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Gary Giddins on Bing Crosby
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Foregoing the usual format of presenting a young vocalist as the APSS
meeting opener, the ever-youthful duo of
Eric Comstock and Barbara Fasano in-

stead set the stage for an engaging program about popular crooner, Bing
Crosby. Their aim was to sing several
numbers made famous by Crosby in the
1940s. Eric began with “Moonlight Becomes You” (from the The Road to Morocco) vocalizing at the keys. Barbara
followed with “Oh, You Crazy Moon.”
Then it was back to Eric with “You Don’t
Have to Know the Language” from The
Road to Rio. Both delivered the sweet
ballad, “Count Your Blessing (Instead of
Sheep),” a hit for Crosby with Rosemary
Clooney.
The program was turned over to
APSS Board member and program producer, Will Friedwald, for an onstage interview with author Gary Giddins.
Giddins is a jazz critic who was a longtime columnist for the Village Voice. He
is the author of many award-winning
books and biographies of jazz luminaries
such as Louis Armstrong and Charlie
Parker. In January 2001 he published the
first volume of his Crosby biography,
Bing Crosby: A Pocketful of Dreams The Early Years 1903 – 1940, which
covers Crosby’s early days in college
minstrel shows and vaudeville, to his first

hit recordings and success in Hollywood.
In October 2019, Giddins published the
second volume, Bing Crosby: Swinging
on a Star: The War Years, 1940-1946. In
it, Giddins details how Crosby dominated
American popular culture from the Prohibition era through the Second World
War years,
becoming
one of America’s most
beloved entertainers,
also redefining the sound
of modern
music from
the way it
was orchest r a t e d ,
recorded and
sung.
Friedwald’s first question was, quite
naturally, “when did you decide to write
volume two and why did it take nearly
twenty years to produce?” Giddins answered that volume two was always part
of his plan. The gap, however, was solely
due to access to research materials and
primary sources, such as Crosby’s living
children and especially his widow, Kathryn Grant.
With Crosby’s
first
wife,
Dixie Lee (d
1952) he had
four
sons,
Gary
(d
1995), Lindsay (d 1989),
Dennis
(d
1991)
and
Phillip
(d
2004). With

Grant he had Harry III, Nathaniel and
Mary. Giddins and Friedwald spoke extensively about Gidden’s belief in deep
research and making sure facts can be
corroborated. It’s a meticulous process
that takes time, and Giddins was prepared
to wait. A key element was finally gaining the trust
of Kathryn
Grant, who
then presented the
author with
a treasure
trove of material––
which took
time to pour
through.
Giddins
revealed
that there
were surprises in the collection. There
were letters to Crosby from parents of
soldiers who’d died in WWII, lauding
him for the positive effect he’d had on the
deceased and to themselves. These letters
and other material showed how hugely
important Crosby was to the war effort.
This revelation was unkown to the outside world, due to Crosby’s modest nature and his steadfast ethic not to exploit
any of his activities concerning WWII.
Another surprise was locating Crosby’s
own private wartime journal. Giddins
also discovered via the diary that Crosby
had gone through a period of depression
and despair during the latter years of his
popular Kraft Radio Hour program.
About Crosby’s private life, he dispelled the erroneous reputation the singer
had received when son Gary’s book identified him as an abuser. The fact is that
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President’s Message...
Linda Amiel Burns, President

President:

Greetings to our APSS Members, Friends, and Fans,

Linda Amiel Burns

Photo by Rose Billings

Our January program, the first of the New Year at The Green Room 42, got
off to a terrific start. What a treat that the fabulous cabaret stars, Barbara Fasano and Eric Comstock,
opened our Tribute to Bing Crosby with songs from Bing’s marvelous repertoire. You can see them
perform every Saturday at 5:30 at Birdland!
Our Guest Speaker, author and renowned expert on Crosby, Gary Giddins, discussed the extensive research he did on his latest book: “Bing Crosby: Swinging on a Star: the War Years, 19401946.” The Wall Street Journal has called him “one of the leading music critics of the last
half-century.” APSS Board Member, historian, and man about town, Will Friedwald, interviewed
Gary, and then showed some unique and delightful film clips from his vast collection.
I am so thankful for our loyal members who bring new members and guests to our meetings,
and support this important organization. I have seen how we have grown and changed over the past
40 years while continuing to remain relevant. When we decided to change our organization’s name,
we all thought long and hard about what we wanted to say and who we are. When we came up with
the American Popular Song Society, I realized that the name was perfect, as we wanted to honor the
popular songs not only of the past, but of the present and the future.
I am especially excited about our February Program starring Richard Skipper in “The Magic of
Believing” on Saturday, February 8th. I saw this remarkable show at St. Luke’s Theater last summer,
and knew that it would be perfect for APSS. When I asked Richard if he would perform it for us, he
graciously agreed. In music, song and narrative, it is the story of “a little boy with big dreams and
how he pursued them and made them come true.” It is directed by Jay Rogers and joined by Bryon
Sommers on piano. You won’t want to miss this entertaining afternoon, and also celebrate Richard’s
birthday! Our opening performer will be Ruby Rakos, an amazing talent, who recently starred in
“Chasing Rainbows: The Road to Oz” as the young Judy Garland at the Paper Mill Playhouse.
We have received wonderful comments about our new space, and I cannot sufficiently thank
Daniel Dunlow and the superb staff and team at The Green Room 42 for hosting us in this lovely
cabaret room. This has given APSS a tremendous boost, and we know that our future is bright as we
continue to bring interesting, entertaining, and relevant programs to you about popular music through
the ages.
Looking forward to seeing you on Saturday, February 8th. Please remember that we open the room at
11:00AM for seating and browsing the Member Exchange
Table. You can get coffee and treats in the lobby and bring
them to the tables. I begin the proceedings at 11:30 to
greet you, make announcements, etc. Our young opening
singer will perform from 11:45 and we will begin the
“Main Event” at noon. From 1:30-2:00 you can greet the
cast, take photos, and say goodbye until we meet again on
March 14th.
Best wishes,

Linda
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Gary Giddins...
from page 1

Gary Crosby’s book was not credible.
Years later he admitted he’d written it
when he was abusing substances and the
reality of his father was quite different.
In conclusion, Giddins spoke of Crosby’s
politics as a liberal Republican and his
stance on racial equality, which Crosby
vigorously championed. By the end of
this presentation, it was clear that Gidden’s Bing Crosby: A Pocketful of
Dreams is a seminal work in establishing
and restoring Crosby’s place in American
cultural history.
Part three of the program was, of
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course, a collection of clips from film and
television. The first was from The Big
Broadcast of 1932, with Crosby and guitarist Eddie Lang. There was Crosby
singing “Moonlight Becomes You” from
The Road to Morocco and “Sunday,
Monday or Always” from the film, Dixie.
Television clips followed with various
performers such as Dean Martin, Louis
Armstrong, son Gary and Maurice Chevalier. Finally, with new lyrics written by
Sammy Cahn, a TV production number
of “America” (West Side Story), with
Crosby, Edie Adams, Gary Crosby and
Bob Hope was a fun way to end a fascinating and successful program.

Song Facts You May Not Know...

Thanks to Stephen Vrattos

Blue Moon: It’s hard to believe this iconic Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart tune had to be re-written three times before catching
fire with its fourth set of lyrics. In 1933, while under contract with MGM, the legendary musical duo was commissioned to pen
a song for the movie, Hollywood Party, in which sexy starlet Jean Harlow plays an innocent girl yearning to be a movie star. To
that end, she sings to God. Originally entitled “The Prayer,” the melody which would become “Blue Moon,” opened with, “Oh
Lord, if you’re not busy up there/I ask for help with a prayer…” When the studio scuttled the scene, they cut the song with it.
But Rodgers “rather liked” the music, so when the pair were asked to write the title song for another film, Manhattan Melodrama—starring Clark Gable, Myrna Loy and William Powell—Hart supplied these opening lyrics: “Act One: You gulp your
coffee and run;/Into the subway you crowd/Don’t breathe—it isn’t allowed.” And again, MGM cut the song. Rodgers and Hart,
however, didn’t wait for their next assignment to use the music, instead trying it again in the same picture, but with a new title,
“The Bad in Every Man” and a third set of lyrics: “Oh Lord, what is the matter with me?/I’m just permitted to see/The bad in
ev’ry man…” The song remained in the film, sung once by Shirley Ross, and summarily ignored by the public, though the film
attracted crowds and notoriety as the movie John Dillinger watched before he was gunned down outside the Biograph Theatre
in Chicago. Fortunately, the tune had another fan at the studio, Jack Robbins, the head of MGM’s publishing department, who
believed the song needed more romantic lyrics and a punchier title, it could be a commercial hit. Understandably reluctant, Hart
was finally convinced to pen a fourth set of lyrics and “Blue Moon” was born. It became Rodgers and Hart’s most successful
song—”the only success we ever had,” Rodgers remarked, “that was not associated with a stage or screen musical.” This doowop version was released by The Marcels in 1961, becoming arguably their most famous hit, reaching number one on the Billboard pop chart for three weeks.
Blue Star: Written by Victor Young and Edward Heyman, the same songwriting team who created “When I Fall in Love,” this
tune was the theme for the 1954–56 television drama, “The Medic.” Starring Richard Boone, Mary Stewart and Robert Stevenson,
the show was groundbreaking in its realistic portrayal of the medical profession and heralded at the time for its sometimes unflinching look at the operations and procedures performed by doctors, setting the foundation for all medical dramas thereafter.
Young initially copywrote the music on February 17, 1955, under the title “The Medic Theme.” Heyman set lyrics to the lovely
tune immediately thereafter and the completed composition was copywritten under a new title, “Blue Star,” a few months later
on May 5, 1955.
By the Light of the Silvery Moon: With words by Edward Madden and music by Gus Edwards, this Tin Pan Alley classic was
introduced in 1909 by child star George Price in the vaudevillian revue, School Boys and Girls, during which Price was planted
in the audience to serve as a singing stooge. The song was featured later that year in Ziegfeld Follies of 1909, performed by
Lillian Lorraine, arguably the most famous of the Ziegfeld Girls. An eponymous film, starring Doris Day and Gordon MacRea
was released in 1953 as a sequel to On Moonlight Bay, a popular 1951 motion picture based on Penrod. A 1914 collection of
comic sketches by Booth Tarkington, the book follows the misadventures of Penrod Schofield, an eleven-year-old boy growing
up in the pre-World War I Midwestern United States.
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Oscar Hammerstein I: America’s Magnificent Impresario
By Jerry Osterberg

Oscar Greeley Clendenning Hammerstein II wrote
more than 850 songs during
his forty-year long career in
the American musical theater,
eventually earning five Tony
Awards,
two
Academy
Awards, and a Pulitzer Prize
for Drama. By his death in
1960, Hammerstein’s lyrics
had long been woven into the
national consciousness, so
ubiquitous and vivid were his
images.
But, long before Oscar
Hammerstein II, there was
another well-known Oscar
Hammerstein, his grandfather.
With nothing more than a love
of music, the eighteen-year
old immigrant from Prussia,
was determined to secure his
future, arriving in New York
City in 1864. Hammerstein
supported himself initially by
sweeping floors in a cigar factory on Pearl Street and
moonlighting as a manager in
a German theater. He worked
his way up, became a cigar
maker, and thought about how
to streamline the manufacturing. Encouraged by his employer,
he
succeeded,
ultimately becoming the
owner of eighty patents, most
of them designed to improve
the cigar making process. By
the time he was a mature man
of forty, Hammerstein had accumulated more than enough
wealth to pursue his musical
theater dream.
Primarily interested in
grand opera, Hammerstein
was in a perfect position to reinvigorate an audience whose
interest in the genre had

flagged. Not only was he an
enthusiastic promoter and
producer of opera but expanded his vision to include
operetta and legitimate
musical
theater.
Beyond all this,
the self-made
immigrant invested his
capital to
build the
spaces to
house the
resurgence
of the art
forms. Hammerstein built
his first theater,
the
Harlem
Opera House in
1889, following up with
another, the Columbus Theatre a year later, on the very
same block. In contrast to the
Harlem Opera House facility,
the Columbus featured light
theatrical productions. Not
one to allow his capital to
gather moss, he opened the

as an opera house and was primarily used to present variety
shows mounted by his partners Koster and Bail. Displeased as he was,
Hammerstein had a
complete falling
out with Koster
and Bail, and
the partnership
dissolved into
bitterness.
Barely two
years later,
he opened
the Olympia
Theatre on
Longacre
Square, where he
presented a comic
opera that he wrote himself: Santa Maria. Although
the play received favorable
notices, the production was
plagued with high costs and
Hammerstein lost 90% of his
investment.
Once again, Hammerstein
recovered quickly, building

first Metropolitan Opera
House in 1893 on 34th Street.
Disappointingly, it failed

three additional theaters: the
Victoria Theatre in 1899,
which turned to vaudeville in

1904, the Theatre Republic in
1900, and the Lew Fields Theatre in honor of Lew Fields,
half of the vaudeville team of
Weber and Fields, and the
father of lyricist Dorothy
Fields. He wrote another musical, Punch, Judy & Co. in
1903, which opened at Hammerstein’s Paradise Roof Garden. For this creation,
Hammerstein was not only the
producer, but the composer,
lyricist, and librettist. It ran
for 72 performances. Other of
his own productions which
did well were Hans, the Flute
Player, which ran for two
months at the Manhattan
Opera House in 1910, and
Naughty Marietta, Victor Herbert’s most successful operetta, running for four months.
Hammerstein, dissatisfied
with the Metropolitan Opera’s
productions, opened his Manhattan Opera House, which
competed directly and successfully with the Met. He
produced contemporary operas and presented the American premieres of Louise,
Pelleas et Melisande, Elektra,
Le Jongleur de Notre-Dame,
Thais, and Salome, as
well as the American debuts
of Mary Garden and Luisa
Tetrazzini. The star soprano
Nellie Melba, who had made
her debut at the original Met,
deserted it for Hammerstein’s
Manhattan Opera House following her acclaimed performance in Romeo et Juliette.
Fortuitously for Hammerstein,
her overwhelming triumph
had established her as the
leading prima donna of the
Continued on page 6
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If you have any member news, or other items you would like to have considered for this newsletter, please send it by e-mail to the Editor, Jerry Osterberg: osterbergg@AOL.com. It will be subject to editing, depending on size
and content, and please remember that we try to go to press two weeks before
each monthly meeting. We often get very good items that get to us after the
newsletter has been finalized and made available to the membership.

Linda Amiel Burns, APSS President, is celebrating four decades
of The Singing Experience. Several APSS members have taken
this workshop, some more than once. For those of us who have,
we can assure you that you’ll feel like a pro by the night of the
performance. Although many students have never sung in public before, the supportive environment has prepared them well
for their debut. Call Linda at 212-315-3500 to sign up. The
Singing Experience Cable TV show continues MNN Time
Warner: Channel 56 or RCN: Channel 111. The program
broadcasts are every Sunday at 5:00 PM. You can also see
your fellow NYSMS members on YouTube at any time.
Midday Jazz Midtown continues Wednesdays (1:00 PM to 2:00
PM) at Saint Peter’s Church (East 54 Street (entrance) @ Lexington Ave), NYC, Hosted by Ronny Whyte. February 5, Erli
Perez – singer, Takaaki Otomo – piano, Yoshi Waki – bass; February 12, A Rhapsody of Gershwin, Matt Baker – piano, Nicole
Zuratitis – singer, Curtis Nowosad – drums; February 19, Roz
Corral – singer, Jim Ridi – piano, Paul Gill – bass.Suggested
donation: $10. Parking: Icon Parking, East 51 St, between Third
and Lexington Ave. $15 including tax for five hours with validation@Saint Peter’s Reception Desk. www.ronnywhyte.com
www.saintpeters.org/jazz/midtownjazz.htm.
Member David Tane is available to play the piano at your next
party or other event. David specializes in classic American standards. Rates are reasonable. Call or text 914-714-2489 for
more information.
Steve Ross reports that the classic radio interview show New
York Cabaret Nights, which was broadcast on WNYC, can be
accessed anew by going to https://www.wnyc.org/series/newyork-cabaret-nights.
Board member Marilyn Lester is now the Executive Director of
the new nonprofit American Songbook Association (an outgrowth of the Cabaret Scenes foundation). The mission is publishing the magazine, bringing the music into the schools and
providing quality, low-cost performances to senior citizens, students and all who love songbook music. Please check
out www.americansongbookassociation.org
Sandi Durell is Publisher-Editor of TheaterPizzazz.com, a vital
website that presents up-to-date theater reviews, news, inter-

views and previews, along with cabaret reviews and video.
There is a large contributing group of writers who offer discerning and professional reviews and information. Sandi is a Drama
Desk and Outer Critics Circle Awards Voter, member of the
American Theatre Critics Association, League of Professional
Theatre Women, The Lambs, and The Dutch Treat Club. Visit:
www.theaterpizzazz.com.
Do you seek an elusive song? If you do, write APSS Board
member Sandy Marrone @ smusandy@aol.com or call 856829-6104. You can also visit Sandy in New Jersey to see thousands and thousands of sheets of music, most of which can be
yours very reasonably. She is a marvelous resource and a
super-great lady! Having heard from only a few of our members
over the past year or so, Sandy wants to remind you that she’s
still at it, adding to her collection every day, and always willing
to part with sheet music at especially fair prices for us. Sheet
music was the reason we were founded thirty plus years ago,
after all, and she’s only a phone call or e-mail away. Sandy continues to be willing to offer free appraisals with no expectation
of having right of first refusal and can provide unbiased advice
as to how and where to sell music. It’s not a secret, pass it on
please.
In November 2009, to celebrate the centennial of
songwriter/singer Johnny Mercer, Minneapolis radio personalities David Cummings and Les Block produced and broadcast
a 100th birthday tribute to Mr. Mercer. The show features original interviews with a distinguished roster of Mercer-connected
performers and writers, showcasing recordings of Mercer songs
sung by the guests and presenting valuable comments on the
songs and on the man. Among the more than twenty celebrities
interviewed were Tony Bennett, Johnny Mathis, Andy Williams,
Kay Starr, Nancy Wilson, Robert Kimball, Barry Manilow and
Margaret Whiting. Sadly, our interview with Miss Whiting was
her last. The show is being archived by the Library of Congress
which acknowledged that “…it would be impossible to produce
a work of this quality on Johnny Mercer today.” The entire show
can be heard online at the following URL/web address:
https://archive.org/details/mercer100/ksav-mercer-1.mp3 OR
<johnnymercer100:davidcummingsandlesblock>

Send Member News to Osterbergg@aol.com no later than the 15th of each month for the next issue.
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Hammerstein...
from page 4

time.
Ultimately,
Hammerstein’s high-quality productions were too expensive to
sustain the Manhattan Opera
House. So too were the costs
at the Met which was spending more and more to compete. Hammerstein’s son
Arthur negotiated a payment
of $1.2 million from the Met
in exchange for his agreement
to not produce grand opera in
the United States for ten
years. With this windfall in
hand, he moved to London
and opened his tenth theater,
the London Opera House, to
compete with Covent Garden’s Royal Opera.
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Within two years he had
run through his money and returned to America.
With money obtained by
selling the sole booking rights
to the Victoria Theatre, Hammerstein built his last theater,
the Lexington Opera House.
Unable to present opera, he
opened it as a movie palace,
on the cusp of a transition
from small sized nickelodeons
to larger exhibition halls. With
America’s insatiable demand
for films, he was able to sell it
quickly. Hammerstein now
opted to focus exclusively on
dramatic productions. The
decade to his death in 1919,
was an especially robust
period for Broadway, and one

Call” and “Song of the Flame
for the very first time.
While there aren’t many
physical traces of the original
Oscar Hammerstein, he left an
indisputable legacy. It’s impossible to calculate the
number of playwrights, composers, lyricists whose work
would never have found an
audience, nor the actors who
wouldn’t have been seen,
some going on to brilliant careers, had he not invested his
money, energy, time, and extraordinary passion for the
arts. There have been other
such notables since, but none
who made a truly indelible
mark during the critical transition to modern Theater.

JUST SHOW THE CARD
Please, please, please...
We ask that you show your member card when
coming to the American Popular Song Society
programs so that you can come right in and not
have to stop at the table at the door.

may assume Hammerstein
participated given his enormous drive.
His son Arthur assumed
leadership of the family business and was not only a successful producer in his own
right, but provided his
nephew, Oscar with an opportunity to apprentice with him.
Although Uncle Arthur initially admonished Oscar to
postpone his strong desire to
write, once his nephew had
mastered all the theater management and producing skills,
Arthur gave his blessing.
Working closely with his
mentor Otto Harbach, Oscar
Hammerstein II introduced
the world to “Indian Love

February Opener
Ruby Rakos
Ruby Rakos got her
start in the Broadway production of
Billy Elliot at age
twelve, and has
starred as Judy
Garland in several
productions of the
musical Chasing
Rainbows: the Road
to Oz, about Judy’s
early years at MGM,
most recently at the
Paper Mill Playhouse. She’s very excited to take the reins in
her first solo show, Twentysomething, at the
Birdland Theater on June 16th. You can follow
her on Instagram @lostinrubyland.

