out of college and moving to New York to pursue her artistic ambitions, and as she would continue to demonstrate for her entire known life (culminating in her decision to disappear), Converse cared little for conformity. She did what she wanted, when she wanted, with whom she wanted, and how she wanted, ever ready to jab a finger in the eye of what was expected (a tendency that’s also displayed again and again in her lyrics, and in her music). The idea of there being a “right” way to dress, to talk, to act likely would have been absolute anathema to her. It wouldn’t have surprised me if, for Converse, offending the principles of an unsuspecting “proper” foil like Barbara Bernal may even have secretly delighted her.


For whatever reason, during her years of making music in New York, Converse didn’t seem inclined to play along with common expectations of how she should present herself. But unlike someone such as Katharine Hepburn, or even Converse’s contemporary Carson McCullers, both of whom conspicuously clothed themselves in androgynous fashion as a form of rebellion, engendering their own sense of style and iconoclasm (and, in McCullers’s case, telegraphing a coded message about her sexuality); or latter-day performers like Patti Smith, Billie Eilish, or Adrianne Lenker, whose anti-fashion fashion has garnered them points for authenticity, Converse—to hear Barbara Bernal tell it—just seemed sloppy and uncouth. She favored long plain dresses that were grossly out of style, and chose to keep company with her songs, unwilling to sacrifice her integrity for the sake of “the way things are done.”
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