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INTRODUCTION: MEETING THE MAN


In the course of writing this biography, Jimmy Scott became my friend. I would have it no other way. In fact, the book could be written no other way because, at its heart, Faith in Time is a dialogue between friends. Over the years, my methodology of biographical storytelling has been simple: become a trusted confidante and, in doing so, elicit the candid truth. I’ve often but not always succeeded in winning over my subjects. Some have been remarkably forthcoming, while others have resisted. Either way, the result has been a series of ghostwritten autobiographies in which I assume the voice of the artist.


In this case, though, I’m taking a different tack. I’m following the form adopted when I wrote the life story of Marvin Gaye. Divided Soul started out as autobiography, but because Marvin was murdered before I could show him a manuscript, the book was completed in my voice, not his. I’m returning to that form, oddly enough, on the advice of Jimmy Scott. My practice has been to give artists control over their stories. It is, after all, their story I relate and their voice I render. I work for them. Jimmy didn’t see it that way and wanted no such control. “I’m interested in your point of view,” he said. “I want to read what you have to say. Stretch out. Take it wherever it leads. You make the final decisions.”


In doing so, I have not abandoned my belief that Jimmy’s conversational voice, like his singing voice, remains the main attraction. In the course of my research, I revisited James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson, published in 1791, the model for modern biography. I mention Boswell because when it comes to gaining access and intimacy, getting next to the artist and hanging out hour after hour, day after day, year after year, Boswell is the man. His tenacity is inspiring—as is his understanding that a genuine voice, with all its passionate imperfections, is everything. Boswell’s great discovery is that Johnson’s very soul is located in his real-life conversation—and that talk contains all the charms, rhythms, and mysteries of music.


Because I was privileged to live and travel with Jimmy for several years—peppering him with endless questions, engaging him in the most intimate conversations, seeing him record, watching him work the world over—I feel obligated to pass on that privilege. For all the brooding darkness that has surrounded his life, the joy of Jimmy Scott is most viscerally felt by simply being in his company. My goal is to convey that joy, which, to my way of thinking, mirrors the very spirit of jazz itself.


I’ve chased after a slew of people close to Jimmy—siblings, friends, ex-wives, girlfriends, musicians, producers—and have inserted their points of view. But it is Jimmy who remains star witness. I have clung to my bias that the biography of a living artist must look to that artist as its most vital source. I want to hear what others have to say about Jimmy, but my principal goal is documenting what Jimmy has to say about himself.


My passion for voice—especially the mysterious voice of jazz—has been with me since I was a kid in Newark, New Jersey. In fact, Newark is where I first heard the name Jimmy Scott. When I was eleven, in 1954, my father took me to the Mosque Theater to see Billie Holiday. I was spellbound. The wonder of black music invaded my soul. Afterward, I waited by the stage door to catch a glimpse of her. When she emerged, reporters shouted questions. One asked her which singers she liked. She named Jimmy Scott. I ran to buy his records. Two years later, I read Billie’s autobiography, Lady Sings the Blues. When I was through, I asked my father about William Dufty, the “as told to” author. “He’s the guy who actually wrote the book,” said my father. “Does he get to go over to Billie Holiday’s house?” I wanted to know. “I suppose so. That’s his job.” “Well,” I said, “that’s the job I want.”


Two decades later, that’s the job I had—I convinced Ray Charles to let me ghostwrite his book. When we first met in his Los Angeles studio, Ray was sitting alone in the dark, lights flickering across the console of his recording equipment, a ballad pouring out of the enormous speakers above our heads. The song was “Someone to Watch over Me.” Ray wanted to know if I knew the singer. I did. There was no mistaking Jimmy Scott.


Five years passed. In 1982, I was working with Marvin Gaye on his memoirs when he suffered a debilitating depression and disappeared. I finally found him in Ostend, Belgium, where he was hiding from former wives and current creditors. He had brought only one tape from home. “This is all that consoles me,” he said. I figured it was Sam Cooke. I was wrong: Jimmy Scott was the only singer deep enough to reach Marvin Gaye’s deepest blues. As we listened to “I Wish I Didn’t Love You So”—a song Marvin had earlier recorded in a Jimmy Scott mode—my mind flashed back to Newark, a year after I’d heard Billie Holiday speak Jimmy’s name.


It was summertime. I’d wandered into the Third Ward, the black section of the city, and stood in front of the open door of a nightclub I was too young to enter. The sign said, TONIGHT ONLY: LITTLE JIMMY SCOTT. On the bandstand stood a man-child singing in the plaintive voice of a woman. He swung in the kicked-back cadence of ultracool jazz. His tragic/magic demeanor mesmerized me. His phrasing was otherworldly, penetrating, frighteningly sad. Later, as I listened to him in Marvin Gaye’s apartment overlooking the cold North Sea, the sadness in Jimmy’s voice seemed to have only deepened.


When I finally met Jimmy, it was the nineties. We were in San Francisco. By then he was an old man who, long forgotten by the music business, had doggedly fought back. I’d heard stories of how he’d worked as a shipping clerk and an orderly at a retirement home. I’d never ceased to love his music, but I was reluctant to get involved with Jimmy. Having just completed the autobiography of a great diva—a book five arduous years in the making—I was all too aware of the distance between the unfettered glory of art and the narcissism of the artist. I thought of the film Amadeus. I thought of the many singers I had idolized as a kid, only to find them smaller rather than larger than life. I was feeling disillusioned with my work. I was tired of discovering feet of clay. My naive notion that inspiring music must come from inspiring people had been crushed too many times. The great diva drove the nail in the coffin.


 When I heard Jimmy sing that night in San Francisco, my skepticism softened. When I spoke with him afterward, my skepticism collapsed. There seemed no separation between art and artist. The very notion I had abandoned—that a singer could be as loving as his song—was suddenly renewed. The generosity of his music and the generosity of his person were one and the same. The next night, I went to see him at a club in Mill Valley. The place was packed. I spotted Jimmy emerging from his dressing room and went to stand next to him while he waited to go on. As the band completed the opening instrumental, an older woman came up to Jimmy and, mistaking him for a waiter, asked the whereabouts of the ladies’ room. I understood the mistake. In his poorly fitted and slightly shiny tux, Jimmy looked like a disheveled worker. I wondered what he would say. “I know where it is,” he told her, “but it’s a little tricky getting there. Let me show you.” He patiently led her through the length of the club, straight to the door of the ladies’ room. Then he walked on stage and drained the audience dry.


Watching him, I felt fated to learn this man’s story. I had to know him. I had to give his story the poignancy he gave his songs. I had to write as beautifully as he sang. I had to be with him and learn the strange pain informing his singular style of storytelling. I had to see him after the show, when we talked half the night. I had to see him the next day. I had to fly to New York a month later and spend the weekend listening to him at Birdland, where he captivated an ecstatically appreciative audience that included Quentin Tarantino, Joe Pesci, and Ethan Hawke. “We’re here to take acting lessons,” said Hawke. “We’re here to see how it’s done.”


Jimmy does it with grace. Jimmy does it with idiosyncratic timing. He does it by digging deep into the dark corners of the secret soul. His performance is musical theater of the highest order. His speech follows the same pattern of unique rhythms and riffs. You get a sense of his jazz-speak when you’re in his motel room for an early morning interview. Seated upright in bed, he looks like a cocoa-and-cream-colored marionette with impossibly thin, impossibly long arms. His hair is covered with a black satin do-rag wrapped tightly around his head. He looks regal; he looks childlike. His smiling eyes are slightly askew. His teeth are small and even. He looks part Native American, part Pinocchio.


His gesticulation, like his articulation, is wholly his own. He carves the air with his hand as though he’s painting words across an invisible canvas. He’s wildly animated, now sliding off the bed as he laughs, now leaping up to make a point. He calls everyone—men and women, children and strangers—“baby” or “darling” or “love.” His lexicon is half hipster, half preacher. He’s a tactile talker, reaching out, touching your arm, taking your hand, offering you the energy coursing through his long, delicate fingers. He cuts off words like he cuts off notes, dramatically, unexpectedly. Long silences are followed by long phrases embedded in a vocabulary both endearing and elegiac.


When you express your love for a certain artist—say, Al Jolson or Al Green—he says, “Baby, I’m feeling your heart.” His energy is elflike, unpredictable, staccato. His mood is exuberant. You look for the sadness you felt when he was singing his songs, but instead find joy. “Singing frees me,” he says. “Releases me.”


This release is not evident in many of his other activities. Food, for example, seems to give him little pleasure. He eats like a bird. His body is thin. He walks with a limp, the result of an accident suffered some thirty years ago. At times he appears alarmingly frail, at times surprisingly sturdy. His right eye is slightly crossed and seems to float freely. “It was another defect I was born with,” he explains. “A weak ligament.” Whether sitting or standing, whether silent or speaking, he projects intense nervous energy. He fidgets, chain-smokes, fools with his cigarettes—searching for matches, lighting up, puffing, snuffing it out, saving the stub for later, losing the stub, dashing off to buy a fresh pack. Of his many ticks, the most pronounced involves scratching; he incessantly scratches the palm of his left hand. Often he breaks the skin and must apply cream to heal the red wound. Only music stops the scratching. Only music relaxes him entirely. Seated next to him at a concert or watching him listen to records in my home, I’ve seen the phenomenon: The moment the music starts, his hands come to rest, one calmly resting atop the other. Music is the balm.


The great paradox of Jimmy—for that matter, the great paradox of jazz—is the tension between exhilaration and relaxation, stimulation and serenity. Jazz is on the edge of the cliff; jazz is deep in the valley. Jazz is in a hurry and jazz is patient. In telling me the story of his life, in months of walking through the scenes of his past, Jimmy is infinitely patient. The rhythms he creates are wholly original. He does more than take his time. He doesn’t worry about time. Time disappears as a restraint or measure. As a singer, his signatures are idiosyncratic phrasing and radical, behind-the-beat syncopation. His career, like his singing, has lagged far behind the beat.


 “If you believe in the beat,” he says, “you don’t need to worry about the beat. It’s there. Always been there and always will. You don’t have to follow it. Fact is, the beat sets you free. It’s your security, your heartbeat, an expression of God, a gift. Time is a gift. Time is our life. I believe in time just like I believe in God. All that gives me faith in time. If we’re in the moment, if we’re truly rooted in what we’re doing when we’re doing it, we can work though all the bad stuff. In that sense, we can all be singers singing away our sadness.”


Still, sadness is his subtext; it lives close to his surface. Sadness suffuses the sound of his unnaturally high speaking voice. The tone and timbre of that voice is the essence of Jimmy Scott. Because he never went through the changes of adolescence, his boyishness is startlingly alive. You hear it in his voice, see it in his body; his boyishness is a vital component of his quixotic charm. He lacks the tough crust that shields other grown men, projecting instead vulnerability and disarming honesty. Few seventy-seven-year-old men speak with such candor on the subject of sex.


“Kallmann’s Syndrome,” he says, “was little understood when I was coming up. It afflicted me and two of my brothers. My mother felt for us, but when the hospital wanted to use us in experiments, she said, ‘No child of mine will be a guinea pig.’ Then Mama, bless her heart, was killed in a terrible car accident. Happened when I was thirteen. The syndrome was on me, but Mama wasn’t there to help me through. My testicles never descended. My penis stayed small. My voice stayed high. Facial and pubic hair never grew. Kids can be cruel. Boys especially. I might have been teased and tortured, but I grew to see my affliction as my gift. When I sang, I soared. I could soar higher than all those hurts aimed at my heart. Adults can be as cruel, maybe crueler, than kids. In my adult life, people have looked at me as an oddity. I’ve been called a queer, a little girl, an old woman, a freak, and a fag. As a singer, I’ve been criticized for sounding feminine. They say I don’t belong in any category, male or female, pop or jazz. But early on, I saw my suffering as my salvation. Once I knew that, I understood God had put me in this strange little package for a reason. All I needed was the courage to be me. That courage took a lifetime to develop.”


Coping with his condition, Jimmy turned to drink as a young man. The place of alcohol in his life is a subject of some controversy. Jimmy sees it as incidental. Others—especially his siblings—see it as crucial. At his advanced age, Jimmy continues to drink, though goes weeks without. His work ethic prevails. When we travel together to Europe, when he comes to Los Angeles and spends a month meeting with me every day to discuss his life, he never touches a drop. The years that I have observed him, he has never missed a gig or marred a performance because of booze. In fact, I have never witnessed a drunken episode. At the same time, the stories abound. Family members and close associates tell tales of aberrant behavior during every period of his life. The pattern is ironclad: Mild-mannered Jimmy turns aggressive, often violent, and sometimes self-destructive. When he’s off the road and I visit him in Cleveland, he maintains a mellow with beer and wine and the kind of smoke that, in Ray Charles’s words, “Liggett and Myers don’t make.”


“Do you think you’re an alcoholic?” I ask him.


“Absolutely not,” he answers. “Alcoholics can’t control it. I can.”


His siblings don’t agree. “Like our dad,” says Jimmy’s sister Elsa, “Jimmy has the drinking habit. He’s done well to work around it, but it’s never gone away. It’ll pop up at weird times, causing him to act in weird ways.”


His manager and producer monitor him carefully. A certain apprehension about his proclivity to slip is always in the air. The vast majority of the time, though, he conducts himself as a dependable professional who behaves with decorum and grace. Beneath the grace, however, the subtext of his emotional life remains sadness. His exterior friendliness appears like a lovely curtain that, when drawn back, reveals a drama whose great theme is pain—pain over the loss of Mama, the loss of family, his inability to have children, his four failed marriages, and a career marked by deep disappointment.


During all my interviews with Jimmy’s intimates—siblings, wives, and girlfriends—I hear stories of his extreme volatility, manic mood swings, and even physical violence. I trust these stories; there are too many to be ignored. But I have a hard time reconciling them with the Jimmy I have come to know. He is a naturalborn performer, and even as an interviewee, he assumes a role. He has every reason in the world to be gracious with me. He wants to be loved—in his songs, in his life, and certainly in his life story. Complicating matters, though, is that part of his role as a sympathetic character requires him to candidly describe those brutal times when he was anything but sympathetic. He never appears insincere. Nor does he shy away from describing the dark pain.


Yet in describing pain, Jimmy remains a joyful speaker. Grateful to have a listener, a reader, an audience, he conveys the simple joy of being alive. Because his subject is so often sadness, his joy feels doubly triumphant, an earned state rather than an assumed attitude. To hear him speak of his heartbreak is to lessen your own and give you hope that heartbreak, like everything else in life, is fleeting.






















BORN BEHIND THE BEAT


James Victor Scott, named for his paternal grandfather, was born in Cleveland, Ohio, July 17, 1925. He speaks of birth as struggle.


“My mother told stories about my birth, as did my dad. Now I’m telling stories. I know their stories and mine are mingled together. Where do their memories stop and mine begin? They said the beginning was struggle. And struggle is the first thing I felt. Gasping. Choking. As a kid, and even an adult, I’ve had dreams about my birth, fighting for breath, fighting for light.”


He was the third of ten children born to Justine Stanard, a seamstress, and Arthur Scott, an asphalt worker, who lived in the predominantly black east side of town. On the day of Jimmy’s birth, his father was called from work and told the infant was being strangled by the umbilical cord. The baby’s death was all but certain. Arthur and a fellow worker named Victor rushed to their home at 2177 Forty-third Street to learn that the infant had miraculously survived. An upstairs neighbor had unwound the cord (the markings of which are visible today). For the infant’s middle name, the family chose Victor, which they called him throughout childhood. (“There were so many little boys named Jimmy,” he says, “Mama started using Victor.”) The principal result of the birth trauma was an ongoing mucous buildup and perpetual wheezing, which cleared up only in his teens.


“Every black family struggled,” says Jimmy. “And ours was no different. Like many families, we were held together by our mother. She was the force and the power. She was everything.”


Jimmy and I are standing on 101st Street in Cleveland, the location of one of the many homes in which his family lived before his mother’s death in 1938. He regards the house with longing. When he describes his youth, it becomes clear that he experienced two distinct childhoods—one with his mother, and one without.


At the time of Jimmy’s birth in the Roaring Twenties, Cleveland was booming. Affluent families endowed a wide array of cultural institutions: a symphony orchestra, an art museum, a playhouse, an institute of music. In an attempt to fill jobs left vacant by men gone off to war in Europe, the city recruited black workers from the South. From 1910 to 1920, the black population increased 308 percent, from 8,488 to 34,451. African Americans settled in the Central Avenue district, a black ghetto whose boundaries—Euclid and Woodland, East 14th and 104th—roughly mark the territory of Jimmy’s youth.


“It was a real community back then,” says Jimmy. “I’d even call it quaint. No buildings taller than three or four stories, and mostly homes with backyards. Lots of four- or five-family homes, and some single homes. You had your corner grocery stores and cafés. You had your liquor stores scattered around, and you had your churches with music spilling out onto the street. You had trolley cars with hard wires where passengers had to get out and turn the car around. You had the big entertainment boulevards—55th, 105th, Woodland—with nightclubs and barrooms and movie theaters. There were businesses—construction companies, trucking concerns, small industry—but mostly just black folk living together. Cleveland’s a medical center, and hospitals like Western Reserve and Cleveland Clinic provided lots of jobs for nurses and orderlies. The women in our community worked. Outside the community, downtown was a magnet because of the record stores. Downtown had the big buildings that made us feel like we were living in an important city.”


In the midtwenties the city saw the rise of Terminal Tower, a fifty-two-story skyscraper, the tallest edifice between New York and Chicago, anchored by a state-of-the-art train station set in downtown’s Public Square.


“Cleveland,” says Jimmy, “was about big steel, big plants, big men marching off to work. My father, who came from Missouri, was one of those men, a skilled manual laborer and also a contractor. They called him Scotty. Well, Scotty knew his game. He could lay out that asphalt with the best of them. He got the job done. He was a responsible worker but an irresponsible father. Family responsibilities—like caring, nurturing, and raising the kids—were left to Mom.”


The central drama in the Scott household was the tension between mother and father. And without doubt, the central character in Jimmy’s life was Justine Scott.


“She was a chubby little woman,” he says, “always in motion. Always looking to help. Even with ten of her own, she was forever tending other kids in the neighborhood. If their parents were having a hard time, there’d be food at our house. She’d be feeding the hoboes, even if our food was coming from the welfare on Ninetieth and Cedar. Didn’t matter—what we had, we shared. Mom shared with me all the stories about her life that I came to cherish. It was better than reading from a book. She told me, for instance, about meeting Dad. How his mother, Kissy, was a full-blooded Cherokee. How having Indian blood made us unique. How Dad came from Saint Charles, Missouri, to Cleveland, where his sister Rose was teaching a sewing class Mom attended. After class Dad would walk Mom home. They fell in love and married. Mom’s future looked bright, especially when the mayor of Cleveland came home from a trip to Russia with furs for Mom to fashion into a coat. The mayor’s wife wore the coat for all the city to see. With the extra skins, Mom made little mufflers for her baby sisters. Sewing and singing and playing piano, teaching us little dance steps, roller-skating with us out on the street, cooking stews and cakes and home-made ice creams, fussing after us, making sure we were fed and in bed right on time—that was the woman’s life. If she didn’t have to care for ten children, I’m sure she would have had a career as a clothes designer.”


“My parents had conflicting sensibilities,” says Nadine, Jimmy’s sister born eleven months after him. “Mom’s concern was family. Dad’s concern was Dad. Mom was artistic—a beautiful piano player, a talented seamstress. She was interested in the home. Dad was interested in the street. With his extreme sensitivity and artistic ways, Jimmy naturally gravitated towards Mom.”


Justine Stanard Scott was the oldest of twenty-six children. “They didn’t all live,” says Jimmy, “but Mom’s family was enormous. And prestigious. The family was a matriarchy led by Hazel Mountain Walker, my mother’s aunt, the sister of my grandmother Clara.” In an article from the Cleveland Plain Dealer (February 4, 2001) celebrating Black History Month, eight prominent African Americans are cited. Among them is Justine’s aunt: “Hazel M. Walker (1889–1980). First black Cleveland school principal, Ohio’s first black woman lawyer, member of the Ohio Board of Education, actress.” The photograph reveals a distinguished, white-haired, lightskinned woman clearly in charge. She wears glasses and an expression of utter seriousness. According to Jimmy and his siblings, Hazel ruled the roost, remaining the role model for upwardly mobile Negro life in Cleveland throughout her long and successful life.


“Hazel Mountain Walker was my principal at the R. B. Hayes elementary school,” remembers Zee Mannsur, daughter of Arthur, Jimmy’s oldest brother. “She resembled Golda Meir, her gray hair gathered in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. We were petrified of her. My father always spoke of her respectfully, as a great educator, but she appeared unapproachable, light-years away from where we lived.”


“My grandparents cut off my mom cold,” says Jimmy. “As a child, my mother couldn’t attend church with the rest of the family. Mom was dark-skinned, which her mother saw as a defect. It was a sad situation.”


“Mom was too smart to see skin color as a sign of status,” remembers Jimmy’s brother Kenny. “But unfortunately her own mother carried that attitude. She rejected her own daughter for no reason other than prejudice.”


Justine’s parents, Clara Mountain and Simon Stanard, lived in a large, two-story Victorian home to which the Scotts were never invited.


“The foul treatment of my mother goes back to when her grandmother died,” Jimmy explains. “It happened when Mom was eighteen. My great-grandmother adored Mom, saw her talent, and encouraged her in every way, especially when it came to clothes. She had clothes made for Mom and was convinced Mom’s own sewing would bring her prosperity. To help, my great-grandmother left my mother a nice inheritance. My grandmother [Clara] was infuriated, though. She didn’t want my dark-skinned mother to have a thing. With the help of a relative who worked at the courthouse, Clara changed the will. Mom got nothing.”


Simon Stanard worked for the Cleveland Trust Bank as a courier.


“Grandma had a ring in Grandpa’s nose,” says Jimmy. “They were married seventy-five years, but the poor man was pussy whipped. He was a tender lamb. Like Mom, he was dark-skinned and left behind when the rest of the family went to church. We never knew why Clara married him, except that he never gave her trouble. He was too scared of his wife to raise his voice. Clara gave the orders. And Clara, for all her bossy energy, was nothing more than her sister’s flunky. Hazel Mountain Walker ran the show. She told them—she told everyone—what to read, what to say, what to think. Everyone was intimidated because she was so highly educated. Hazel disapproved of my father and his lack of education. She and Clara always wanted my mom to leave him.”


The social stigma symbolized by Justine’s marriage to Arthur—the gaping distance between a rising middle class and stagnant working class—haunted the Scott family throughout Jimmy’s childhood. Nothing illustrates that stigma more poignantly than the relationship between Jimmy’s siblings and their maternal grandmother.


“Mom had a dog named Spot who died,” remembers Jimmy’s sister Adoree, “and all us kids gave Spot a beautiful funeral. Mom was too sad to see him buried, so she stayed home. When we got back to the house, there was a woman waiting out front. ‘Who’s that white woman?’ we wanted to know. Turned out the white woman wasn’t white at all. It was our grandmother come to see Mom. Her visit was a surprise. She never came before and she’d never come again. We were never told the reason for her visit, which made it all that stranger. She looked at us like we didn’t exist.”


“I wanted to know this woman,” says Jimmy. “Wanted to see where she lived and what she was like. So one time I found my way over there. I just stood in front of their house, with that huge front porch and those tall white columns. I peered into the picture windows to see what they were doing. After all, these were my grandparents. My family. Why couldn’t I just knock on the door? I did knock, only to have my grandmother sternly ask me what I wanted. ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Just to visit.’ ‘Well,’ she shot back, ‘the visit is over.’”


Nadine sees a connection between Justine’s devotion to her children and her expulsion from her family of origin: “She gave us everything she was denied. She was denied love, and so we were loved abundantly. She was not accepted, so we were accepted unconditionally. She was denied understanding, so we were understood deeply. The hurt she absorbed made her a more sensitive and tolerant woman. She took that hurt and turned it into religious devotion. She was a devout woman interested in living the lessons of Jesus. Essentially that meant treating others, especially children, with a gentleness that we still feel to this day.”


Meanwhile, Jimmy’s dissatisfaction with his father ran deep: “Early on I sensed she deserved better than Dad. He wouldn’t come home, or when he did, he’d be flying too high to help her out. I remember when we had a chance to buy our house on 2301 101st Street—a big house that would have provided the security that later eluded us—Dad said no. Couldn’t afford the eight thousand dollars. Twenty-five dollars a month was too much for the man. Didn’t want the burden. Would rather play it day by day, month by month. We’d hear Mom asking him for a real sewing machine, so she could make money doing what she did best. He refused. He refused her all the basic conveniences a mother of ten needed just to get by. So you can see why I resented him. I wanted a father who respected Mom the way we did. Wasn’t enough for him to make us fritters on Sunday morning. We expected more. That’s why one night we decided to attack. If we ganged together, we’d teach him a lesson. We’d make him do right. So we hid behind the door and under the furniture, and when he finally came home smelling of drink, we jumped him. ‘Justine!’ he yelled, ‘get these fools off of me.’ And just like that, Mama comes roaring out of her bedroom and goes to whipping every behind in sight. ‘Don’t ever do your daddy like this,’ she scolded. ‘You got no business judging the man. That’s up to God. Your father is your father and you’ll treat him as such. Am I understood?’ Obediently, we answered in a single voice. ‘Yes, ma’am.’”


Jimmy’s mother was more than a symbol of moral authority; in her sewing and singing, in her effortless piano playing, she showed her son, who stayed close to her side, the joy of creativity.


“Jimmy was closer to our mother than anyone,” claims Nadine. “He was devoted to her well-being. As soon as he became old enough, he took on the responsibility Dad had shunned, making sure Mom was cared for. As a little boy, when he was only five or six, Jimmy was running out to the train tracks and bringing home loose pieces of coal. He’d do household chores—scrub floors, wash windows—willingly, even joyfully, anything to help Mom.”


“Jimmy stayed so close to Mama,” says Adoree, “his arm got caught in the ringer when she was doing the wash. When she was at the piano, Jimmy was right there. When she sat and worked with needle and thread, Jimmy was watching her every move.”


“Her fingers intrigued me,” Jimmy remembers. “I’d marvel at how freely they moved. She could sew a hem in the blink of an eye. She could play a piano chord—one of those full-blooded church chords—like she’d studied for years. Her fingers danced like ten ballerinas. Lord, it was beautiful to watch. Her movements all natural. She had many gifts. Her greatest gift was her way of mothering, her way of giving of herself to her children.”


Jimmy and his nine siblings arrived at close intervals. Arthur, born in 1921, and Shirley (1923) were followed by Jimmy (1925), Nadine (1926), Adoree (1928), Kenny (1930), Betsy (1931), Elsa (1932), Roger (1935), and Justin (1938).


“Our main memory,” says Nadine, “is that Mom was always pregnant. It seemed to be her permanent condition. It made us feel like she was in a state of grace, this kind and gentle woman whose energy revolved around children, having them, loving them, protecting them.”


“I remember that Jimmy’s first and only bike was provided by Western Union,” says Adoree. “Soon as his feet reached the pedals, he was riding around the city delivering telegrams. He couldn’t have been older than eight when he was off selling Liberty magazines. If there was an odd job to do, Jimmy did it.”


“I hawked newspapers,” Jimmy recalls. “That’s how I always knew what was going on in the world. I’d read those headlines about the poor little Lindbergh baby, about Hoover sweeping out and FDR sweeping in, about Dillinger and Hitler and how Edward the Seventh renounced his throne for the love of a woman. It was my first look at the wide world out there, which seemed big and confusing but wonderful. For me, the world was about work. I wanted my other brothers, Arthur and Kenny, to work as well. I wanted them to help get things for Mom that Dad wouldn’t buy. But they didn’t see it that way. They related to Dad. Fact is, there were times when Arthur turned on me and kicked my ass. He didn’t want anyone telling him he should go out there and hustle up jobs.”


“Jimmy was a little hustler,” Nadine remembers. “He used his raw energy to make money any honest way he could.”


“I love my brother,” says Kenny, “but he could drive the rest of us kids crazy if we weren’t working as hard as him. He’d get up in our business—why aren’t we doing this, why aren’t we doing that? He was a mama’s boy, and when Mom started having church in our house, Jimmy was right there by her side.”


Jimmy’s father had told his mother about the Universal Hagar’s Spiritual Church, whose founder, Prophet George William Hurley, often came to Cleveland and held services in private homes. The Scott household became one such home.


“It was the only good thing Scotty did for Justine,” claims Jimmy. “Dad found a righteous church that fit Mom’s soul. When the Depression hit hard and times got rough, Mom learned to love that church and the comfort it provided.”


According to George H. Latimer-Knight, great-grandson of the founder, Prophet Hurley was born in 1884 in Georgia. In 1897, says Latimer-Night, “the spirit informed Father Hurley he was the Second Coming of Christ. At first he did not want to accept the office. So the spirit of God put him on a forty-day fast, drinking only a glass of milk and eating a cracker a day; the last three days he ate nothing. He lay on the ground so long that the grass began to grow through his skin. After this fast, he began his travels of the Eastern World to uncover the truth.”


Headquartered in Detroit, Prophet Hurley came to Cleveland regularly as part of his outreach program, which extended as far as New York City. He disassociated himself from preexisting Protestant sects and preached, according to Jimmy, an enlightened form of Christianity. His liberal biblical commentaries were peppered with quotes from Plato and Socrates. Church literature claims that Father Hurley argued against the “lie” that heaven is in the sky and hell in the ground. For Hurley, heaven was supreme, a “happy state of mind here on earth,” and hell “a deplorable condition in the bodies of human beings.”


“Our house on 101st Street was Temple Number Six,” says Jimmy. “I don’t know how many other temples existed, but ours was the only one in Cleveland. Prophet Hurley showed up at least once a month and taught the truth. I don’t remember him as an egotist. I didn’t see him as a jackleg preacher. I don’t recall him claiming to be God. His main message was to lift ignorance. He showed the spiritual side of Christ. He didn’t scream about damnation or scare you with stories of hell. He preached elevation of thought. He made you think. Looking back, I can see he was influenced by Eastern religions—Buddhism for sure. We’d have twenty or thirty people gathered together in our big living room, and he’d inspire them in a way that made you feel warm. He wasn’t overrambunctious and showy like so many preachers. He was a studious man who gave us all a sense of quiet spirituality.


“It wasn’t so much the specific teaching, but the gentleness he projected. When you get preached at, it’s the preacher’s emotions that influence you as much as his words. Prophet Hurley’s emotions were soft. He said it quietly—life is material and life is spiritual. He represented the spiritual. ‘The spiritual,’ he said, ‘is what gets us through.’ I saw he was getting through to Mom. I saw him helping her deal with the challenges she faced—ten children to feed, parents who shunned her, a husband on the loose—and I knew that the help was real. My mother had every reason in the world to lose her temper and turn into a raging witch. But she never did. She carried the patience of God in her heart. That was the same patience Prophet Hurley was preaching. She learned the lesson and passed it on to me.”


Her lessons were musical as well.


“Gospel music was the first I sang,” says Jimmy, “those gospel songs Mom taught us at home and had us perform for our neighbors and Prophet Hurley. Mom’s singing voice was sweet and strong and right in tune. I believe my voice resembles hers. It was Mom who organized our family quartet—Nadine, Adoree, Kenny, and myself. Mom taught us how to harmonize notes, and Mom taught us how the words went with the melodies. Mom also set down the rhythm. That’s when Mom would get on my case for being behind the beat. When I sang solo, though, she heard that I wasn’t really behind. I just had a different feeling for rhythm than everyone else. My mother was musically gifted enough to appreciate my individuality, even as a ten-year-old boy. She’d hear me lagging behind a hymn, and instead of scolding, she’d smile. Her smile said it all. Her smile said, I know you’re different, Victor, but I know you’re good.


“Just to hear the music, sometimes Mom would take us to other churches where the sisters would be shouting, the deacons be dancing. I’d go in there and sing myself. No one had to tell me what to do. To get over in church, you had to reach people emotionally. That meant exposing your naked heart. That’s a little scary, but also exciting. If you don’t make the connection, you fail. If you do make it, you fly.


“At school, I had no music education except for being asked to play Ferdinand the Bull in a musical play. It was a singing part. Everyone seemed to like me, and my little girlfriends were impressed, but that was it. I never learned to read or write music, not in school—for that matter, not anywhere.”


Other than church, the main musical exposure in the Scott household came from a small Philco radio.


“That little green dial was a like a magic wand,” Jimmy recalls. “Turn it one way and I might hear Paul Robeson singing in some faraway concert hall. Turn it another way and there’s Judy Garland. Whatever I heard fascinated me.”


In discussing the music of his childhood, Jimmy fixates on these two figures. Their idiosyncrasies would later be reflected in Jimmy’s own style. When an eleven-year-old Jimmy saw Robeson singing “Ol’ Man River” in the film Showboat in 1936, the quasioperatic bass-baritone was thirty-eight; when Jimmy heard Judy Garland on the radio singing “Stomping at the Savoy” with the Bob Crosby band that same year, Judy was fifteen.


“Robeson was a powerful figure,” he remembers. “He was tall and dignified and used his voice as an acting instrument. Up until I saw him, I thought of singing in terms of church—singing God’s praise. Robeson showed me singing was a huge theatrical gesture. Singing was drama. It was a poem, a play. Robeson’s singing turned singing into a spectacle. At the same time, I ran to Judy’s movies because she was free with her spirit. She also had a swinging feeling to her sound, like a little girl playing on a swing in the backyard. The swing era was coming—on that little Philco I’d hear Basie and Ellington and Jimmy Lunceford and Benny Goodman playing in faraway ballrooms. Louis Armstrong was coming on, and of course, Pops was someone who freed you up the minute you heard him. But I really related to Judy because she was more or less my own age. And Paul Robeson was a god who descended from on high to instruct us on the dramatic art of singing. Together, the two of them made me forget I was trapped in this deep, dark Depression in bitter-cold Cleveland.”


The same Philco radio that brought joy brought heartache. When he was eleven, Jimmy came home one day to find it missing.


“Couldn’t believe it was gone,” he says. “I was sick. I couldn’t live without the radio. It wasn’t just the romance of the music—Artie Shaw or Mildred Bailey or Bing Crosby—it was also the voice of the president. For poor folk living in the neighborhood, the sound of FDR was a song of hope. The man could speak, and when he did, when he offered up his programs of rebuilding, we felt like the government actually cared. With no radio, there was no FDR, no comforting tune from a ballroom in Times Square. Just silence. ‘Where’s the radio?’ I asked Dad, who brushed me off with, ‘Can’t worry ’bout no radio, boy.’ The missing radio left a hole in my heart. It was like losing a friend. Then coming back from school one day, I saw it. It was sitting in the window of a pawn shop, plain as day. Dad had pawned it. Dad needed the damn money. Dad worked during most of the Depression, but he still blew his bread on stumblebum women and whisky. To Dad, the radio was nothing more than a silly diversion. To me, it was magic. Now it was gone.”


“Dad wasn’t good with money,” says Kenny. “But in his own way, he tried. I remember him buying linoleum for our kitchen and a bedroom set for him and Mom. Jimmy had an attitude about Dad that didn’t let him see how the man was under pressure. This was the Depression, when a lot of men lost it completely. Dad never did.”


The sibling dynamic was tense—big brother Arthur and little brother Kenny identified with Dad; Jimmy and his sisters were devoted to Mom.


“If Dad had had any understanding at all,” says Jimmy, “he would have traded in Mom’s old Singer for a modern sewing machine. Instead he brought home a washing machine. He understood dirty clothes, but he never appreciated art. Our mother was an artist.”


The twelve-member Scott family somehow muddled through the Depression, moving frequently because, in Kenny’s words, “we had to stay ahead of the rent collector. Our living conditions were never squalid but never too comfortable either. I remember the rats. Jimmy was the big rat killer in our family. At night, he’d boil a pot of water, turn off the lights and wait for them to scurry out of their holes. Once they did, he’d grab them by their tails and fling them into the pot. I was too scared, but big brother took on those rats without flinching.”


For all his foibles, their dad worked steadily while their mom anchored the household. Justine considered her home a sanctuary to the point that church was held in the living room. She gave her brood of five boys and five girls a feeling of well-being. She literally sang the praises of God and refused to accept criticism of her husband from either her extended family or her own kids. Loyal to a fault, Justine endured harsh rejection from her mother and aunt without bitterness or recrimination. Whatever the circumstances in inner-city Cleveland, her children—and especially her second son, Jimmy—were made to feel wanted and valued. Her strength was enough to hold her family together. Her death fractured the family forever.


“As a child,” says Nadine, “Jimmy was two different people. Before November of 1938, I’d say he was a happy little boy. Long as Mom was near, Jimmy was smiling. He’d come home with gifts for her, a wildflower, a piece of candy. She was his reason for living, the light of his life. Then one day the light went out, and my brother was never the same.”






















DARKNESS


Jimmy sends me a note from Cleveland saying he’s coming to Los Angeles so that we can spend several uninterrupted weeks talking about his life. His handwriting is florid and elegant. At the end, he signs off, “Jimmy, Justine’s loving son.”


When I pick him up at the airport, I ask about him the phrase. “I think of her every day,” he says. “I’ve been many things in my life. I’ve held many jobs and gone through many changes. First and foremost, though, I remain Justine’s son. That’s how I see myself. Always have. Always will.”


The death of his mother is the single great fact of Jimmy’s childhood. Near the same time, at age thirteen, perhaps the most vulnerable time in a boy’s life, he was struck by the onslaught of Kallmann’s Syndrome, which deprived him of a conventional sense of manhood. These extreme deprivations—maternal loss and what Jimmy terms “the Deficiency”—define his personality, just as they later define his art. The first, the realization of his physical abnormality, preceded the second by only months.


“When I viewed myself as being different,” says Jimmy, “I wasn’t thinking about my physique. If you’d ask me how I was different from the other boys, I’d probably answer, ‘The way I’m drawn to music.’ Music obsessed me. Not long after my mom had us singing in our home-grown quartet, I’d wander over to the Woolworth’s five-and-ten-cent-store every Monday, when the new songbooks came out. People bought ’em up in a hurry, and I had to have my copy. Those books contained all the lyrics to the new tunes. In the thirties, great songs were pouring out every week—‘The Way You Look Tonight,’ ‘When Did You Leave Heaven?’ ‘Little Girl Blue,’ ‘Love Is Just Around the Corner.’ I was fascinated by the lyrics, and even better, Woolworth’s had a pianist, a lovely saleslady who played the melodies on the upright to show me how the words matched the notes. Before I left the store, I’d buy Mom whatever she needed—threads and needles, a pincushion or box of buttons—but I’d also buy myself a songbook. Before long, I had me quite a collection.


“Then came a Monday when Mom said I couldn’t go to Woolworth’s. I was surprised because she knew how much I loved listening to the lady play the piano. ‘Sorry, Victor,’ she said, ‘but I’m taking you and Kenny to Lakeside Hospital.’ Until then, little had been said about our physical condition. My older brother, Arthur, didn’t have it, so he grew facial hair and began shaving. But at twelve or thirteen, I didn’t think about shaving. At that age, having a small penis wasn’t a big deal. There was time for it to grow. There was time for testicles to appear. Later I learned the condition is congenital and affects the hypothalamus, the region of the brain that triggers hormones. The Deficiency is present at birth. It wasn’t until the midforties that a cat named Franz J. Kallmann, a New York geneticist and psychiatrist, spelled it out, calling it a rare disorder whose two chief characteristics are an inability to experience puberty and the absence of the sense of smell. Nowadays it can be treated. Back then we were still in the Dark Ages. We did know, however, that the trick gene was carried by the women in my mother’s family. Two of her brothers were afflicted. I saw that with my own eyes.
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"There’s no other story like
this in American music.
Only Jimmy Scott could
havelived it, and only David
Ritz could have written it.
Atriumph!” —B.8. KING
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