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Fall 2009 

IT’S FALL ..TIME FOR OUR OPEN HOUSE! 

  

                                         

 

 

Come join the fun for BACA's 

2009 Open House 
Celebration-"1939 Hollywood 

Party". Decadent cocktails, 

tasty treats, sparkling 
conversation and merry music 

await as the BACA Board 
transforms the Club Cafe 

Cabaret into a 1930's 

Speakeasy-raffles, special 
guests. Open mic and more 

fun…see page 7 for more 
details.  Free admission-but 
donations gladly accepted. 

Bring friends and introduce 
them to BACA! 

 
 

1939 Hollywood Party!-BACA 
Open House  

                                  

http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=158546080896&ref=mf
http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=158546080896&ref=mf
http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=158546080896&ref=mf
http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=158546080896&ref=mf
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President’s Letter 

 It is a pleasure and privilege for me to be able to write to you as 

President of the Boston Association of Cabaret Artists. 

Our revamped board of directors has the energy, experience, and passion 

necessary for the organization to live up to its potential. Together with 

our membership, we are on our way to make Boston THE destination for 

Cabaret in all of its spectacular forms: the intimate art of singing one-to-

one, heart-to-heart; its Parisian or German roots; the splendor of the 

Great American Songbook – which is still being written. Whether 

Burlesque, Vaudeville, Musical Comedy, Theater, Jazz, Tin Pan Alley, 

Folk or Classical Art Song – Cabaret lies waiting for a new generation to 

experience its one-of-a-kind, transcendent magic. 

We invite and encourage you to become a member of the Boston 

Association of Cabaret Artists. It is not necessary to be a performer; the 

only requirements are a love of quality entertainment and a desire to see 

this unique art form flourish. 

Throughout the year, we will be creating a variety of programming: 

a. For the amateur enthusiast who loves to sing to live music, and needs a 

forum other than their shower.  

b. For the aspiring performer or student who desires the tools and 

opportunities necessary to build their skill sets in order to sing 

professionally or at an advanced level.  

c. For the professional entertainer, by providing avenues to display and 

further develop their talents. Creating high-end master classes and 

showcases to help build their audience.  

d. To provide a forum for the works of new composers and lyricists, to 

nurture the ongoing writing of the Great American Songbook.  

e. To create a Young People's Performance Series and Outreach program to 

cultivate a love and interest in the Art of Cabaret and the Great American 

Songbook by bringing it to a new generation.  

f. For the lover of cabaret in all of its forms. Creating programs that will 

delight, shock, nurture, educate and inspire – but most of all entertain.  

 

Our  OPEN HOUSE EXTRAVAGANZA hosted by the inimitable Brian 

Patton will be held at Club Café Cabaret on Oct 20th . Special guest stars 

and many surprises are in store! And don't forget to DRESS UP! Cabaret 

is nothing without a hint of Glamour! Respect the business – respect the 

Art! The Board has adopted and will promote a new philosophy to treat 

each evening as if it is opening night, and we hope you will follow suit! 

So put on your evening apparel, glitter, and shined shoes and come to the 

CABARET as we begin the crusade to make Boston THE destination for 

Night Life entertainment and the Art of Cabaret performance. 
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Getting to know the 2009-2010 BACA Board Members

Eric Larivee  

President 

Eric Larivee is a multi-talented, 

award-winning cabaret and 

musical theater artist. He has 

appeared both on and off-

Broadway, and in almost every 

cabaret room in NYC as well as 

in Europe. 
 

In the world of cabaret, he has 

appeared at Carnegie Hall, 

Town Hall, The 92nd Street Y, 

The Algonquin, Manhattan 

Theater Club, the Hotel Edison 

Supper Club, Steve McGraw’s, 

The Russian Tea Room, Eighty-

Eight’s, The Cinegrill, The Triad, 

Pizza on The Park, The Palace of 

Versailles and the Goodwin 

Hotel to name just a few. 
 

He has performed alongside and 

worked with Betty Buckley, Julie 

Wilson, Elaine Stritch, Margaret 

Whiting, Craig Carnelia, 

Michael Rupert, Judy Kuhn, 

Shirley Jones, Hildegard, Julie 

Halston, Tom Anderson, Celeste 

Holm, Maureen McGovern, Ann 

Hampton Callaway and many 

more. 
 

Eric  is the recipient of the Julie Wilson Award for Cabaret Excellence given 

by the Eugene O’Neill Cabaret Symposium. 
 

His most recent cabaret project was initiating and producing a series of 

evenings to raise funds to help save and restore the historic Roseland 

Ballroom on the south shore of Massachusetts. 
 

Eric has produced, directed and music-directed well over 300 musical 

theater and cabaret/jazz productions including the history making 

productions of Ɂ-ÌÞɯ6ÈàÚɯÛÖɯ#ÙÌÈÔ-  ɯ3ÙÐÉÜÛÌɯÛÖɯ,ÜÚÐÊÈÓɯ3ÏÌÈÛÌÙɂɯ

starring Eric’s mentor and Tony Award-winning Broadway legend Betty 

Buckley and the   ‚40th  ÕÕÐÝÌÙÚÈÙàɯ"ÌÓÌÉÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ3ÏÌɯ,ÜÚÐÊɯ,ÈÕɂ, guest 

starring Academy Award winning and movie musical legend Shirley Jones. 
 

Mr. Larivee is also a much sought after vocal technician and musical 

theater/cabaret coach and director. He maintains studios in NYC, Cambridge 

and West Hartford as well as in South Eastern Massachusetts.  
 

He is Producing Artistic Director of The Vox Humana Project whose 

inaugural effort is a series of master classes and concerts combining the 

talents of Boston’s brightest musical theater and cabaret talents with award-

winning Broadway and cabaret composer/lyricist John Bucchino. 

 

Diane Carey   

Vice President 

Diane has been passionate about singing and music 

for as long as she can remember and has performed 

in a variety of musical genres.  High school and 

college days included singing folk music in local 

coffee houses, where she accompanied herself on 

guitar.   That was followed by club and restaurant 

appearances with jazz trios in the Greater Boston 

and South Coast area and community theatre work. 

 

After a decade of being away from performing, Diane came back to music 

and the stage a few years ago.   She currently blends jazz and cabaret styles 

using material from the Great American Songbook and pieces from 

contemporary songwriters.   She studies vocal technique and cabaret craft 

with Karen Shepard and continues to learn about jazz methods under the 

guidance of Rebecca Parris and Paul Nagel.    She also completed acting 

courses with Jeannie Lindheim and Ellen Kelley.    

 Earlier this year, she debuted her cabaret show ‚Let’s Talk Love‛ at the 

Blacksmith House in Cambridge. She is founder and President of Hancock 

Research, a company that specializes in consumer product research.  ‚My 

intention is to support Eric by helping to manage the business aspects of his 

vision for BACA.  Also, the Great American Songbook is close to my heart, 

and I am devoted to keeping its great history alive.‛ 
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Christopher Laconi 

Treasurer 

 

We will cover Christopher’s bio in our next edition.

 

Annie Sharkey  

Newsletter Editor 

Annie Sharkey, a Newton resident, began her 

career in musical theater in New York City.  

She has been an vocalist in the Boston area 

for over 20 years in various venues, 

including cabaret, top forty, original rock, an 

oldies show band, and as a featured vocalist 

for the Winiker Orchestras.   

 

Annie released her new cd, ‚My Heart On 

My Sleeve,‛ with Mark Shilansky and band 

at Scullers Jazz Club, the Doubletree Hotel, 

on June 30, 2009.   Previously, she performed 

her one-woman cabaret show, Look to the 

Rainbow, at Club Café in Boston and Jimmy Tingle’s in Somerville.   

 

In addition, Annie has been a featured artist at Cambridge Center for the 

Arts during BACA’s March is Cabaret Month.  She also starred in A 

Tribute to Judy Garland at the Riverside Theatre in Hyde Park. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Annie serves on the Board of the 

Boston Association of Cabaret 

Artists as editor of the BACA 

newsletter. 

 

‚Cabaret is such a unique art 

form.  I think it offers something 

for everybody.  We need to keep 

trying to expose the Boston 

entertainment scene to what 

cabaret has to offer.  We all have 

many stories to tell through our 

performances.    Hopefully, we 

will continue to increase 

audience size, our membership, 

and open up new venues.‛ 
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Patricia Fitzpatrick, Venue Development 

 

Patricia Fitzpatrick 

began her singing 

career as a member 

of the 150 voice " 

Make Way For 

Youth" chorus on 

Detroit's WJR radio 

station. While at 

college,  she was under contract to MGM Records,  in 

NYC as a 'future recording star’, under the stage name 

Sandy Beach. She appeared at the Detroit Playboy 

Club, and was a regular performer at the Oldest Bar in 

Key West.  

 

Pat took time out to raise her five children and 

reentered the music world after attending a Master's 

Class offered by John O'Neil and Carol O' 

Shaughnessy during the original CabaretFest in  

Provincetown. Challenged by O'Neil to produce her 

own show by the following Festival, Fitzpatrick and 

Bobby Wetherbee created "Tribute to Peggy Lee" to 

great audience delight. Featured shows at "Don't Tell 

Mama's" in NYC and "Davenports" in Chicago 

generated the following review from Stu Hamstra of 

Cabaret Hotline. "Maybe it was my frame of mind on that 

evening, but " Single,Again and this Time it's not my 

Fault" is perhaps the best show I've seen this year... or 

ÌÝÌÙȵɂ 

 

Fitzpatrick was a featured artist in the world Premier 

of Kander & Ebbs ‚Lady, Lover, Liar, Whore" in 

Provincetown, the summer of 2005. Since her 

retirement from the office of Tourism Director for the 

Town of Provincetown in 2005, Fitzpatrick has created 

a booking agency for cabaret performers: Cape Cod 

Cabaret www.capecodcabaret.com works with talent 

to produce and promote their careers. 

 

She will be appearing, for the first time, at Ronnie's in 

the West End of London and performing in Brighton 

Beach, this November.  A singer, actress, performer, 

and producer, Fitzpatrick brings her wealth of 

knowledge to the BACA Board and is eager to expand 

the audiences and venues for members of BACA. 

‚During my second term as a board member of 

BACA, I look forward to bringing new people into the 

organization and creating new venues where we can 

bring the art form of cabaret to a wider audience."  

 

 

Dave Hardy 
Dave was raised in 

various small towns in 

New York, and his love 

affair with 

both music and radio 

began at an early age.  

Around age 8, Dave was 

given his first radio, 

which he listened to constantly.  He remembers being 

very excited when, at age 9, he found out that you could 

actually buy and own some of the records they played 

on the radio.  At age 16, his birthday gift was a night at 

the local radio station.  It was tremendously exciting at 

the time, and he remembers it well to this day.  Around 

that time his interest in computers was also sparked by 

his high school when he  obtained time on the local 

university's mainframe computer, and he spent many an 

afternoon there computing.  During the CB craze of the 

‘70's, Dave got his first transmitter and FCC license, and 

began his first "on/air" experiences. He got his ham radio 

license in 1987 and is still somewhat active with that 

today. 

 

In college, Dave’s interests in both music and computing 

continued, and he began expanding his music collection at 

Syracuse University. He applied to the college radio 

station, hoping to get a show, but only made it about 

three-quarters of the way through its training and testing 

procedures.  It wasn't until Dave moved to the Boston area 

and began working as a programmer/analyst at MIT that 

he actually completed their radio station's procedures and 

got his first radio show.  He started by playing show tunes 

and comedy/novelty songs, on alternating weeks, and 

started his Cabaret Corner show some time after that as a 

segment of the Broadway show.  The show ran for several 

years before being cancelled by the station, but he gained a 

lot of experience and learned a lot about cabaret and other 

music while there.  ‚I hope to use my background in radio, 

computers, and music to help BACA grow in 

whatever way I can.‛ 

 

http://www.capecodcabaret.com/
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Rich White 

 Born in Philadelphia, PA, 

Rich started singing in 

churches and school choirs at 

the age of 8. He was one of 

the founding members of the 

All-Philadelphia Boys, Junior 

High and High School Choir, 

and he was often a featured 

soloist. He sang with the Lyric 

Opera Company of 

Philadelphia and the Rittenhouse Square Opera 

Company of Philadelphia in both chorus and 

principal roles. 
 

Teaming up with his high school friend, G. P. Silcox as 

the comedy team of ‚Silcox and White,‛ he performed 

in many supper clubs and nightclubs in Philadelphia, 

New Jersey and New York City, opening for 

performers like Sammy Davis, Jr., Buddy Greco, 

Jimmy Durante, Al Martino, and Buddy Hackett. 

They also performed at the resort hotels in the 

Poconos and Catskill Mountains, the Fountainbleu 

Hotel in Miami, and at the Flamingo Hotel in Las 

Vegas.  Rich worked for two seasons with the 

American Shakespeare Festival Theater of Stratford, 

CT, appearing in various roles in their productions of 

‚Mrs. Warren’s Profession,‛; ‚The Merchant Of 

Venice,‛ ‚Julius Caesar,‛ ‚Macbeth,‛ and ‚The Devil’s 

Disciple.‛ 
 

He shifted to stunt work in 1968 and earned his living 

for much of the next 20 years as a stuntman, stunt 

director, and second unit director, working on such 

films as ‚The Good, The Bad, And The Ugly,‛ ‚Once 

Upon A Time In The West,‛ ‚Hooper,‛ ‚Cannonball 

Run,‛ ‚‛Cross Of Iron,‛‚Sharkey’s Machine,‛ 

‚Smokey And The Bandit,‛ and ‚Fright Night‛ and 

television shows such as ‚Hardcastle And 

McCormick,‛ ‚The Dukes Of Hazzard,‛ ‚Remington 

Steele,‛ ‚Vega$,‛ ‚Spenser For Hire,‛ and ‚Hawk.‛  
 

Rich served in the U.S. Army in Vietnam in 1970-1971 

(winning the Bronze Star and two Army 

Commendation Medals while assigned to the U.S. 

Army Rangers). Rich continued his performing, 

touring under the auspices of the USO on U.S. 

military bases around Europe in productions of 

‚Inherit The Wind,‛ ‚Same Time, Next Year,‛ and 

‚The Lion In Winter‛ and with his one-man singing 

act. He was seen in over 150 performances of the one-

man-play ‚Clarence Darrow‛ on Army, Navy, and 

Air Force bases in Germany, Italy and Spain (playing 

in front of audiences that ranged from 40 to 2,500 

people).  
 

With fellow performers such as Ralph Waite & 

Michael Learned (of TV’s ‚The Waltons‛), Donald 

Moffett (‚Clear And Present Danger‛) and Dana Elcar 

(TV’s ‚McGuyver‛), he helped found the Los Angles 

Actor’s Theater and directed its production of ‚Who’s 

Afraid Of Virginia Woolf?‛ as well as playing Lucky in 

its production of ‚Waiting For Godot.‛  Rich also 

contributed his voice to the cartoon character 

Bumblebee on the animated series ‚The Transformers.‛ 

In 1988 he settled down in the Boston, Massachusetts 

area. 
 

Rich works as a vocal coach and teacher for local jazz 

and cabaret singers. He still acts and directs in plays 

with many local non-professional theaters and has 

received awards and recognition from the 

Independent Reviewers of New England and the 

Eastern Massachusetts Association of Community 

Theaters. 

 

 

Ernie Berardinelli Jr.  

 

 

‚I foresee BACA as a 

catalyst for anyone and 

everyone to learn about 

and to enjoy the art of 

cabaret‛.   

We’ll post Ernie’s bio 

in the next issue. 
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Sara Curry 
Volunteer Coordinator 

Sara studied voice/acting in a cabaret class at HB Studio for six years in Manhattan with 

George Axiltree.    She studied with vocal coach Dan Manjovi, jazz/pop/rock/ show tunes 

performer/musician in Manhattan.  Sara sang at Golf Resort in the Pocono region with 

Roger Acker Jazz band throughout the 1990’s. She was cast in musical ‚Mame‛ with Weston 

Friendly Theatre in 2005.  Sara has taught for ‚Family Music‛ Song/Dance to youngsters 

and families at the YMCA in Shrewsbury, and coordinated musical events for holiday 

parties 2007/2008.   

Vocalist with the Newton Swing Band since 2006, she performs at gigs at Independent Living Facilities, Assisted 

Living Facilities, Senior Centers, Churches, Temple Halls, Pancake Breakfast Functions, Hopkinton Craft Fair, as 

well as Brandeis University/Harvard University/Wellesley Library.   She’s a vocalist with the Holliston Big Band and 

has been featured at Cabaret Open Mike Night at Amazing Things Art Center.  Sara currently serves on the BACA 

board, of managing volunteer activities for upcoming events.      

Sara has also started her own entertainment business called ‚Musical Showcases,‛which feature different band 

scenarios with a number of musicians, including a violinist,jazz pianist, bassist, percussionist, trumpeter, two 

baritones, a ukulele player, and guitarist for luau functions.   

A trained registered nurse, as well as writer/poet, Sara now works primarily as a vocalist. 

‚Together We Can Fly To Greater Heights‛ is my message.   It is something I feel very deeply.  Talent is for sharing;  

it should never be contained or self-seeking.  It is primarily in the giving and the outpouring of one’s soul, which 

longs and thirsts for connection with others and something bigger than oneself, that makes it magical.‛ 

‚This is true for producing, directing, performing, and the backstage people who assist with all of it, that makes 

us transcend time and place.   I intensely dislike competition and embrace teamwork.    Why can’t everyone be 

a lovely flower in the garden?  There’s room for everyone.  I hope I can bring that spirit to the BACA world.‛ 
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A Remembrance by Annie Sharkey 
 

To some she was a 

jazz vocalist, others a 

supper club 

entertainer, and 

because of her way 

with a lyric, we can 

call her one of our 

own, a cabaret singer. 

Born in East Durham, 

New York on April 28, 

1928, Dearie received 

her unusual name 

after a neighbor 

brought peach 

blossoms to her house the day she was born.  She started 

piano lessons when she was 5 and studied classical 

music until her teenage years.  Then jazz grabbed her 

musicality when she played in her high school dance 

band.  After graduation, she moved to New York City to 

pursue her music career. 

Her first gig was singing with the Blue flames, a vocal 

group with the Woody Herman big band.  In 1952, while 

performing at the Chantilly Club in Greenwich Village, 

Dearie met Nicole Barclay, who, with her husband, 

owned Barclay Records.  At Nicole’s suggestion, she 

went to Paris and formed the vocal group The Blue 

Stars.  They had a hit in France and the USA with 

‚Lullaby of Birdland.‛  While in Paris, she met Norman 

Granz, who signed her to Verve Records.  Verve 

produced six albums with her, and she was known for 

‚My Gentleman Friend.‛ 

She returned to NYC, resuming her solo career, playing 

such clubs as the Versailles, the Blue Angel, and the 

Village Vanguard.  She was a guest on Jack Paar, Merv 

Griffin, and Johnny Carson.   

In 1966, she made the first of what was to be annual 

appearances at Ronnie Scott’s Club in London, where 

she received rave reviews and was called ‚a singer’s 

singer,‛ for her personal interpretation of the lyrics and 

her utmost respect for the composer’s intentions.  In the 

1960s, she also made some albums for Capitol Records, 

including the popular, ‚May I Come In.‛ 

In the early 1970s, unhappy with the major record labels’ 

disinterest in her style of music, she started her own 

company, Daffodil Records.  ‚My New Celebrity Is 

You,‛ the title song on the first album, was written for 

her by Johnny Mercer, and is said to be the last piece he 

wrote before his death.  The record also contained eight 

of her own compositions. During the ‘70s she appeared 

at Carnegie Hall with Joe Williams and Anita O’Day.   

In 1981, Blossom appeared with Dave Frishberg for three 

weeks at Michael’s Pub in Manhattan.  Dearie made 

famous many of his songs, including ‚Peel Me A 

Grape,‛ ‚I’m Hip,‛ and ‚My Attorney Bernie.‛  Her own 

compositions were popular with fans, including ‚I Like 

You, You’re Nice,‛ ‚I’m Shadowing You,‛ and ‚Hey 

John.‛  In 1983, she performed regularly at the Ball 

Room, a Manhattan nightclub.  In 1985, she was the first 

recipient of the Mabel Mercer Foundation Award, for 

outstanding supper club performer. 

Her final album, ‚Blossom’s Planet,‛ released in 2000, 

was her romantic interpretation of Brazilian bossa nova 

songs.  The last record Ms. Dearie recorded was a single, 

a ballad dedicated to the victims and survivors of 9/11. 

On February 9, 2009, she died in her sleep of natural 

causes.  Her last public appearances in 2006 were at the 

now-closed Danny’s Skylight Room in Midtown 

Manhattan. 

Blossom possessed a unique little-girl voice and always 

wore her blond hair in a neat pageboy.  Although her 

instrument was delicate, she had an incredible range.  

She playfully related lyrics, but her point of view was 

never lost to her audience.  Such clear sweet notes, such 

sophisticated interpretation.  No one else sounded like 

Blossom Dearie, and no one ever will.  Blossom, we will 

miss you. 

Discography 

Blossom Dearie (Verve 1957), Give Him The Ooh-La-

La (Verve 1957), Once Upon A Summertime (Verve 

1958), Blossom Dearie Sings Comden And Green 

(Verve 1959), My Gentleman Friend (Verve 1959), 

Broadway Song Hits (Verve 1960), May I Come In? 

(Capitol 1966), Blossom Dearie Sings (Daffodil 1974), 

My New Celebrity Is You (Daffodil 1975), Winchester 

In Apple Blossom Time (Daffodil 1979), Et Tu Bruce? 

(Larrikin 1984), Blossom Dearie Sings Rootin' Songs 

(DIW 1987), Songs Of Chelsea (Daffodil 1987), 

Needlepoint Magic (Daffodil 1988), Featuring Bobby 

Jasper (1988), Blossom Time At Ronnie Scott's 1966 

recording (Redial 1998). 

  

Compilation: 

The Special Magic Of Blossom Dearie (1975). 

From the Encyclopedia of Popular Music. 
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SAVE THE DATES! 
MARCH  8 THROUGH MARCH 14 FOR OUR ANNUAL 

BACA CABARET FESTIVAL. 
 

-!.9 %6%.43ȣ).#,5$).' SHOWCASES, 
CONFERENCES,  AND  A VERY SPECIAL GUEST WILL 

PERFORM AND CONDUCT A MASTER CLASS. 
 

SONGWRITER EVENTS WILL BE INTERGRATED IN 
4()3 7%%+ȭ3 02/'2!-3Ȣ 
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Talk of the Town 
                          By Dennis Livingston 
 

 

Showtime 

BACA performers started off the fall season with a 

bang on 9/12, with a number of shows appearing that 

day and night in NY and the Boston area. Louise Van 

Aarsen serenaded the crowed at an outdoor event at 

Bowling Green Park in New York. Jinny Sagorin & 

John O’Neil were featured performers at ‚An 

Amazing Evening‛ at Amazing Things Art Center in 

Framingham, while, to make your choice more 

complicated, Hildy Grossman & The Follen Angels 

gave a tribute to ‚Gershwin, Cole Porter & Friends‛ at 

The Center for the Arts, Natick.  
 

Mark Shilansky is all over the map this fall, joining 

his pianistic talents with various other jazz musicians 

in a number of venues. Starting 9/18 with his trio, 

Mark appears at Taylor House in Jamaica Plain 

(Fernando Huergo, bass, & Bergtram Lehmann, 

drums), then took his Syncopation group to the Sahara 

Club in Methuen 9/29 and off to Scullers in Boston 

10/13. Mark joins a larger showcase of performers 

10/31 in a Michael Jackson tribute, doing ‚The 

Complete Thriller‛ at the Acton Jazz Café in Acton. 

November sees Mark at the University of Colorado, 

Boulder on 11/6, then back home to Brookline at the 

Café Vernissage 11/12 and back out to Acton 11/13 and 

11/20. And the man also teaches at Berklee. Whew! 
 

New York member Craig Pomranz had a CD release 

party 9/23 for ‚More Than A Seasonal Thing‛ in The 

Metropolitan Room, New York. Our other NY 

member, Hector Coris, burned the boards with his 

solo debut show (he’s been appearing in revues for 

years) ‚Life Is Wonderful‛ at Don’t Tell Mama on 9/18 

and 10/11. Somebody bring these guys to Boston! 
 

 

John Abernathy took the stage in ‚Live Out Loud!‛ 

with Tom LaMark at the piano on 10/11 at The 

Mirabar, Providence, RI. The event marked National 

Coming Out Day and Marriage Equality Week in the 

Ocean State. A live CD recording of the show will be 

released. 

 

Bonnie MacLeod and Lynda D’Amour take their acts 

to New York, both appearing at Don’t Tell Mama on 

10/17. Bonnie performs her ‚Nice Girl Plays Mean 

Piano‛ show and Lynda presents ‚This Eager Heart of 

Mine.‛ 

Hildy Grossman heads for Roberts Theater in the 

South End’s Calderwood Pavilion along with Brian 

DeLorenzo, Krisanthi Pappas & Kathy St. George for 

‚Life Is A Cabaret,‛ the first public event presented by 

Upstage Lung Cancer, an organization Hildy founded. 

 

Master Classes & Courses 

Joe Della Penna gave one of his periodic pre-show 

lectures at the Cambridge Center for Adult Education 

in conjunction with events taking place at the nearby 

Regattabar. On 10/10, it’s all about jazz great Donal 

Fox. Leslie Holmes did similar honors on the classical 

side in a pre-concert talk for a program 10/11 of the 

Wellesley Symphony at MassBay Community College, 

Wellesley. 
 

On 10/24, Ashley Lieberman gives an afternoon 

workshop for singers of cabaret, jazz and musical 

theater at her home in Lexington on ‚Acting A Song or 

It’s All About The Lyrics!‛ Indeed it is.  
 

On The Boards 

Wayne Fritsche played the role of Jaggers the lawyer 

in Charles Dickens’ ‚Great Expectations,‛ presented 

by 11:11 Theatre Company at the Factory Theatre in 

Boston’s South End. The show, which uses Dickens’ 

words almost entirely, ran  9/25-27 and 10/1-3. 

Alanna Gene Woonteiler performs in Oscar Wilde’s 

‚The Importance of Being Earnest‛, a Milton Players’ 

Production on Novemver 6, 7 and 13-15.  

 
ÎÎÎÎÎÎÎÎÎÎ 

Just a thought 

Always be a first-rate version of yourself, instead of a second-rate version of somebody else.                                                     

Judy Garland to Liza Minelli 

ÎÎÎÎÎÎÎÎÎÎ 
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Tuesday Open Mic Frolicsȱ September 29 
“We had a tremendous evening of talent and camaraderie at Club Café Cabaret.  A wonderful buoyancy 

filled the air as well as gorgeous singing.”     -Eric Larivee, BACA President  

 

 

Lynda D’Amour 

was our star diva 

with Jim Rice at 

the keys (top row 

left and center). 

 
Others sharing their 

songs  included: 

 

1. Rich White 
2. Kevin Luey 
3.  Dane Vanatter 
4. Eric Larivee 
5. Ashley Liebernan 
6. Gloria Stanton 
7. Marilyn Dale 
8. Mary Crowe 
9. Bill Hamill 
10. Annie Sharkey 
11. Diane Carey 
12. Bonnie MacLeod 
13. Phil Kassel 
14. Sara Curry 
15. Sarah Brodsky 
 
Photos courtesy 
of Ray Drueke 
and Bob Bond. 

 

 

 

 

 

Hope to see many more of you at our upcoming open mics!! 

Our  2009 schedule is on page 22. 
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 A Conversation with Michael Feinstein 
By Leslie M. Holmes 

 

 

In 2008, 

popular music 

performer 

Michael 

Feinstein made 

a recording 

ÊÈÓÓÌËɯɁ3ÏÌɯ

Gershwin 

/ÙÖÑÌÊÛȭɂɯ

Sitting with 

him in his 

lovely suite at 

the Fairmont 

Copley Hotel 

in Boston, we 

had the 

following conversation about this project, and his many other musical 

activities . . . 

 
Leslie Holmes: I’m interested in your Sinatra project. I’m a 

popular music ‘junkie’ myself. Although I was classically 

trained, as a young musician, I spent all of my allowance on 

popular music. After practicing my classical pieces, I played 

and sang popular music into the night. I just love all the things 

you’re doing, the mission you have. Concord Music Group, 

with whom you have your own Feinery label, recorded this CD.  

Please tell me what your intent was, when you decided to 

embark upon a Sinatra Project. 

Michael Feinstein: The world is changing so quickly, in many 

ways. The change of musical styles is even more palpable, for 

me, in the last few years, than it has been previously. This is 

mainly because I see fewer opportunities for people to hear the 

kind of music I love. And because of that, it is difficult for 

anyone who wishes to stay current in the field of popular music 

– and I use that term very broadly –  to become familiar with 

the music that I sing. It’s not heard on the radio to the extent 

that contemporary music is, but still it’s called classical 

American popular music. 

LH: It’s a tricky term. It’s tricky to find a term. 

MF: I agree, wholeheartedly. And so I wanted to come up with 

an idea, a way of presenting songs that I love in a package with 

trappings that would attract a wider audience . . . or get 

attention from people that might not be interested in a 

recording that didn’t have some other elements to draw them 

in. I don’t know if that sounds oblique or not, but what I’m 

getting at is that if I did an album of love songs, or I did an 

album of just great great songs, it wouldn’t be as interesting to 

the general public if it didn’t have a connection to something 

that a lot of people can relate to . . . like Frank Sinatra. I was 

lucky to have met Sinatra, and I came up with the idea of 

celebrating him, but not in the typical fashion. When I say 

typical fashion, I mean that I’ve heard a lot of singers just 

simply duplicate his arrangements, and try to sound like him in 

style and in phrasing. That seemed pointless to me. So, the 

challenge was to come up with an idea, or a way, to celebrate 

Frank Sinatra without copying him, but capturing his essence. 

And that’s the kind of challenge that I love. I knew that a 

different slant on Frank Sinatra would be interesting to the 

public. It was interesting to Concord [Music Group], the record 

company. And so I found a way to approach his songs 

differently, in that I evoked his arrangements, but I did new 

arrangements. And I did a song that he sang in the forties in a 

style that he would have sung it in the fifties. Or, I’d find extra 

lyrics that he didn’t necessarily record., or I’d change it in some 

way that allowed me to put in my musicological two cents 

without it being known to the general public, but they’d have a 

feel that it was something different. The recording was 

recorded, or ‚miked,‛ in the old fashioned way, in that there 

were just a few microphones in the studio, and the band played 

live in the same room. Nowadays, when albums are recorded, 

the drums are always in an isolation booth. The bass is always 

in an isolation booth. There are big walls between the different 

sections of instruments, so they can fix it later. This was all live. 

Everybody played live with everyone in the same room, so 

therefore it created a different sound. That was part of the way I 

wanted to celebrate him, by going back to the early glory days 

of stereo recording.  

LH: And I understand that, when the orchestra came in to do 

the recording in Studio A, they were a little surprised. 

MF: They were surprised and, of course, the executives of the 

record company thought it was crazy and would never work. 

Everybody was very negative about it, until we got it right. In 

the first hour of the first session( we recorded the album in two 

days ) it took forty minutes to get the balance. But, once we got 

the balance of the orchestra, it was smooth sailing from there 

on. Then everybody was taking bows, saying it was wonderful, 

it was great.  The recording got a lot of attention in the music 

recording industry because it sounds fantastic. 

LH: Oh, it sounds so lush. It sounds like what it should sound 

like. You had a great colleague to work with – Bill Elliott. 

MF: Yes. I met Bill many years ago . . . about twenty. I think he 

was playing for Amanda McBroom. I also think he started his 

career as a rock ‘n roll piano player, but he became immersed in  
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American popular music . . . band music of the twenties, 

thirties, and forties. He is an extraordinarily talented musician, 

and now teaches at the Berklee School [in Boston]. He was an 

essential element in this recording, because he created all the 

arrangements. We worked on them together, but ÏÌɀÚ the person 

who executed them. He realized them. And then he conducted 

and produced the recording, so it’s really as much his vision as 

it is mine. 

LH: I loved the fact that you did a beautiful ‚The Same Hello, 

The Same Goodbye.‛ Oh my goodness, what a song! Is it 

possible for other people to sing that, or is it just that you got 

permission from [John] Williams and the Bergmans? 

MF: Once a song has been recorded, anyone has the right to 

record it. 

LH: Really? That is, if they can get the music. 

MF: Yes. It’s not published. I just had a lead sheet, and then Bill 

created an orchestration. I don’t know if they plan to publish it, 

or not. I mean, sheet music is endangered. It might become 

available through online services, which now offer downloads. 

The danger with that, of course, is that many of the downloads 

have mistakes, with the piano part in one key and the chords in 

another, or sometimes it’s a spurious arrangement. So there are 

dangers with that, but at least it’s a possibility for people to 

download songs in their own key. 

LH: Every once in a while one of my students will bring in a 

piece that has been downloaded, and often it will have the most 

bizarre accompaniment. You just feel as if whoever put it 

together didn’t know much about music.  

MF: There should be, especially for classic songs, standard 

versions that are available for download. Speaking of Frank 

Sinatra, a number of years ago Warner Bros. Music – which is 

now Warner Chappell Music Group – published several music 

folios of the songs that were on Frank Sinatra’s two recordings. 

But what they did was literally transcribe everything that was 

recorded on those recordings, including the off-hand musical 

interpolations, casual lyric changes, and such. It was one of the 

most upsetting things I’ve ever seen. These arrangements bore 

no resemblance to the original songs. Once something like that 

is in print, it’s very easy for them to get  mixed up or confused 

when issued. I realize that’s a minor problem in the scheme of 

the world, but it’s still something that bothers me. 

LH: Having done a lot of research on the Great American Song 

Book composers, I know that many of them really wanted you 

to play what was on the page. Maybe, if you went through it 

the second time, you could fool with the melody. Someone once 

recorded one of Irving Berlin’s songs and sent it to him. The 

singer had been very free with the melody. Irving sent back a 

note telling him the recording was fine, but asking who wrote 

the song. I have a question about terminology. What is back-

phrasing? What’s a back-phrase? 

MF: Simply put, to back-phrase is to sing behind the beat. I tend 

to back-phrase. I was doing a show in New York with 

Cheyenne Jackson – a great Broadway singer – and he said to 

me, ‚I suppose you’re going to do your famous back-phasing.‛ 

I looked at him and was kind of shocked, because I didn’t know 

that anyone was aware of it, including me. It’s just something 

that I do. Back-phrasing is not only being behind the beat, but 

also being more conversational with the lyric, which is very 

essential in interpreting a pop song versus a classical song or 

opera.  

LH: Tell me a bit about Feinstein’s at the Regency. 

MF: That’s a club that, with the help of many other people, I 

created ten years ago. I had a fantasy about having a nightclub. 

I know a number of entertainers who’ve had nightclubs, who 

had backing to create nightclubs – Bobby Short, Julie Wilson, 

and Chita Rivera. None of them have ever succeeded. Because, 

as performers, we’re not business people, generally speaking. 

But I was lucky enough to create the room in the Regency 

Hotel, which is a five-star hotel very well run by the Tisch 

family, who supported the idea of having a music room. It is 

because of them, and their supplying the staff and their 

expertise, that this room exists. There are so few clubs that are 

around and, of course, it’s like the theater, which everyone is 

always saying is dying. In the late 1930s, George F. Kaufman 

and Moss Hart wrote a play called The Fabulous Invalid, about 

the fact that the theater was dying. It’s the same thing about 

nightclubs, cabaret rooms . . . whatever you want to call them. 

Economically, they’re very, very difficult and expensive to run, 

but we’ve been very lucky to sustain *Feinstein’s+. I think the 

reason for that is because there’s something so unique about the 

close-up and intimate experience for the audience . . . to be so 

close to the performer . . . and there’s a certain connection, 

simplicity, and truthfulness that is inherent and necessary for 

that setting.  

LH: And to have the owners of the hotel willing to change it 

from a ‚power breakfast‛ room to a nightclub means they are 

really behind them. How often are performances held at 

Feinstein’s? 

MF: Always Tuesday through Saturday, and we have other 

performances on Sundays and Mondays quite often. So, almost 

every day they spend two to three hours converting the room. 

LH: That’s very special, because it means that they believe in it. 

MF: It’s done great things for the hotel. The hotel is classy, and 

has been around for a long time. They probably didn’t need 

Feinstein’s, but, nevertheless, it brings a certain visibility to 

them that I’m proud of. 

LH: I read a quote from one of the Tisches, ‚Since Feinstein’s is 

there, our image and our business has increased.‛  So, maybe 

they did need Feinstein’s. 

MF: Well, it doesn’t hurt to have the publicity, and just the 

advertisements for the performers keeps the name of the hotel 

in the consciousness of the people. The bar called The Library  
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adjoins Feinstein’s, and people go in there before and after the 

show. It’s a fun place to go, and so there’s a buzz that happens 

there that’s nice to experience. 

LH: I understand that you were hands-on in the creation of 

Feinstein’s . . . that there could have been more chairs but you 

wanted it to be more intimate.  

MF: Yes, I actually got rid of some chairs and brought in other 

chairs. Those fundamental things are essential. The amount of 

money that it costs to run the room, because it’s a union hotel 

and you have to have a certain amount of people on the staff, 

makes it expensive for us. Therefore, it’s expensive for patrons. 

If someone is going to spend money to come into the room, it 

has to be an optimum experience in every way. We try to give 

people, for want of a better term, a ‚big bang for the buck.‛ We 

often have magicians who do close-up magic, and we had a 

wonderful pianist named John Proulx performing before the 

shows. We’ve partnered with a great new chef, Alexander 

Smalls. He’s created a special menu for us. So, we are 

constantly doing things to make it a total experience because, 

otherwise, people can go someplace else.  

LH: I’ll hope to go when I am next in New York.  

MF: That would be lovely. 

LH: It sounds like a great place. 

MF: It’s fun. 

LH: From the very beginning in Columbus, Ohio, where you 

were born, and where you taught yourself to play the piano at 

five, and, even as a child, where you started collecting old 

records, you were fascinated with old music. Why do you think 

that happened? 

MF: I believe in reincarnation. I believe, very strongly, that we 

come back many times. I think that we have different physical 

reincarnations . . . that we leave our bodies but our souls exist 

and we come back. There’s no question in my mind that I’ve 

been here before. Even my parents, who would never believe in 

anything so odd to this society as reincarnation, now believe it 

must be so, because, at such an early age, I was so connected to 

music. My father, who is a true realist, insists that, at an early 

age, I was humming songs that I couldn’t possibly have heard. I 

sat down and started playing the piano with both hands. I just 

understood how to play the piano. So, I feel that there was a 

familiarity with this music that I was, sort of, resuming. The 

innate understanding of how to interpret the songs came, in 

part, with something that I came in with. You know, we all are 

born with various gifts, whether you believe in reincarnation or 

not. We all have certain abilities, or pronounced proclivities. 

The connection, for me, to music has always been one that is 

very deep. And my curiosity about the history of song was 

always great. I always wanted to know who wrote the song, 

where it came from, what recordings of it existed. Why, I can’t 

tell you. I was never a good student, yet, in my own time, I 

spent many, many hours studying this music, although I didn’t 

even realize it was studying.  

LH: When something is a passion, it doesn’t feel like studying. I 

have read all of Edgar Casey and some of Shirley McClaine, so I 

know, somewhat, of what you speak about reincarnation. I find 

it unknowable. Did you ever have any piano lessons? 

MF: I did. When I was five, my parents sent me for lessons. I 

took for about five or six weeks from a nice lady named Mrs. 

Heron. I went back for a month here and there, until I met a 

lady named Marjorie Koch. She is wonderful. She was great for 

me, because she embraced all kinds of music. She taught me 

chord changes, and that was of tremendous value. So, I took 

from her for a while, even though I still didn’t have the 

discipline to practice . . . to practice scales, and all of the things 

that would have served me quite well. However, she did teach 

me a number of things about playing popular songs that I carry 

to this day. I saw her the last time I was performing in 

Columbus, with the Symphony. It was wonderful to see her 

again. So, she was the person who really taught me something. 

But I still really don’t read music, and I mainly play by ear. 

LH: When you accompany yourself, are you playing what’s on 

the page? 

MF: I don’t play what’s on the page, necessarily. Actually, I 

don’t. One of the things I’ve learned from these songs is that, if 

you literally play what is on the page, it will sometimes sound 

stilted. Take a song like ‚Someone to Watch Over Me.‛ It was 

written in 1926. If you hear the original recording of it, by 

Gertrude Lawrence who introduced it on Broadway, it was 

sung with a bit of a lilt and a bit of a beat. It was sung with a bit 

of rhythm. If one were to sing that song literally as it is on the 

page, it would sound stilted, because our ears have changed, 

times have changed, songs are generally sung slower, now, 

than they were when they were written. Even Ira Gershwin, for 

whom I worked, came to appreciate, in many instances, later 

interpretations of his songs. Some songs he liked to hear the 

way he and George wrote them. Other songs – he had changed 

with the times – he liked to hear with more contemporary 

interpretations. So it taught me that that the songs are ever 

evolving, as are we.   

LH: I know. Whenever I hear an early recording of ‚Can’t Help 

Lovin’ Dat Man,‛ I’m amazed at how fast it is. It’s usually sung 

now as a much slower ballad. 

MF: Yes, and that’s an example of a song that’s sung in a way 

that’s not written in the music. In the bridge, everyone always 

goes up the octaves, and those high notes are not written in the 

music.  

LH: I only do that the second time. I usually – hopefully, it 

doesn’t sound stilted – sing most songs, the first time, pretty 

much as they’re written. I like to give the composer his due. On 

the repeat, I’m apt to play around with it some. 

MF: Yes, I think that’s the trick with these songs, to be faithful 

to the writer’s intentions and, yet, to be able to take liberties.  
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I remember Kay Swift, who was George Gershwin’s closest 

love. She wrote a number of popular songs, including ‚Fine and 

Dandy‛ and ‚Can’t We Be Friends.‛ In a 1930 show – I think it 

was called 9:15, or something – she had a song that was being 

sung by a big star, Ruth Etting. And, Ruth Etting took 

tremendous liberties with the way she sang the song. Kay was 

complaining to George Gershwin, and said, ‚After she sings the 

first chorus, the song is almost unrecognizable. What do I do?‛ 

And George said, ‚Just be grateful she’s singing it once.‛  

LH: Exactly! Sometimes, with jazz singers, it takes a while to 

figure out what they’re singing.  

MF: Burton Lane talked about Ella Logan in his %ÐÕÐÈÕɀÚɯ

Rainbow. Ella Logan, as the run continued, began taking more 

and more liberties – singing high notes, holding phrases – and 

Burton was so mad. He couldn’t get her to stop, so one night he 

sat in the pit and glared at her through the entire show, 

challenging her to sing what he had written. 

LH: Did she do it? 

MF: Oh, yeah. He shamed her into it.  

LH: Did she keep on? 

MF: Yes, she did . . . for a while, anyway. 

 

LH:: You probably get tired of people saying your life reads like 

some kind of a fairy tale, or, I guess, like some kind of a 

reincarnation. However, you had to be of value, or none of 

those people – like Ira Gershwin or Rosemary Clooney or Liza 

Minnelli, or all those people who’ve been important to you – 

would have been as helpful as they were. You had to have the 

goods. But, still, to go to LA when you were twenty, looking in 

an old record shop, finding a collection of records that had 

belonged to Oscar Levant, finding his widow so you could give 

them to her, and having her introduce you to Ira Gershwin, is 

an extraordinary tale. Tell me about Ira. 

MF: [silence] 

LH: We have eight hours. [laughter] 

MF: I wrote that *Ira+ Gershwin was a man who was shy. That’s 

probably the word used the most when describing him. He was 

shy, and sweet, and kind . . . sedentary was his word. 

LH: But he was old when you met him. 

MF: He was 80 when I met him, but he was always sedentary. 

He and George came to Hollywood in 1936 to write the score 

for an Astaire-Rogers picture.  If George hadn’t died, they 

would have gone back to New York. But, after George died, Ira 

decided to stay in California, because he liked the laid-back 

lifestyle. He liked the palm trees, the swimming pools, the 

tennis courts, and the whole casual nature of California, even 

though he was born in New York. And, he was, in a certain 

way, lazy, because he didn’t like to work. But when he had to, 

he was very disciplined. If he had to work on a show, he would 

spend several weeks sharpening his brain by doing crossword 

puzzles and playing word games . . . reading books and looking 

at dictionaries . . . just trying to get mentally prepared for the 

work he was going to have to buckle down and do. And then, 

he would procrastinate like crazy. He would start to work at 

five in the afternoon, and wouldn’t really get down to it until 

midnight. He’d take a sandwich, or listen to the radio, or play a 

record, or start to read something. He’d really start working 

around midnight. He would work off and on all night. That 

was his nature. Sometimes, after George died, he’d accept two 

shows at the same time so he could tell each of them he was 

booked. He was very laid-back in that way. He was a very kind 

man, and took me under his wing, because he loved the fact 

that there was this 20-year-old kid who understood his world 

so well. He was extremely sensitive and caring.  

LH: Wasn’t he amazed, one day, when you whistled part of an 

obscure Gershwin tune? 

MF: Yes, he was. He was a born teacher. He never had kids. He 

would have loved them, but his wife didn’t want children. He 

knew how to communicate in a way that was very pleasant. He 

was a man who, by and large, was not threatened by 

contemporary music, or the changes in the world. He would 

hear contemporary music and say, ‚I don’t like that,‛ or ‚That’s 

OK.‛ He didn’t feel, as Yip Harburg did, that music was 

destroyed and that the world was going to hell in a handbag. 

He *Harburg+ went to UCLA to give a lecture to a songwriters’ 

class. These fresh-faced kids were all excited to learn from the 

man who’d written ‚Over the Rainbow.‛ After about twenty 

minutes, they all had their heads in their hands, wishing it was 

over, because all he did was harangue them about how awful 

music was . . . how awful lyrics were . . . and it was very sad.  

LH: Speaking of ‚Over the Rainbow,‛ I did a program of 

Harold Arlen recently and it is so amazing to me to know that 

‚Over the Rainbow‛ was removed from three out-of-town 

tryouts because the producer thought it was too hard to sing. 

The co-producer, Arthur Freed, threatened to quit, if the song 

wasn’t put back into the movie. So, it was. I am always upset 

that Harold Arlen’s name isn’t a household word. 

MF: I think,generally, that writers who were involved in 

Hollywood, more than Broadway, and who didn’t have a 

constant collaborator, often weren’t as well-known to the 

public. Arlen worked a lot in the movies, and worked with Ted 

Koehler, Yip Harburg, Johnny Mercer, Dorothy Fields, and 

others. When you worked in a studio system you were more of 

a cog in the wheel, and songwriters’ names were not exploited. 

Andre Previn, one of the greatest musicians, says that working 

in the Music Department at MGM was wonderful, in some 

ways, but that the Music Department was no more important 

than the Department of Fake Lawns. They had a set, and 

needed a fake lawn. One was put out, and that lawn was just as 

important as a song. In other words, it was just an element in 

the production of the film. And so, the writers who worked 

mainly in Hollywood are largely unknown. And the writers 

who worked prolifically on Broadway are better known. Even 
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the songs they are singing or playing. They don’t really care. 

LH: That’s so bad. 

MF: I think it’s crazy not to know. 

LH: I guess it was Liza Minnelli who first put your name way 

out in front of the public. Is that correct? 

MF: Yes, she did put me on the map. She hosted a party for me 

when I was playing at the Mondrian [Hotel] in Los Angeles. I 

knew her father quite well. Vincent Minnelli was close friends 

with Leonore and Ira Gershwin, when they worked together in 

New York. They remained friends. When I met Liza, it was like 

meeting a long-lost cousin, or a relative. We immediately 

connected. She was very generous, in that she had a party for 

me when I was playing at the Mondrian, and hired her publicist 

to publicize it. She got me on some interview shows, and that 

really started me off. And then, I think she hosted my opening 

night when I played in New York, several months later, at the 

Algonquin.  

LH: Even Feinstein’s at the Regency has somewhat of a mission 

to it, doesn’t it? 

MF: I don’t know about a mission. If there is a mission, it’s to 

give people a night of entertainment . . . to give people an 

escape with music that is like comfort food. We find that we do 

better with performers who largely perform the American 

Songbook, although there are exceptions like Ashford and 

Simpson, writers of a more contemporary American Songbook. 

There is a certain amount of diversity, and we keep trying to get 

more. But, New York is a big city in a small physical space. The 

people who would go downtown to Joe’s Pub wouldn’t 

necessarily go to Feinstein’s at the Regency. There are certain 

acts that I would love to have in the room, that wouldn’t work 

in that setting. So, sometimes we don’t know, until we try 

something out, how it’s going to do.  

LH: I read all of the material that your excellent publicist, Dan 

Fortune, sent me, and some of it was contradictory.  

MF: That’s why I never read anything that’s written about me.  

LH: And, apparently, you don’t listen to your recordings, 

unless you have to in order to approve them. Is that correct? 

MF: That’s pretty much so. 

LH: Have you had voice lessons? 

MF: It’s kind of like the piano lessons. I had a few. I remember 

studying with someone in Columbus for a few weeks. And, in 

LA, like with piano, I thought I should take lessons. So, I went to 

a wonderful voice teacher, Nate Lamb, for a couple of months, 

and then another wonderful lady, Florence Riggs. But, I never 

practiced. They were giving me technique and things to do that 

were perfectly reasonable, except that I didn’t want to do them. 

I was too lazy. I also worried that maybe they would change 

my voice. The short answer is that I never had any serious vocal 

training.  

LH: Did you go to college? 

MF: When I graduated high school, there was no college 

program that would educate me in the things that I was 

interested in doing . . . that is, playing and singing American 

popular song. There were no programs, that I was aware of, 

that would educate me in this field. Playing in piano bars was 

truly my education. Because learning how to perform is about 

learning how to relate to an audience, how to program the 

songs, and what to say in between, piano bars taught me the 

essential of show business. It’s important to surround songs 

with a setting that will make them most appreciated, or show 

them off to their best advantage. And so, I embarked on my 

own journey. Interpretively, I learned by listening to other 

singers. I spent a lot of time with Rosemary Clooney, who also 

never had a voice lesson. Whenever she was about to go on 

stage, she’d hit a note, sing it, and say, ‚It’s there.‛ That was it.  

LH: Do you feel, in any way, as if you sing differently, or 

express yourself differently, when you are playing for yourself, 

as opposed to when you’re singing with a band or orchestra? 

MF: Definitely . . . depending on whether I’m seated at the 

piano or whether I’m standing. I spent so many years seated at 

the piano that, in some ways, that’s the most comfortable. 

There’s a certain relaxation about having ultimate control over 

what I do, not having to worry about keeping up with anybody. 

I know that the chord will always be there when I want it to be, 

and that sort of thing. Standing up to sing, after spending so 

many years seated, was difficult . . . especially in not knowing 

what to do with my hands. They felt like lobster claws, when I 

was standing for the first time. The experience of interpreting 

the songs has changed greatly for me. My voice has changed a 

lot through the decades. Erich Kunzel, with whom I’m working 

this weekend, will say, ‚What have you done with your voice?‛ 

People are always asking me who I’m studying with. They 

know that there’s an evolution in my voice. I think it’s from 

years of experience, and paying more attention to what I do. 

This may sound odd, but it’s learning to listen differently. Of 

major importance is that I’ve learned to relax more. 

LH: You must be singing in accordance with how the muscles 

want to work, or you would be singing worse than you were.  

MF: Something’s happening. I know that my voice is dropping 

a bit in range. I took a song down a step the other day, which 

certainly doesn’t bother me because I like having those lower 

notes. And I can still hit the high notes, Lord knows, because 

we were doing ‚God Bless America‛ the other night, and I had 

to hit a really high note. I can punch it and still hit it, but some 

of the high notes aren’t quite as comfortable as they used to be. 

LH: I think you just have to find where it’s comfortable, and go 

there. Your experience with the Israel Philharmonic sounds 

wonderful . . . set in motion by Zubin Mehta. 

MF: Yes. To work with the Israel Philharmonic was a heady 

experience, because they are one of the great orchestras of the 

world. It was fascinating to me that they took my arrangement 

of ‚Laura‛ just as seriously as they would have a Beethoven 
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Feinstein continued symphony. During the breaks, when most 

domestic orchestras here will immediately rush off to have a 

drink or whatever, most of the players stayed in their seats and 

practiced the notes.   

LH: Choosing the repertoire, and choosing Jewish-American 

composers, is not really a problem, except for Porter, Mercer, 

Ellington, Carmichael, and a few others. 

MF: Yes.  

LH: Almost all of the great American Songbook composers 

were Jewish . . . writing about Christmas. Which brings me to 

your annual Holiday Show that you do at Feinstein’s. It sounds 

like great fun. This year you had Antonia Bennett and Tony 

Bennett. 

MF: I had Antonia, although Tony did come in a couple of 

times. He got up and sang. We sang a duet of ‚Just in Time.‛ 

LH: He just seems to glow. 

MF: Yes, he’s a very nice man, a very nice human being. He’s 

very generous and concerned about the survival and 

proliferation of the music that he loves. The Christmas Show, or 

the Holiday Show, is one that I’ve been doing for many years at 

Feinstein’s, and the trick is coming up with varied holiday 

repertoire every year. The truth is that people really only want 

to hear a handful of songs over and over again every year. So, 

this last December, I did the Sinatra repertoire, with one or two 

holiday songs thrown in. I found that most people didn’t care 

that it wasn’t really a holiday show. This was a relief to me, 

because the stress of coming up with different holiday music 

was beginning to take its toll. 

LH: But, you have said that the holidays are not really all about 

Christmas, they are about family and about being together. So, I 

would think, the music doesn’t have to be all holiday music. 

MF: Yes, that’s true. The feeling that New York has the palpable 

change in the city [during the holidays], is marvelous and 

people come to be part of that atmosphere. As long as the show 

is life-affirming, and celebrates togetherness and love, it seems 

to work. 

LH: I’m sure it does. I was interested that you said your favorite 

Cole Porter song is ‚Every Time We Say Goodbye.‛ This song 

reminds me a lot of Arlen’s ‚Come Rain or Come Shine.‛ It’s 

not just because they both start on repeated G’s, but because 

they both have that simplicity that speaks to your soul. 

MF: They were both written in approximately the same period. 

I sang ‚Every Time We Say Goodbye‛ as the last number on a 

Bobby Short tribute program, because Bobby sang it repeatedly 

throughout his career, and it was the last recording that he 

made. It ultimately was not released. There was something 

about all these writers, who expressed emotion with such truth 

and simplicity that remains undiminished through time.  

LH: And now, in much of contemporary music it’s hard to 

figure out the words . . . and the text is what performing is all 

about. 

MF: It’s interesting because, with a lot of contemporary music, I 

can’t make heads or tails of it. Yet, some of the kids who listen 

to it tell me they love the lyric, or they seem to like it for its 

meaning. I don’t know if they have a different way of listening 

to, or de-coding the language, or looking at the text online. I 

can’t always figure out how one can determine what the words 

are. 

LH: Sometimes you don’t want to know. 

MF: That’s right. I was in an elegant restaurant last night when 

a rap recording came on, using the derogatory ‚n‛ word. I 

thought to myself, ‚I wonder if they really know what they’re 

playing.‛ 

LH: Or, if anyone’s listening. You’ve known so many people, 

and worked with so many legendary people, that I’d like to ask 

you about them. But you’ve been very generous with your time, 

and you have a performance tonight. Thank you for what 

you’re doing. 

MF: You’re welcome. And, thank you for wanting to interview 

me. 

LH: It’s been fun.  
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                                                                  By Diane Ca rey  

Happy 100 th  Birthday to our Huckleberry Friend !                                      

                 

 

 

Imagine that in 1909 the Savannah Tribune had a fortune teller writing its birth announcements’ column.  Johnny’s announcement might 

look something like this: 
 

November 18, 1909.  Born to Attorney and Mrs. George Mercer, a son, John Herndon Mercer.  Johnny will become best 

known as a lyricist, writing over 1500 songs. Many will become the most popular hits of the ‘30s, ’40s, and ‘50’s.  He won’t 

just write songs; he will sing with his own cool Southern accented style, and many of his recordings will make it to the Radio 

Hit Parade.  He will win 4 of his 19 Academy Awards nominations and co-found Capitol Records.  His lyrics and music will 

live long after his passing in 1976 and will be an essential piece of the Great American Songbook.  

 

The announcement highlights key accomplishments of one of  ÔÌÙÐÊÈɀÚɯÉÌÚÛ-known and best-loved songwriters.  The stories behind these headlines range from the ordinary, 

ÌÝÌÙàËÈàȮɯÛÖɯÍÈÚÊÐÕÈÛÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÌßÛÙÈÖÙËÐÕÈÙàȭɯɯɯ3ÏÌàɯÙÌÝÌÈÓɯÔÜÊÏɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯÜÕËÌÙ×ÐÕÕÌËɯ)ÖÏÕÕàɀÚɯÓàÙÐÊÈÓɯÈÕËɯÔÜÚÐÊÈÓɯÎÌÕÐÜÚȭɯ 

 

Musical Roots:  The First 19 years      Johnny Mercer was 

born into a well-heeled Savannah, Georgia, family that lost 

much of its wealth during the Great Depression.  That loss 

was instrumental in Johnny’s leaving the South for New York 

at the age of 19. But let’s not rush ahead without a look at 

those formative early years in Savannah.  The early years 

reveal sources that undoubtedly inspired his lyrics and the 

elements of his style. 

Mercer liked music as a small child and attributed his musical 

talent to his mother, who would sing sentimental ballads. His 

aunt told him he was humming music when he was 6 months 

old, and later she took him to see minstrel and vaudeville 

shows, where he heard ‚coon songs‛ and ragtime.  His 

exposure to black music was unique among his generation of 

white songwriters. As a child, Mercer had African-American 

playmates and servants, and he listened to the local laborers 

who spoke and sang in the Creole dialect known as 

‚Geechee.‛ The family’s summer home in Vernon View was 

rich in mossy trees, saltwater marshes, and soft, starry 

nights< obviously sources of inspiration for him years later. 

The Mercers were Episcopalian, but Johnny would sneak off 

to attend black church services. Mercer later stated, ‚Songs 

always fascinated me more than anything‛.  He never had 

formal musical training but was singing in a choir by 6 and as 

a pre-teen had memorized most of the songs he had heard 

and he wondered who had written them. He once asked his 

brother who the best songwriter was, and his brother said 

Irving Berlin. 

 As a teenager in the Jazz Era, he was a ‛product of his age.‛  

He hunted for records in the black section of town and 

listened to early black jazz greats as Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, 

and Louis Armstrong. Mercer attended Woodberry Forest 

Boys Prep School until 1927. Though not a top student, he 

was active in literary and poetry societies and as a humor 

writer for the school’s publications and the class clown and 

the committee that booked musical entertainment on campus. 

He wrote his first song at age 15:  ‚Sister Susie, Strut your 

Stuff.‛  His yearbook stated, ‚No orchestra or new production 

can be authoritatively termed ‘good’ until Johnny’s stamp of 

approval has been placed upon it.‛  

He was scheduled to go to Princeton, but the family financial 

challenges put a damper on that plan. Off he went to New 

York to pursue a singing and acting career.  

The New York Years: 1928-1935 

 In 1928, Mercer arrived in New York; he was 19. The music 

he loved--jazz and blues was booming in Harlem, and 

Broadway was bursting with musicals and revues from  

ñJohnny is the greatest of folk poets.  I think it has something to do 
with him being from the South. He has the descriptive flair of a Mark 
Twain and the melodies of a Stephen Foster.ó 

    -Yip Harburg 

ñHe was a poet, a spinner of dreamsó 
   -Margaret Whiting 

ñPerhaps the greatest lyricist everó 
-Oscar Hammerstein and Alan J. Lerner 
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Mercer Continued. George Gershwin, Cole Porter, and Irving 

Berlin. Vaudeville, though beginning to fade, was still a 

strong musical presence. Mercer’s first few jobs were as a bit 

actor (billed as John Mercer). Holed up in a Greenwich 

Village apartment with plenty of time on his hands and a 

beat-up piano, Mercer soon returned to singing and lyric 

writing.  He secured a day job at a brokerage house and sang 

at night. Pooling his meager income with that of his 

roommates, Mercer managed to keep going, sometimes on 

little more than oatmeal. One night, he dropped in on Eddie 

Cantor backstage to offer a comic song.  Although Cantor 

didn’t use the song, he began encouraging Mercer’s career.  

Mercer's first lyric, for the song "Out of Breath and Scared to 

Death of You," composed by friend Everett Miller, appeared 

in a musical revue The Garrick Gaieties in 1930. Through 

Miller’s father, an executive at the famous publisher T. B. 

Harms, Mercer's first song was published and recorded by Joe 

Venuti.  This was a turning point in his career.  Mercer also 

met his future wife at the show, chorus girl Ginger Meehan. 

The 20-year-old Mercer began to hang out with other 

songwriters and learn the trade. He traveled to California to 

undertake a lyric writing assignment for the musical Paris in 

the Spring and met his idols Bing Crosby and Louis 

Armstrong. Mercer found the experience sobering and 

realized that he much preferred free-standing lyric writing to 

writing on demand for musicals. Upon his return, he got a job 

as staff lyricist for Miller Music for a $25 dollar-a-week draw, 

which gave him a base income and enough prospects to win 

over and marry Ginger in 1931.  The new Mrs. Mercer quit the 

chorus line and became a seamstress.  To save money, the 

newlyweds moved in with Ginger’s mother in Brooklyn. 

In 1932, Mercer won a contest to sing with the Paul Whiteman 

orchestra, but it did not help his situation significantly. He 

made his recording debut, singing with Frank Trumbauer's 

Orchestra, on April 5 of that year. Mercer then apprenticed 

with Yip Harburg on the score for Americana, a Depression-

flavored revue famous for "Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?" 

(not a Mercer composition), which gave Mercer invaluable 

training.  

After several songs that didn’t catch fire, Mercer’s fortune 

improved dramatically with a chance pairing with Indiana-

born Hoagy Carmichael, already famous for the standard 

"Stardust," who was intrigued by the ‚young, bouncy 

butterball of a man from 

Georgia.‛ The two spent 

a year laboring over 

"Lazybones," which 

became a hit one week 

after its first radio 

broadcast, and each 

received a large royalty 

check of $1,250.  A 

regional song in pseudo-black dialect, it captured the mood of 

the times, especially in rural America. Mercer became a 

member of ASCAP and a recognized ‚brother‛ in the Tin Pan 

Alley fraternity, receiving congratulations from Irving Berlin, 

George Gershwin, and Cole Porter, among others. Paul 

Whiteman lured Mercer back to his orchestra (to sing, write 

comic skits, and compose songs), temporarily breaking up the 

working team with Carmichael. 

During the golden age of sophisticated popular song of the 

late ‘20s and early ‘30s, songs were put into revues with 

minimal regard for plot integration. During the 1930s, there 

was a shift from revues to stage, and movie musicals using 

song to further the plot. Demand diminished accordingly for 

the pure stand-alone songs that Mercer preferred. Thus, 

although he had established himself in the New York music 

world, when Mercer was offered a job in Hollywood to 

compose songs and perform in low-budget musicals for RKO, 

he accepted and followed idol Bing Crosby west. 

West Coast:  1935-1976 It was only when Mercer moved to 

Hollywood in 1935 that his career 

was assured. Writing songs for 

movies offered two distinct 

advantages. The use of sensitive 

microphones for recording and of 

the lip-synching of pre-recorded 

songs liberated songwriters from 

dependence on the long vowel 

endings and long-sustained notes 

required for live performance. Performers such as Fred 

Astaire and Ginger Rogers could now sing more 

conversationally and more nonchalantly. Mercer, as a singer, 

was attuned to this shift, and his style fit the need perfectly.  

Mercer’s first Hollywood assignment was not the Astaire-

Rogers vehicle of which he had dreamed but a B-movie 

college musical, Old Man Rhythm, to which he contributed 

two undistinguished songs and even worse acting. His next 

project, To Beat the Band, was another flop, but it did lead to 

a meeting and a collaboration with Fred Astaire on the 

moderately successful Astaire song "I’m Building Up to an 

Awful Let-Down." 

Though all but overwhelmed by the glitter of Hollywood, 

Mercer found his beloved jazz and nightlife lacking. As he 

wrote, ‚Hollywood was never much of a night town.  

Everybody had to get up too early... the movie people were in 

bed with the chickens (or each other).‛ Mercer was now in 

Bing Crosby’s hard-drinking circle and enjoyed Crosby’s 

company and hipster talk. Unfortunately, Mercer also began 

to drink more at parties and was prone to vicious outbursts 

when under the influence of alcohol, contrasting sharply with 

his ordinarily genial and gentlemanly behavior.  

Mercer’s first big Hollywood song, "I'm an Old Cowhand 

from the Rio Grande," was inspired by a road trip through 

Texas (he wrote both the music and the lyric). It was 

performed by Crosby in the film Rhythm on the Range in 

1936, and from thereon, the demand for Mercer as a lyricist 

took off. His second hit that year was "Goody Goody." In 

1937, Mercer began employment with the Warner Brothers 

studio, working with the veteran composer Richard Whiting 

(Ain't We Got Fun?), soon producing his standard, "Too 

Marvelous for Words," followed by "Hooray for Hollywood". 

After Whiting’s sudden death, Mercer joined forces with 

Harry Warren and created "Jeepers Creepers" , which earned               

The Mercers and the Carmichaels 



Boston Cabaret 

                                                         Page 20 of 22                                                                 Fall 2009 

Mercer Continued Mercer his first Oscar nominationfor Best 

Song. It was given a memorable recording by Louis 

Armstrong. Another hit with Warren in 1938 was "You Must 

Have Been a Beautiful Baby." 

During a lull at Warners, Mercer revived his singing career. 

He joined Bing Crosby’s informal minstrel shows put on by 

the ‚Westwood Marching and Chowder Club,‛ which 

included many Hollywood luminaries and brought together 

Crosby and Bob Hope.  A duet "Mr. Crosby and Mr. Mercer" 

was recorded and became a hit in 1938. 

In 1939, Mercer wrote the lyrics to a melody by Ziggy Elman, 

a trumpet player with Benny Goodman. The song was "And 

the Angels Sing," and, although recorded by Bing Crosby and 

Count Basie, it was the Goodman version with vocal by 

Martha Tilton and memorable trumpet solo by Elman that 

became the number-one hit. Years later, the title was inscribed 

on Mercer's tombstone. 

Mercer was invited to the Camel 

Caravan radio show in New 

York to sing his hits and create 

satirical songs with the Benny 

Goodman orchestra, then 

becoming the emcee of the 

nationally broadcast show 

for several months. Two more hits 

followed shortly, "Day In, Day 

Out" and "Fools Rush In," and Mercer in short order had five 

of the top ten songs on the popular radio show Your Hit 

Parade.  Mercer also started a short-lived publishing 

company during his stay in New York. On a lucky streak, 

Mercer undertook a musical with Hoagy Carmichael, but 

Walk With Music (originally called Three After Three) was a 

bomb, with story quality not matching that of the score. 

Another disappointment for Mercer was the selection of 

Johnny Burke as the long-term songwriter for the Hope-

Crosby ‚Road‛ pictures.  

In 1940, the Mercers adopted a daughter, Amanda. Mercer 

was thirty and his life and career were riding high. 

In 1941, shortly after the death of his father, Mercer began an 

intense affair with 19-year-old Judy Garland while she was 

engaged to composer David Rose. Garland married Rose to 

temporarily stop the affair, but the effect on Mercer lingered, 

adding to the emotional depth of his lyrics. Their affair 

revived later. Shortly thereafter, Mercer met an ideal musical 

collaborator in the form of Harold Arlen, whose jazz and 

blues-influenced compositions provided Mercer's 

sophisticated, idiomatic lyrics a perfect musical vehicle. Now 

Mercer's lyrics began to display the combination of 

sophisticated wit and southern regional vernacular that 

characterize some of his best songs. Their first hit was "Blues 

in the Night" (1941), which Arthur Schwartz claimed was 

‚probably the greatest blues song ever written.‛  

They went on to compose "One for My Baby (and One More 

for the Road)" (1941), "That Old Black Magic" (1942), "Ac-

Cent-Tchu-Ate the Positive" (1944), and "Come Rain Or Come 

Shine" (1946), among others. 

Frank Sinatra was particularly successful with the first two 

and Bing Crosby with the third. "Come Rain" was Mercer’s 

only Broadway hit, composed for the show St. Louis Woman 

with Pearl Bailey. "On the Atchison, Topeka and the Santa Fe" 

was a big smash for Judy Garland in the 1946 film The 

Harvey Girls, and earned Mercer the first of his four 

Academy Awards for Best Song, after eight unsuccessful 

nominations. 

Mercer re-united with Hoagy Carmichael with "Skylark" 

(1941) and the Oscar-winning "In the Cool, Cool, Cool of the 

Evening" (1951). With Jerome Kern, Mercer created ‚You 

Were Never Lovelier‛ for Fred Astaire and Rita Hayworth in 

the movie of the same name, as well as "I'm Old Fashioned." 

Mercer co-founded Capitol Records (originally ‚Liberty 

Records‛) in Hollywood in 1942, along with producer Buddy 

DeSylva and record store owner Glen Wallichs. He also co-

founded Cowboy Records. 

Mercer by the mid-1940s enjoyed a reputation as being 

among the premier Hollywood lyricists. He was adaptable, 

listening carefully and absorbing a tune and then 

transforming it into his own style. Like Irving Berlin, he was a 

close follower of cultural fashion and changing language, 

which in part accounted for the long tenure of his success. 

Mercer preferred to have the music first, taking it home and 

working on it. He claimed composers had no problem with 

this method provided that he returned with the lyrics. Only 

with Arlen and Whiting did Mercer occasionally work side-

by-side. 

Mercer was often asked to write new lyrics to already popular 

tunes. The lyrics to "Laura," "Midnight Sun," and "Satin Doll" 

were all written after the melodies had become hits. He was 

also asked to compose English lyrics to foreign songs, the 

most famous example being "Autumn Leaves," based on the 

French "Les Feuilles Mortes." 

In the 1950s, the advent of rock and roll and the transition of 

jazz into "bebop" cut deeply into Mercer’s natural audience 

and dramatically reduced venues for his songs. His continual 

string of hits came to an end but many great songs were still 

to come. Mercer wrote for some MGM films, including Seven 

Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) and Merry Andrew (1958). 

He collaborated on three Broadway musicals in the 1950s--

Top Banana (1951), L’il Abner (1956), and Saratoga (1959) and 

the West End production The Good Companions in 1974. His 

more successful songs of the 1950s 

include "The Glow-Worm" (sung 

by the Mills Brothers) and 

"Something’s Gotta Give." In 1961, 

he wrote the lyrics to "Moon 

River" for Audrey Hepburn in 

Breakfast at Tiffany's and for Days 

of Wine and Roses, both with 

music by Henry Mancini, and 

Mercer received his third and fourth Oscars for Best Song. 

Also with Mancini was Charade in 1964, for the Cary Grant-

Audrey Hepburn romantic thriller. The Tony Bennett classic 

"I Wanna Be Around" was written by Mercer in 1962 and the 

Sinatra hit "Summer Wind" in 1965. 
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Mercer ContinuedIn 1969, Mercer helped publishers Abe Olman and Howie Richmond found the National Academy of 

Popular Music's Songwriters Hall of Fame. In 1971, Mercer presented a retrospective of his career 

for the "Lyrics and Lyricists Series" in New York, including an omnibus of his "greatest hits" and a 

performance by Margaret Whiting. It was recorded live as An Evening with Johnny Mercer. In 

1974, Mercer recorded two albums worth of his songs in London, with the Pete Moore Orchestra, 

and with the Harry Roche Constellation, later compiled into a single album and released as "...My 

Huckleberry Friend: Johnny Mercer Sings the Songs of Johnny Mercer."  

He died on June 25, 1976 in Bel Air, California. Mercer is buried in Savannah's historical 

Bonaventure Cemetery. (The cemetery featured in Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.) 

On his gravestone is written simply, ‚And the angels sing.‛ On November 18, 2009—exactly 100 

years since his birth—the Friends of Johnny Mercer will erect a statue (portrayed left) in downtown Savannah to serve 

as a tangible reminder of the music legend and his influence on the city he loved. 

Interesting tidbits: 

× Johnny’s wife Ginger was courted by his idol, Bing Crosby, before she met Johnny.  

× Mercer stated that his song "I Remember You" was the most direct expression of his feelings for Judy Garland.  

× His grave overlooks the Wilmington River, which was the inspiration for the lyrics to ‚Moon River.‛  

× Paul McCarney approached Johnny is 1975 for a collaboration, but Mercer was too ill to do the project. 

× The Mercer House in Savannah was built by his Mercer’s great-grandfather, a Confederate General.  It later 

became the home of Jim Williams, whose trial for murder was the centerpiece of John Berendt's book Midnight  

in the Garden of Good and Evil.  Johnny never lived there. 

× Mercer was a distant cousin of General George S. Patton.   

× Some Mercer advice to songwriters:   Write down song ideas right away when they come to you. To 

paraphrase his reason, he said, ‚If you think of it, the vibrations are already in the air, and if you let time pass, 

someone else might pick up the idea and write it down before you do.‛ 

× He discovered and nurtured the talent of artists like Margaret Whiting, Jo Stafford, Peggy Lee, Frank Sinatra, 

and Nat King Cole while President of Capitol records.  
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