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Praise for To Anyone Who Ever Asks:

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

Kirkus

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

William Kennedy, Pulitzer prize-winning author of Ironweed

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

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

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

Library Journal




About the Book

TO ANYONE WHO EVER ASKS

The Life, Music and Mystery of Connie Converse

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

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

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

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

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

—CONNIE CONVERSE1






PRELUDE

A Star Has Burnt My Eye


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

—CONNIE CONVERSE1






CHAPTER 1

Past All Dreaming

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

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

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

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

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


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

Don’t see why they call it Lonesome

I’m never lonesome when I go there.



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


See that bird sittin’ on my windowsill?

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



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

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


See that brook runnin’ by my kitchen door?

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



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


Up that tree there’s sort of a squirrel thing

Sounds just like we did when we were quarreling.



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


In the yard I keep a pig or two

They drop in for dinner like you used to do.



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


I don’t stand in the need of company

With everything I see talkin’ like you.

Up that tree there’s sort of a squirrel thing

Sounds just like we did when we were quarreling

You may think you left me all alone

But I can hear you talk without a telephone

I don’t stand in the need of company

With everything I see talkin’ like you.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pause.

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

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

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

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

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

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




CHAPTER 2

“One by One”

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


We go walking in the dark

We go walking out at night

And it’s not as lovers go

Two by two,

To and fro,

But it’s one by one—

One by one,

In the dark.

We go walking out at night

As we wander through the grass

We can hear each other pass

But we’re far apart—

Far apart,

In the dark.

We go walking out at night,

With the grass so dark and tall

We are lost past recall

If the moon is down—

And the moon is down.

We are walking in the dark

If I had your hand in mine

I could shine

I could shine

Like the morning sun,

Like the sun.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




CHAPTER 3

A Ghost

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




CHAPTER 4

Phil

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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