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I dedicate this book to my father, Jay Emerson Williams,  
who had the vision to see a future for me  
as a singer, and the belief and the  
relentless determination to make it happen.
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It was one of those sun-baked August days when, even at ten in the morning, the heat was rising in shimmering waves from the fields of ripening wheat and corn, making the water tank on the nearby hill waver like a desert mirage. The faintest breath of wind stirred the oak tree outside the window of a timeworn clapboard house perched on a cinder hill above the railroad tracks.

A woman, plump, dark-haired, and with a gentle smile, was at work in the kitchen, the air full of the enticing smell of baking bread. She was humming a tune to herself as she rolled out more dough, but she paused every couple of minutes, cocking her ear to listen. Then she heard it: the lonely distant whistle of a freight train. She dropped the rolling pin she was holding and took off her apron. She dusted the flour from her hands as she hurried out the door and down the hill toward the little station. The train was in sight now, slowing as it approached and trailing a plume of smoke against the cornflower blue of the sky.

The woman walked along the platform and past the tiny station building, its wooden walls plastered with sun-faded notices. She stopped at the side of the track by a timber frame with a projecting iron hook. As the train approached, a railman swung a canvas mailbag on an iron bar out of the mail car behind the engine. He looked up and blew a kiss to the woman. He was a handsome craggy-faced man in his early thirties wearing a railman’s peaked cap stained by sweat and dust.

A cloud of steam billowed around her as the engine rumbled past, and there was a thud as the mailbag caught on the hook and swung there as the train moved on. The woman reached up and unhooked it, struggling a little with the weight as she lowered it to the ground. She stepped back and waited. There was a moment’s pause, and then the sack began to wriggle and twist. An arm and then a tousled mop of hair appeared at the top of the sack, and a small boy fought his way out, emerging with the word “Surprise!”

Although we went through this ritual two or three times a week, my mom always managed a convincing look of surprise as I appeared. We both burst out laughing and turned to wave to my dad, still leaning out of the mail car and waving his hat as the train chugged on and rounded the bend. The plume of smoke and steam was still visible long after the train was lost to sight.

Hand in hand my mom and I walked back up the cinder hill to the house surrounded by the golden cornfields that stretched to the distant horizon under those vast midwestern skies.

 



I was born in that house on the hill on December 3, 1927, the youngest of four sons of Jay Emerson and Florence Williams. I was christened Howard Andrew Williams, but I was always known as Andy. I had three older brothers, Bob, Don, and Dick, and a sister, Janey, born the year after me. When I was six, my mom also gave birth to another child, Buddy.

My older brothers were contrasting characters. Bob was one of life’s eternal pessimists, forever expecting the worst, and even when it didn’t happen, he would soon convince himself that calamity had only been postponed, not averted. Don, the next oldest, was the polar opposite, a permanently sunny, optimistic character. No amount of obstacles or setbacks could wipe the smile from his face for long. Dick was the shy and sensitive one, happiest when off in a corner on his own, scribbling in a notebook or trying to compose a tune on our old and battered upright piano. I was shy, too, but hid  it behind a veneer of cheek and self-confidence that only those who knew me really well could see through.

My mom’s father, Andy Finley, also lived with us; I was named after him. In his working days he had driven “The Transfer,” the horse-drawn bus that shuttled people between the Northwestern Railroad and the Illinois Central track a mile away on the other side of town. I remember him as a kindly figure with white hair and a thick white mustache. He died the morning after Buddy was born. As my mother said with a sigh, “I guess he just figured we needed the room.”

We lived in Wall Lake in Sac County, Iowa, fifty miles northwest of Des Moines. It was one of those one-stoplight, one-horse midwestern towns that a motorist would pass through in the blink of an eye and probably not even notice, but if you were looking for a place that epitomized small-town America, Wall Lake would be as good as any. It was a great place to grow up. Everybody in town knew everybody else, and it was like living in a big extended family.

Despite its name, Wall Lake didn’t have a lake of its own, but Blackhawk Lake was only a couple of miles to the west. Our one landmark was the steel water tower dominating the town, painted white and emblazoned with the words WALL LAKE in case anyone needed reminding about where he was. It looked down on a cluster of tree-shaded clapboard houses lining a handful of dusty streets. There were no paved roads in the town, just dirt and gravel, and none of the streets even had a name; it was that small a town. The population then was just 749, and that probably included the occupants of the cemetery. Small towns have their own way of keeping the population about the same year after year; every time a baby is born, someone leaves town.

We lived on the south side of Wall Lake, up the dirt road that ducked beneath a tangle of overhead telegraph wires and then a dog-leg, left and right, before crossing the railroad tracks and climbing the hill. Across the road from our house was the hotel—the only one  in town; it was built for railroad passengers in busier times and now struggled to survive—and next door to it were the café and the barber shop. Wall Lake was so small that even though we lived on the outskirts, we were only half a block from the center of town. There was a standing joke that we were so desperate for entertainment, if word went around that someone was getting a shave or a haircut at the barbershop, we’d all turn out to watch.

Very little disturbed the sleepy calm of Wall Lake. The one thing that could be guaranteed to galvanize everyone into action was when a tornado roared through. They could appear at any time of year, but most came in May and June, usually in the late afternoon when the combination of heat and humidity seemed to trigger them. There was little advance warning. Sometimes the siren at the timber yard would wail, but most often it was just a sudden shout of “Twister!” yelled from one house to another.

Mom would drop whatever she was doing and holler to us to come running. Once I caught a brief glimpse of a dirt-black whirling column, like a charcoal smudge on paper, linking the earth and the bruised purple-gray of the sky, as it snaked through the cornfields toward us. Then Mom grabbed my arm, pulled me inside, and hustled us all down to the cellar. She paused on the top step to bolt the cellar door before following us down, as if this would somehow keep the tornado at bay. She didn’t switch on the electric light down there, and we sat in near total darkness, broken only by the feeble daylight seeping through chinks in the wooden shutters that covered the coal chute.

As we waited for the twister to pass, I was a little frightened but excited, too, feeling the same electricity in the air that you get just before a summer storm. We sat in a row on the cold flagstone floor, our backs against the stack of logs for the stove and facing a wall lined with shelves of bottles and jars of preserves that began to clink against one another as the tornado winds started to shake the house.

The noise of the wind increased to a scream, banging the storm shutters and battering the walls, while debris hit the roof shingles with a machine-gun rattle. The tornado passed so close to the house that I heard a tortured squeal as a branch was torn from the oak tree outside. I kept my eyes tightly shut, dug my nails into my palms, and bit my lip to stop myself from crying out in fright.

Even when all was silent again, my mom made us wait a while longer and then went upstairs alone to check that we still had a roof and that the twister wasn’t doubling back in its tracks. By the time we were allowed back upstairs, all fear was forgotten and our eyes were shining with excitement. We rushed outside to trace the track of the tornado by the trail of flattened corn and damaged trees and buildings. Mom sent us to check that our neighbors were okay, and later we straggled back and held the ladder for Dad while he began repairing the storm damage and replacing the missing shingles.

Our house was Mom’s family home, where she had been born and raised. It was built of white-painted clapboard and had a shingle roof and a covered stoop where we’d sit on hot days and warm summer evenings, shaded by a roof supported by three white pillars. The house was a plain, old-fashioned building; at first we didn’t even have an inside bathroom, just an outhouse—a three-holer—a fifty-yard walk down the field toward the railroad siding where the steam trains took on water. It was called “The Y,” I suppose because the railroad tracks formed that shape there. Whenever we needed to go to the outhouse, we’d say, “I’m just going to the Y.” Even after we had an inside bathroom installed, my grandfather refused to have anything to do with such newfangled inventions, and in all kinds of weather he set off for the three-holer down the field with a determined expression on his face and an old newspaper in his hand.

There was a wood-burning cook stove in the kitchen and an icebox on the shaded north-facing side of the house. There was no refrigeration then, and the icebox had to be refilled daily with a block of ice cut in winter from the frozen Blackhawk Lake and stored in a  room off the main cellar, insulated by straw bales, for summer use. There was a parlor with a cedar chest, a couch, and two pictures on the wall—the only ones we had—but like a lot of families, the parlor was kept for “company,” and we rarely used it. Family life centered in the kitchen.

We had a couple of acres of land where we kept a cow, two pigs, and a few chickens, and grew vegetables and a little corn to augment the family diet. When we got home from school, we’d do our chores and feed the animals. Then we’d play for hours on the rope swing hanging from the oak tree, play baseball in the field down the hill, using cow dung for bases, hunt for frogs in the ditch, or go fishing for catfish, croppies, walleyes, and bluegills in Blackhawk Lake.

On Sunday mornings we and everyone else in town would dress in our Sunday-best clothes and walk to church. There were several in town, but we attended the Presbyterian church on the main street, a white-painted clapboard building with the entrance reached by a flight of steps from the street. On hot summer days we would sometimes climb the stairs to the balcony in the tower, where we’d sit and talk after the service, cooled by the faint breeze.

We were an old-fashioned family: Dad went out to work, earned the money, and made the decisions, and Mom supported him in whatever he wanted to do. The only time I can recall her defying him was when she wanted to join the Eastern Star in Wall Lake, an organization for women whose husbands or fathers were Free-masons. When she told my dad, he just said, “You can forget about that, because I’m never going to be a Mason,” but Grandpa Finley was listening to the conversation and said, “Well, we’ll soon fix that,” and went off and became a Mason so that his daughter could get her wish. She joined soon afterward, and a couple of years later she was installed as Worthy Matron of the Eastern Star, the leader of the organization. The Williams brothers sang “That Wonderful Mother of Mine” to her at the ceremony. I was five or six years old, and it was the first time we sang together in public. Perhaps that  was the moment the thought first formed in my dad’s mind that we could become professional singers. After we finished our number, our little sister, Janey, just two years old, toddled up to Mom with a basket of roses. It would have taken a far harder-hearted person than my mother not to cry after all that.

The monthly meetings of the Eastern Star were almost her only recreation. Otherwise she stayed home, cooked, cleaned, and raised the family, and she worked incredibly hard. In addition to her other chores, she milked the cow, collected the eggs, cold-packed meat, and canned fruit to see us through the winter. We had a bath every night, and despite our protests, she would scrub us with soap and a coarse flannel until we glowed. No children in Wall Lake were as well turned out as the Williams boys. Every night before she went to bed, Mom would line up five chairs—one each for her husband and sons—and put a washed, starched, and pressed shirt, neatly pressed trousers, clean socks, and polished shoes on each one. That was thirty-five shirts to wash, starch, and iron every week, and everything had to be done by hand, because there was no washing machine and no such thing as drip-dry shirts back then.

Mom and Dad had been sweethearts from the age of thirteen, and they were a loving and affectionate couple, always holding hands as they strolled down the hill into town together. I still treasure a picture of them when they were courting: My dad was decked out in a rented white tie and tails, with his dark hair slicked down, and my mom was beautiful in a borrowed ball gown and with a smile that was gentle, warm, and kind—all the qualities I knew and loved in her. My dad was also friendly and open, and popular with his neighbors, but if you studied the man captured in the family photographs, you’d also detect a touch of steel in his gaze and a faraway look, as if his eye was always fixed on some distant horizon.

My dad never spent money on himself; every spare cent he had was for his wife and family. One year I remember my brother Dick and I saving the few cents we earned from doing odd jobs and  running errands for our neighbors to buy Dad a birthday present: a tiepin with a space where you could slide in the initials of the person who would be wearing it. It was such a secret that we didn’t even tell Mom about it, and on the morning of his birthday we proudly presented Jay Emerson Williams with his new tiepin, complete with his initials in big, bold letters. My dad looked at it in silence for a few minutes. “Boys, it’s lovely,” he said, “and thank you so much for this present. However, I don’t know how folks in Wall Lake are going to take my wearing a pin on my tie that says ‘JEW’ on it.” I never did see him wear it.

My dad worked two or three jobs to support his family. In the evenings and weekends he sold insurance to try to bring in a little extra money. By day he was a mail clerk employed by the railroad company to sort the mail on the train and swing the sacks out at the little stations on the winding line that ran from Sioux City and Omaha all the way to Des Moines and Chicago. At each one the driver would slow the train to ten miles an hour or so, and when the mailbag had been dropped off, he’d give two blasts on the train whistle to signal the local postmaster that the mail was ready for collection. Because he worked on the mails for the railroad, Dad was given a telephone, the first one in Wall Lake, and I can still remember the wild excitement the first time it rang.

It wasn’t quite the telephone system we have today. Everything went through an operator; ours was Myrna Winkelman. Nobody had a phone number; you just asked for the person by name, and Myrna put you through and then listened in herself. As a result, she was the source of all knowledge about what was going on in town. If you wanted to know where anyone was, you just asked Myrna, but you had to do so before nine in the evening when she finished work and the phone system shut down for the night. After that you were only allowed to make a call if there was a real emergency, such as a fire.

I grew up in the hungry 1930s when the Great Depression threw  millions out of work, and overfarming, overgrazing, and a seven-year drought turned land to dust from Texas to the Canadian border. I can remember days when the wind blowing from the south carried a fog of choking black dust that blotted out the sun and left us gasping for breath. It settled on every surface and drifted like snow against walls and fences. There were two early summer days when it never got light as an endless dust storm raged around us, and over the next few days we heard on the radio that the winds had carried it right across the country, blanketing even the streets of Chicago, New York, Washington, D.C., and Boston with black dust.

With their crops dead, their soil stripped away, and their land worthless, millions of dispossessed farmers and sharecroppers abandoned their homes and began a long hungry trek in search of work. Even in Wall Lake we saw rickety trucks passing through, piled with the possessions of gaunt families in threadbare clothes. Every night Dad came home with tales of hobos dodging the railroad “bulls” in the freight yards and riding the boxcars from one coast to the other, seeking work or a new beginning.

Hollow-eyed figures also haunted the highways around us, some making for Des Moines and Chicago, others with their faces set to the west, heading for California. Their shoes—when they had any—were falling apart, and their clothes were so dust gray that they seemed to merge with the earth as they trudged slowly on. I can remember peeping from behind the shutters as they slowly shuffled past; it was like watching a parade of ghosts.

We were luckier than many in those long, hard years, but although we never were short of food, we were perennially short of money, and there was very rarely any to spare for new clothes. Mine were all hand-me-downs, but if our clothes were sometimes worn and threadbare, Mom made sure they were always clean. Any missing buttons were always replaced at once, and holes and tears were darned.

Our house in Wall Lake was always filled with music. Mom had  the radio on from morning to night, tuned to a country music station, and she sang along as she did the washing, cooking, and ironing. I would often join in with her in my piping little treble voice. One of my earliest memories was of sitting on the kitchen floor, nibbling on a just-baked cookie, and clapping my hands as Mom sang a country tune and did a little dance just to make me laugh.

Dad was also very musical; he had learned to play half a dozen instruments at school and had a good singing voice. In those pre-television days our entertainment was homegrown: sitting around the piano in the evenings and singing together. When I was little, I’d stretch out on the worn, warm floorboards with my head under the piano stool and watch my father’s feet on the pedals; for some reason that fascinated me. Our standard repertory was hymns, because my parents and my two older brothers formed the Presbyterian church choir; it had not even had one until Dad volunteered himself and his family. They rehearsed at home, and when Dick saw his mom, dad, and older brothers singing, he wanted to join in.

I didn’t want to be left out, either, and tried to sing along with them as they practiced. At first I got black looks and demands to “hush up, Andy. We’re trying to practice here.” I’d let my shoulders sag and my head hang, stick out my bottom lip, and make my slow, mournful exit from the room, hoping that my dad would call me back and let me take part. It didn’t happen, but the next day I’d be back, singing along until I got kicked out again. I used to vary my tactics. Sometimes I’d join in from the start and keep going until I was told to hush up; other times I’d sit silent in a corner while they sang the first couple of hymns, and then I’d join in, singing as quietly as possible. If any of my brothers cast an eye in my direction, I’d snap my mouth shut tight as a clam and put on a look of injured innocence.

Finally, when I was seven, I wore my dad down. He interrupted choir practice and said, “Andy, sing this verse on your own for me.” When I had finished, my dad—never lavish with praise in case we  got swelled-headed—just grunted, gave a brief nod, and then said, “All right, why don’t you come and sit over here and practice with us?” From then on I was a full-fledged choir member.

The very first time he heard his four sons harmonize together, my dad became a man with a dream and a mission in life, convinced that we had a future as professional singers. The Williams Brothers were formed on the spot with my dad as manager, impresario, agent, PR man, and factotum. From that moment on, just like the main character in Death of a Salesman, my dad—the Willy Loman of Wall Lake—fulfilled his dreams through us.

We all loved singing at home, in school, at church, or anywhere, and Dad encouraged, trained, and nurtured us, forever pushing us to practice harder and longer. He wasn’t really a clichéd, pushy “showbiz” parent, but I think he genuinely believed that singing might be a passport for us out of Wall Lake, Iowa, getting us out of the rut and giving us the chance to improve our lives in a manner that would never be open to us if we stayed where we were. And he was very cunning in some of the ways he went about keeping us in line with his vision.

Although Dad was our driving force, his idea of the right way to get us motivated had lasting effects. Time and again he would tell us, “You have to practice harder, because you’re not as good as the others out there.” It wouldn’t have been so bad if he had said, “Come on. You’re not as good as you think you are. You have the talent, but you still have to put in the work.” The way he phrased it was a real body blow to our self-assurance. Whether as a result of this or not, my oldest brother, Bob, always had a negative outlook and never thought we were talented enough to perform professionally, and perhaps because I was the youngest, my dad’s comments seemed to affect me even more than the others. I really took them to heart. I don’t hold this against my dad—he was doing what he thought was best—but it crippled my self-confidence. I worked as hard as I could, but I still didn’t think I was good enough, and even now, seventy  years later, despite all the success that has come my way, I still think I have to work harder because I’m not as good as the others out there.

I felt very proud the first Sunday that I followed my parents and brothers up onto the platform in the church as a member of the choir, even if it was composed only of members of my family. As I looked up, for the first time in my life I found myself facing an audience—the congregation—but they were people I had known all my life. The familiarity of the setting and the faces looking up at me meant that I didn’t really feel any nerves at all. At the end of the service my dad gave me another of those curt nods of approval: I had passed the test.

The Williams Brothers’ first professional performances were also pretty low-key. We sang at a church social and then at an Iowa Farmers’ Association picnic, and didn’t get paid for either of them. Our first paycheck came when we sang at the wedding of the daughter of one of the neighboring farmers. After we had serenaded her with “The Belle of the Ball” and “If You Were the Only Girl in the World,” her father, teetering between smiles and tears as he gazed at his only daughter in her white wedding dress, allowed his emotions to overcome his normal prudence and pressed a $10 bill into Bob’s hand, saying, “Here. Share this with your brothers.”

My share turned out to be $1, which didn’t seem a very fair division of the spoils to me, but since Bob was ten years older and very much stronger, it was pretty much take it or leave it, so I took it. It would be nice to think that the first dollar bill I ever earned was framed and hung on the wall as an inspiration, but in fact I spent it on sodas and candy in the café before I got home that afternoon.

 



One day in the spring of 1936 the sleepy familiar rhythm of our lives was broken when Dad announced that we had outgrown Wall Lake, and if we were ever going to amount to anything as professional singers, we had to move. He had applied to the railroad for a transfer to a new job in the big city, Des Moines, and he was certain  we would soon be singing on the radio station there. Bob heard Dad out in silence and then said, “Are you out of your mind? We’re not good enough to sing on the radio. It’ll be a disaster.”

Dad just told him, “You wait and see.”

A week later I said a tearful good-bye to my school classmates and friends in Wall Lake. My best friend, George, the son of the hotel owner, came over to the house just before we left. “You will come back sometimes, won’t you, Andy?” he said, his eyes shining with tears.

I was too choked to speak, and Mom answered for me: “Of course he will, George. You know Des Moines really isn’t so far away.”

After George had gone, a forlorn little figure trudging back across the dirt road, I took a last look around the house. I wanted to capture in my mind’s eye a snapshot that I could always recall, but the furniture, our possessions, and our precious piano had been loaded onto a truck earlier that morning. Without them the house already seemed remote from me, a cold and empty shell, not the warm and happy home I had known.

Dad and Bob carried the battered family trunk between them while the rest of us straggled down the hill behind them, carrying a ramshackle collection of bags and boxes. We crossed the railroad tracks and lined up on the platform as the train that would take us to Des Moines rounded the shoulder of the hill. In my misery the train whistle sounded even more plaintive and desolate than usual.

We boarded the train, and as it pulled away from the platform, Dick and I pressed against the window for our last view of the little wooden house on the hill, the only home we had ever known. Then smoke and steam swirled around the railcar, and by the time it had cleared, our house and Wall Lake were lost to sight. It would be many years before I would see them again.
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After the calm of Wall Lake, where more than one automobile an hour was considered a traffic jam, the noise and bustle of downtown Des Moines took some getting used to. I remember my first night in our new house in this strange city, lying awake listening to the hum of passing traffic and the clank and rattle of trains shunting boxcars in the railroad freight yards.

At first we lived in a rented house on Bratleboro Street, right across the road from Elmwood Elementary School, which Janey and I attended, and where I played the bass drum in the school band. We weren’t living in the most fashionable part of town. When I went back to take a nostalgic look at the house on Bratleboro many years later, its windows had all been smashed and boarded up, and it looked as if it was being used as a drug den.

As soon as we arrived in Des Moines, Dad—using a mixture of charm, bluster, and sheer dogged determination—talked his way into the manager’s office at the largest radio station in the state—WHO, the Radio Voice of the Middle West—and arranged an audition for his sons. That wasn’t an unusual way to try out for the radio in those days. There was no network of talent scouts, and it wasn’t unheard of for unknowns to walk off the street and into the studio.

I was just eight years old, and when I first saw the imposing building with the station’s WHO logo emblazoned on a huge neon sign, I was so frightened I could hardly speak, let alone sing. My brothers were just as terrified. Don said he thought he was going to turn  to stone. Our nerves weren’t helped by the knowledge that WHO had some big stars on its roster. We overlapped with Ronald Reagan, who was a sports reporter known as “Dutch” Reagan at WHO from 1933 to 1937 before going to Hollywood and making it in the movies. He spent most of his working days at WHO sitting in a tiny recording booth with a ticker tape and a baseball bat. At that time live commentaries of major-league baseball games were not allowed outside the clubs’ home areas, and radio WHO, which wanted to broadcast the Chicago Cubs’ games, had to use a little ingenuity to get around that rule. The ticker tape gave a running, pitch-by-pitch report on the big baseball game of the day, and Reagan would use it to do a commentary, complete with sound effects, as if he were really at the game. Over a recording of crowd noise he would say, “Here comes the pitch!” and then knock the bat on the edge of the desk to make it sound as if the batter hit it, or he would slap it into his hand next to the microphone as if the catcher had taken it. Then he’d shout, “Ball one!” or “Strike one!”

His most famous commentary feat, performed in 1934, was still being talked about at WHO when we arrived three years later. The wire went dead during a Cubs-versus-Cardinals game, leaving him with zero information for his commentary. As Reagan later related, “I had a ball on the way to the plate, and there was no way to call it back. There were several other stations broadcasting that game, and I knew I’d lose my audience if I told them we’d lost our telegraph connections, so I took a chance. I had [Billy] Jurges hit another foul. Then I had him foul one that only missed being a home run by a foot. I had him foul one back in the stands and took up some time describing the two lads that got in a fight over the ball. I kept on having him foul balls until I was setting a record for a ballplayer hitting successive foul balls, and I was getting more than a little scared. Just then my operator started typing. When he passed me the paper, I started to giggle. It said ‘Jurges popped out on the first ball pitched.’ ”

Our audition felt almost as nerve-racking as that and was made even more daunting because it was held in the studio, large enough to accommodate a small orchestra, from which the station’s music and variety shows were broadcast. Only one light was switched on, leaving half the studio in darkness, and it smelled of stale sweat and cigarette smoke, making me feel even more out of place. I had never even seen a microphone before, let alone sung into one, and everything from the “deadness” of the soundproofed studio to the glass sound booth, to the impassive faces of the station manager, sound engineer, and secretary who had come in to watch was strange and a little daunting to me.

My brothers were equally ill at ease—as nervous as long-tailed cats in a room full of rockers, as they used to say in Wall Lake—and our nerves meant that we didn’t perform as well as we could have. When we finished, there was a lengthy pause while the station manager, chomping on a wad of gum as slowly and rhythmically as a cow chewing its cud, deliberated for a few long minutes and then pronounced his verdict: “Your boys have got talent, Mr. Williams,” he said, “no doubt about that, but they haven’t got enough experience yet. Get them singing anywhere you can, whether it’s for money or not, just to get some more experience. Then come back and see us again in six months’ time, and I think we’ll have something for you.”

Dad couldn’t hide his disappointment, but that only served to make him even more determined that next time nothing was going to stop us. For the next six months we rehearsed every day—before school, after school, in the evenings, and on weekends. Dad kept us rehearsing for up to six hours a day, and since we also spent six hours in school, pretty much the entire day was used up without doing anything else. Tired though he was, as soon as Dad came home from work, the first thing he did was sit down at the piano and say to us, “Right, boys, let’s get started,” and we’d get to work rehearsing the songs in our existing repertoire and trying out new ones and fresh arrangements.

Aunt Cornelia was already living in Des Moines when we moved there, and she took it upon herself to teach all of us to play the piano, but she was so kindhearted that she’d practically give us a gold star just for turning up. Without my father there to crack the whip, none of us practiced hard enough, though in later years Dick did become a very good pianist.

Dad also entered Dick and me in a talent competition on another radio station, KRNT. The first prize was a Silver King bicycle. Chromed and gleaming, it had been placed in the front window of the radio station to catch the eyes of passersby and promote the contest. Before we went in to take part, Dick and I spent long minutes with our noses pressed against the glass, taking in every detail of that beautiful bike. There were about a dozen other kids, mostly singers but also a poet, a guy who played the accordion, and, bizarrely, a ventriloquist, and a tap dancer. Dick and I were on next to last and sang “That Wonderful Mother of Mine.” When the last act had finished, the three judges—the continuity announcer, the station manager, and the local Silver King salesman—put their heads together and then, after a tinny roll on a snare drum, the announcer read the results in reverse order. I didn’t think we’d win and was only half-listening, gloomily imagining someone else riding off on that beautiful bicycle, when Dick’s elbow hit me in the ribs. “We won! We won!”

We had to sing our winning song once more and were then presented with the bicycle. It was one of the most exciting moments of my life. We rode it home in triumph, squabbling every fifty yards over whose turn it was to get on, and we practically came to blows over who should be the one to ride it into our yard. In the end Dick solved that problem by stomping on the pedals and shooting off up the hill and in through our gate while I ran after him, red-faced and cursing.

As well as the constant rehearsals, we also sang at any venue that would have us, but one of our first professional engagements as a  singing group in Des Moines was one we all wished had never been necessary. The fifth Williams brother, Buddy, was born the year before we left Wall Lake. Six years younger than me, he had blond curly hair and a very sweet nature, and he loved to hear us sing. But he was afflicted with spinal meningitis and had great difficulty walking.

He was already ill when we moved to Des Moines, and he deteriorated rapidly after that. Within a few months he was bedridden. Mom and Dad tried to hide the seriousness of Buddy’s illness from us, but they couldn’t disguise the somber face of the doctor when he visited, the looks that they exchanged, the tears that Mom hurriedly tried to wipe away when I walked into the room, and the muffled sobs I heard coming from their room late at night. Buddy’s little face grew thinner and paler as the weeks went by, but whatever pain he was feeling, he never failed to greet us with a smile. When we sang for him, he would gurgle and laugh and bang his hand on the bedclothes in rhythm with the song.

One cold autumn day I came home from school to find the curtains drawn although it was still daylight outside. There seemed to be an unnatural stillness in the house, and I think I knew even before I saw my mother’s face that Buddy was dying. When I went into his room, Mom and Dad were sitting at either side of the bed. Buddy lay between them, his eyes closed and his wasted little face the color of wax. His breathing was slow, wheezing, and irregular. I sat next to my mother and took her hand. She gave my hand an answering squeeze, but her eyes never left Buddy’s face. One by one, Bob, Don, Dick, and Janey came in and sat down quietly, and together in silence Buddy’s family watched his life ebb away. He died around nine o’clock that evening, still only two years old.

Nothing is bleaker than a child’s funeral. The day suited the occasion: raw and damp, with a biting wind blowing from the north. As the tiny casket was lowered into the wet black Iowa earth, it seemed ridiculously small, a cruel joke. How could Buddy’s life, his heart,  his brave smile, and his unquenchable spirit be contained by that pathetic little wooden box?

We stood in a row alongside the grave. Mom, eyes red-rimmed and with purple shadows beneath them revealing how little she had slept, leaned heavily on Dad’s arm as the minister said the prayers. I felt a burning and entirely unreasonable resentment that this man, who had never even met Buddy, should be the last person to bid him farewell. Then, led by Mom and Dad, each of us in turn picked a small handful of earth from the mound at the graveside and tried to sprinkle it on that tiny casket, but each one fell as a lump on the wooden lid with a dull thud like a closing door.

Buddy’s name was barely mentioned in our house for years after his death—the wounds were still too raw—but he was far from forgotten. I’d see Mom suddenly go still and silent, her expression masked, and I’d know that she was thinking of him. Dad would look up from his newspaper and then take her hand. They would sit in silence, staring into space, Mom’s knuckles white as she gripped Dad’s hand, like a shipwreck survivor clinging to a life raft. I don’t think there was ever a day in the rest of her life when she didn’t think of her lost son.

The loss of Buddy was tragic enough, but the cost of his funeral was more than we could afford. The surviving Williams brothers had to sing hymns in the funeral parlor in Des Moines every day after school and all day on Saturdays for weeks to pay off the debt my parents had incurred to give my little brother a decent burial. As the mourners filed in at the pillared entrance of the building, we would run around to the side entrance; then, hidden by a curtain, sang hymns for a succession of funerals. It was heartbreaking to see those endless lines of flower-laden caskets and mourners and to listen to the sobs of the grieving people, but, even worse, they were a daily reminder of our own recent and still painful loss. I have never liked singing at funerals since then and have only done so once.

Looking back, I find it hard to believe that there was not something else we could have done, some other way to earn the money to pay the debt, that would not have forced us to relive the same cycle of events, funeral after funeral, day after day. For everyone else at my school, the bell ringing to signal the end of the last lesson was the best moment of their day, but for the Williams brothers it was the worst, like a factory siren calling us to the work we hated. As my classmates whooped and hollered and ran off down the road, we began the slow walk, feet dragging, to the funeral parlor. I dreaded Saturdays in particular. The day seemed never-ending, and it felt as if we were being punished by some vengeful Old Testament God for allowing Buddy to die. On many of those awful Saturdays, listening to the sobs of the relatives of the dead on the other side of the curtains, I shed fresh tears of my own and then later cried myself to sleep in my bed.

We eventually sang our last hymn at the funeral parlor and cleared the family debt, but we were still so short of money that Mom and Dad took in lodgers to help pay the rent. The first two were work colleagues of Dad’s, and a couple of basketball players from Drake University also lived with us for a while. Even with the rent they paid, there was still no money for luxuries such as new clothes, but when our old patched clothes or shoes had finally worn out and new ones became essential, Dad proved that even if he was short of money, he could be a shrewd negotiator. As Aunt Cornelia often remarked, he was always inventive: “If he couldn’t go through the door, he’d go through the window instead.”

One day he took us all to the Florsheim shoe store. He waited until we were all sitting in a row, each with a new pair of shoes on our feet, and then turned to the store owner and said, “Now, I really can’t afford to buy these shoes, so what sort of deal can you do for me?” On this and on several other occasions he managed to barter an appearance by us to sing at a store or a local sales convention in exchange for the goods. He even paid off a long-overdue milk bill by  persuading the milk company to have us sing at their annual picnic for their employees.

This time, as I sat in the shoe store listening to Dad haggling with the owner, I caught the eye of one of the other customers, a middle-aged woman who was looking at us with a mixture of pity and scorn. I dropped my gaze at once, blushing crimson to the roots of my hair. I felt embarrassed and ashamed that we should have to wheel and deal and practically beg to put clothes on our backs and food on the table, and I even resented my dad for putting us in that position.

Later, when I confided something of that feeling to Mom, she came as close as she ever came to hitting me. She shouted at me and dragged me into the hall, but then took a deep breath and said, “Listen, Andy, I know it’s hard; it’s hard for all of us. But don’t you know that there’s nothing we’d like more than to buy you the best clothes and shoes and everything else? But we just don’t have the money. That’s not your father’s fault. God knows he works hard enough to try to make ends meet. And don’t you think that he feels humiliated that he doesn’t have the money and has to wheedle a deal out of a store owner who’s probably down on his luck himself? It’s not weakness that makes Dad bargain and horse-trade for what we need. It’s a sign of his love for all of us that he’s willing to do whatever it takes to ensure that his family is fed and clothed.” She left me alone to think it over, and a few minutes later, ashamed of myself, I went back downstairs and gave Mom and Dad a hug and mumbled an apology.

 



We kept singing at any venue that would have us—church socials, weddings, parties, and picnics—and six months after our first audition, Dad marched us back into WHO, where we again sang for the producer and the station manager. When we had finished, there was a hurried consultation between them, and then the station manager, all smiles, told us that we were hired. “We’re going to give you a  fifteen-minute show every weekday morning,” he said, “but you’ll start Saturday with the Iowa Barn Dance Frolic. It goes out at seven in the evening, but be at the Shrine Auditorium at nine o’clock sharp for rehearsal.”

We sat in reception drinking sodas—a treat in itself because we had been so short of money that trips to a drugstore, café, or diner were out of the question—while Dad thrashed out the details of our contract. I’ll never forget the expression on his face as he turned to look at us, holding up the document that he had just signed on our behalf. His smile was broad enough to embrace everything: his pride in us and in himself for having the vision to see a different future for his boys, and the wit, grit, and determination to make it begin to happen. He had already achieved more than any of his family and friends had ever believed possible, but the look in his eyes said that while this was a moment to savor, it was not the endpoint; it was merely the first stop on a very long road.

Looking back now, I wonder if the pleasure I felt then was because of our success, or because I was witnessing my dad’s joy at his vindication. There had been one or two in Wall Lake who thought that Jay Williams was getting a mite uppity and mocked his grandiose ideas about what his boys might achieve. They would not be sniggering into their sleeves now. We hurried home to tell Mom the news. She promptly burst into tears and then cried again when Dad produced the new hat he had bought for her on the way home, on the strength of the money that we would soon be earning. It was a token of the good times that were at last just around the corner.

The following Saturday morning we were wakened at six o’clock. We bolted our breakfast and hurried off to get ready for our first-ever radio program. The Shrine Auditorium, a huge building with twin copper domes on the corner of Tenth and Pleasant streets, had been built twenty years before. It was the biggest theater in the Midwest, seating over four thousand people. When I saw the size of the building, I felt a wave of panic. I tried to fight it down, telling myself that  this was what we did all the time. It just happened that this time there would be a microphone, a live audience of a few thousand, and a radio audience of a million people. But that line of reasoning did me no good at all. I felt a bead of sweat trickling down my forehead and avoided catching my brothers’ eyes. If they were as nervous as I was, we were doomed.

The auditorium was huge; the stalls seemed to go on forever, and there was a sweeping semicircular balcony above them. Prior to that moment I had never sung in any auditorium larger than the Presbyterian church in Wall Lake and the funeral parlor in Des Moines, and if ever there was a space guaranteed to give a nervous performer palpitations, this huge arena was it. The theater was packed to the rafters for the Iowa Barn Dance Frolic every Saturday night, and a radio audience also tuned in to hear the show’s trademark mixture of old-fashioned popular songs, barbershop singing, novelty tunes, and country and hillbilly music. The show was almost as famous and as popular as the Grand Ole Opry from Nashville, but at nine in the morning our audience was smaller: a producer, an announcer, a pianist, and a couple of dozen elderly people who looked as if they had come in only to get warm. Gazing around the empty, echoing space, I could understand why some vaudeville performers had christened the Shrine “Death Moines.”

We gave our music to the station’s resident pianist, a frail-looking white-haired man who gave piano lessons in his spare time, and then ran through our songs a couple of times. We had already rehearsed them at home so often that we could have sung them backward. The producer gave us a wink. “That’s fine, boys,” he said. “Be back here at six o’clock sharp, y’hear?” We had the rest of the day off, but I spent it in a state of steadily mounting panic. By six that evening, as we walked back to the Shrine, I was barely capable of speech, let alone song. The atmosphere inside was very different from the funereal silence of the morning rehearsal. The seats were all filled, and the place was buzzing. My nerves eased a fraction—the sheer  electricity of the atmosphere was contagious—but it was still the scariest experience I’d ever had.

We stood backstage, exchanging nervous looks as the second hand of the clock ticked toward seven. Then the ON AIR light came on, and after the announcer read the sponsor’s message, he introduced the hostess, an aging “sweetheart of the rodeo” in a rhinestone-studded top. Even offstage the sound of the applause and cheering was deafening. After the opening numbers, I heard these words through a mist of sheer panic: “Now, folks, we have a real special treat for you this evening—a bunch of boys all the way from Wall Lake, Iowa, who are going to be singing for you this and every week on the Iowa Barn Dance Frolic. Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, here they are: the Williams Brothers Quartet.” The band played a four-bar introduction, and we began to sing.

To my relief I found that my voice did not come out in a strangulated squeak, and within a few seconds I began to relax. It was all right. I could do this. I didn’t like it, but I could do it. The applause at the end of the first song was warm and generous, and I relaxed even more as we did our second and then our last song. We then took our bows and hurried offstage, high as kites on a potent cocktail of adrenaline and sheer relief. Mom, Dad, and Janey were waiting in the wings. Mom hugged us, tears in her eyes, but Dad just gave us another of those curt nods of approval. “Not bad,” he said, “not bad at all. But it could have been a lot better still.” He did take us for a soda and an ice cream on the way home, suggesting to us that behind his stern exterior he was really bursting with pride.

We had Sunday off—apart from yet more rehearsals with Dad—and then on Monday morning hurried down to the WHO studios for the first of the fifteen-minute shows we would be doing every weekday. Only the producer, the announcer, and the same pianist were there (the accompanist already seemed like an old friend), and after the gut-wrenching tension of our first appearance at the Shrine, this show in a deserted studio was a breeze. We performed  five songs, each one more drenched in sentiment than the last, ending with a hymn. Then it was over, and we were out in the cool air of the morning.

For the next four years the Williams Brothers Quartet appeared on the Iowa Barn Dance Frolic, live from the Shrine Auditorium, every Saturday night, and we also had our fifteen-minute show every weekday morning, always ending with a hymn. We were on-air from 8:00 to 8:15, and as soon as we had sung the last note, we hurried out of the studio. Bob had finished school just before we left Wall Lake—Dad said he was only waiting for him to graduate before moving—and he went off to his first job, as a masseur at the Des Moines YMCA. That occupation might cause a raised eyebrow or a knowing smile these days, but in those innocent times it was just a job.

While Bob went to work, Don, Dick, and I went to school. We had a special dispensation from the principal to turn up late every morning; the other kids had to be in school by 8:30, while we didn’t arrive until 9:00. If that and our appearances on the radio bred a little resentment and envy among some of our schoolmates and got me in a few fights, it also brought admiring glances from some of the girls—and I’d have willingly swapped a few bruises for that. Not that there was much time for dating. Every night we spent a couple of hours rehearsing the songs we were going to sing the next day, and any homework or social activities had to be fitted in around that. We also sang hymns on another program on Sunday mornings and appeared as guests on a few other shows.

My schoolwork undoubtedly suffered because of the time I spent practicing and performing—a lot of the comments on my school report cards were of the “could do better” variety—but if my grades weren’t the highest in the class, they weren’t the worst, either. In any case the path Jay Williams had mapped out for his sons did not allow for irrelevant diversions such as a college education.

Dad decided that I had the best voice among us, so I sang the  solos. We always did a lot of sentimental stuff, especially songs about mothers. Dad used to say in his more cynical moments, “If Jesus doesn’t get them, Mother always will.” I probably knew more “mother songs” than anybody alive. I sang hundreds of them, so many that in the end we ran out of new ones to sing.

As well as our radio show, we began to sing at other events. Dad got us a booking at the Elks Club in Des Moines, and we also appeared at summer fairs and private parties. I still remember being taken to sing “That Wonderful Mother of Mine” at a luncheon one day. When I had finished, one of the ladies at the party came over and said, “That was wonderful. Don’t you just love to sing?”

I forced a smile and said, “Oh, yes, I love it,” but the truth was that although I loved singing with my family around the piano at home, I hated appearing in public alone; it was that lack of self-confidence once more. I knew I could sing, but so could lots of other people. Average-looking, average-sounding, and more than averagely shy, I didn’t think I was special in any way at all.

The Williams Brothers had become minor local celebrities in Des Moines—medium-sized fish in a fairly small pond—and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy that. Given the material we were singing, though, most of our fans were women of a certain age rather than the teenage girls I had secretly dreamed would be hanging on my every word. Des Moines was now almost as familiar to me as Wall Lake had been, but we were not destined to remain in our Iowa comfort zone for long because Dad was never going to be satisfied with that. He was eager to move on to bigger and better things, and in 1941, when I was thirteen, he recorded a demo disc of our morning show. It was a pretty cheap affair, done on a Wilcox Gay Recordio-gram, a recording machine you could use to make a record on compressed paper with a wax or shellac coating. It didn’t have great recording quality—there were quite a few scratches and hisses—but it was good enough. There were one or two coin-operated devices, like photo booths, in big department stores, but we had one at home that  Dad had bought. We used it all the time to record songs we heard on the radio; it was the way we got our new material.

One of the singing groups we recorded that way was the Merrymacs, the first group we had ever heard singing four-part close harmonies. Until then nearly all the singing groups were trios or barbershop quartets. As a result of hearing the Merrymacs, we also began to sing more arrangements that were modern and fewer hymns and mother songs.

As soon as he had made the demo disc of our morning show, Dad told us that he was going to Chicago to get us on the National Barn Dance on WLS radio. Sponsored by Alka-Seltzer, and with a one-hour segment broadcast nationwide by NBC, it vied with the Grand Ole Opry  to be the most popular country music program in the United States. Bob’s immediate reaction was the same as it had been when Dad told us we were leaving Wall Lake: “Are you out of your mind? We’re just country boys from Iowa. We’re never going to get on the radio in a big city like Chicago.” As usual, Dad ignored him, packed a suitcase, and caught the next train. He was away for several days.

When he arrived in Chicago, he went straight to WLS and began trying to get an appointment with the station manager, who didn’t know Dad or the Williams Brothers from a bar of soap, so was always busy when Dad tried to see him. However, as Mom often said, Dad “would never quit. By hook or by crook he would never quit.” He just went to the WLS building every day and then waited and waited and waited. The manager still wouldn’t see him, but one day Dad sat there until the manager went to lunch, and then he used his charm on the receptionist. Perhaps she felt sorry for him sitting there day after day, because he was able to talk his way into waiting in the empty office. When the manager returned and demanded to know what Dad was doing there, he just said, “Oh, I have a record I want you to hear. As soon as you’ve listened to this record, I’ll go.” His persistence paid off. The manager listened to the demo disc and then hired us on the spot.

Dad returned home in triumph to announce that we were on the move again. Even though Mom and Aunt Cornelia both thought he had “lost his rockers,” he quit his job with the railroad company in Des Moines and took much less well-paid work on the railroad in Chicago so that we could move there at once, changing schools and houses once more. It should have gotten easier; the more often we did it, the less strange and daunting a new home in a new city should have been, but I found it was the opposite. I didn’t love our house in Des Moines as I had our home in Wall Lake—it was an unlovely place but at least familiar. I hated the thought of starting it all again: finding my way around a new city, getting through those first days at the new school where everyone stared at me as if I were from another planet, and then the school bully sauntering over just to let me know who was boss.

I had grown up in the era of the Great Depression and the dust bowl drought that had ravaged America, but perhaps I’d been too young to really comprehend what was happening around me because those great events had little effect on me. Money was tight, but Dad always had work and there was always food on the table. Now a new threat was emerging, and, older and more aware, I found myself pausing to listen to the increasingly ominous news bulletins on the radio. War had been raging in Europe since the fall of 1939, but at first it seemed as remote as the roll call of the far-off countries involved. Now it grew larger and more menacing by the day, like the black clouds over the Iowa plains that warned of a tornado brewing.

I would hear Dad talking to the neighbors, some swearing that the United States would “never again get involved in another of those goddamn European wars,” and others just as adamant that war was coming, “and it’ll be worse than last time.” Then on December 7, 1941, I and everyone else in America woke to the news that our safe, peaceful world had changed forever. Pearl Harbor had been attacked. The change to a war economy swept away the last traces of the Great Depression. Now factories were running twenty-four hours a day,  and there was work for all who wanted it. The pace of everyday life seemed to increase almost overnight, and after years of making do and scraping by, people were suddenly spending money, dancing, and partying without apparent fear of tomorrow. Looking back now, it seems a bit like dancing on the deck of the Titanic, but perhaps it is always the same in wartime: People who know they may die tomorrow can be forgiven for taking what pleasures they can today.
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If we thought Des Moines was the big city, Chicago was in an entirely different league. As our train clattered its way toward its center, the stockyards seemed to stretch for miles. A warren of rail tracks and sidings held trains from all over the Midwest, disgorging thousands of cattle that were prodded and herded into endless lines, moving toward the slaughterhouses and meat-packing plants like machine parts on conveyor belts of a vast assembly line. It made a lasting impression on me, and on those hot, humid summer days when the Windy City failed to live up to its name, it sometimes seemed as if the stench of blood and animal dung permeated the whole of Chicago.

The skyline of the city that invented skyscrapers was also very different and far grander than Des Moines, and if Al Capone and Prohibition were now just fading memories, the mob still ruled many of Chicago’s meaner streets and even some of its broad boulevards. As we walked around, we would occasionally glimpse sharp-suited, swaggering figures emerging from their limousines and sauntering into one of Chicago’s clubs or restaurants as their bodyguards fanned out around them.

We made our debut on the National Barn Dance that weekend; it was broadcast live from the Eighth Street Theatre and starred Clyde “Red” Foley. He was a huge star at the time, and I was in awe of him, though not so much that it stopped me from briefly dating his daughter, Shirley. I was only thirteen then, however, and it was all  very innocent. We held hands and gave each other a shy peck on the cheek, but nothing more than that.

The move to Chicago signaled a big change in my brother Bob’s life. His girlfriend from Wall Lake, Edna, had followed him to Des Moines and then to Chicago, and soon after we moved there, they were married. His three bachelor brothers sang at the wedding. Bob and Edna found an apartment a couple of streets away from where we were living in Oak Park west of the city. It was a nice house in a neighborhood that was more upscale than the low-rent districts where we’d lived in Des Moines, but not long afterward, Dad became very ill. He had had chest problems for years and blamed all the smoke he had inhaled on the railroad while working in the mail car just behind the engine. He now couldn’t get his breath at all. Although Mom tried to hide the extent of her worries from us at the time, pretending that Dad just had “a touch of bronchitis,” her face told a different story. She admitted later that she was afraid he was going to die. His recovery was slow, and he was off work for several months, so it was just as well that his sons were earning a few dollars by appearing on the radio.
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