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To my parents and grandparents, to my beloved spouse, and to our sons Nat and Denny


        See the power of national emblems. Some stars, lilies, leopards, a crescent, a lion, an eagle, or other figure which came into credit God knows how, on an old rag of bunting, blowing in the wind on a fort at the ends of the earth, shall make the blood tingle under the rudest or the most conventional exterior. The people fancy they hate poetry, and they are all poets and mystics!

        —RALPH WALDO EMERSON, “The Poet,” Essays: Second Series (1844)        
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       CHAPTER 1

GOD BLESSED AMERICA

WOODY GUTHRIE WAS WORRIED he might freeze to death. Twenty-seven-years old and almost completely unknown, he was hitchhiking to New York and had been stuck outside Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, standing for hours in a snowstorm, waiting for someone, anyone, to pick him up.

He had left behind his wife Mary and their three young children in Pampa, Texas, Mary’s hometown, where she and Woody had married six years before, a few years after he had moved there as a teenager. They had recently returned after a few years in Los Angeles. Woody had hustled in the music business and had had some success, hosting his own radio show, selling mimeographed songbooks, barnstorming around Southern California. He had already written many of the songs that would make him famous, though he hadn’t yet released any records. He had performed for film royalty at left-wing fund-raisers. He had played on picket lines, at rallies, and in migrant worker camps. He had advised John Steinbeck on the music for the film of The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck’s novel about the Dust Bowl refugees, the Okies—Woody’s people. But when Germany invaded Poland, his left-wing politics lost him his radio gig and things generally fizzled.

The plan now was to do what they had done in Los Angeles, minus the fizzle. Woody would send for Mary and the kids after he established himself in New York.

The actor Will Geer, who thirty years later would play Grandpa Walton on television, had been Woody’s California barnstorming partner. He was also Woody’s connection to Steinbeck, having played Lennie in the Broadway adaptation of Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men. Now it was February 1940, and Geer had returned to Broadway to star in Tobacco Road, based on Erskine Caldwell’s novel. He had invited Woody to stay with him and offered to introduce him to the leftist artists’ scene; Geer was confident that Woody would make a splash. Working as a soda jerk with unpromising prospects in Pampa, and not particularly happy in his marriage, Woody jumped at the chance.

But he had to get there first. Money that his brother had given him in exchange for a broken-down 1929 Chevy had bought a bus ticket to Pittsburgh. When the ticket ran out, he stuck out his thumb, something he had done plenty of times throughout the ’30s. Hitching and train-hopping across the Southwest with his guitar, he had been one of the army of the unemployed, singing for his supper when he could, working when he found work, sleeping in boxcars and under the stars, getting in scrapes with the police, going to sleep hungry many a night. Now, outside Harrisburg, freezing for hours in the snow and wind, waiting for a ride, he feared that his race was almost run. Having “given up all hopes of ever seeing any human beings alive on this planet any more,” as he would write later, he knew that he would have been far from the first to succumb to the exposure and starvation that the Depression had wreaked across the country. More than a decade after the Stock Market Crash of 1929, the Depression had scarcely loosened its grip. Unemployment stood at 15 percent—well below its 1933 peak of 25 percent, but still disastrous by historical standards.

Throughout the trip, jukeboxes and radios had blared “God Bless America,” a hit for network radio star Kate Smith. With its gentle, pastoral lyric and gracefully rising and falling melody set to a stirring march rhythm, Woody hated it. He despised the “Hit Parade”—he called it “sissy music”—but it was rare for any particular song to irritate him so much. A Bing Crosby hit had been the most recent to irk him. “Wrap your troubles in dreams / whistle and dream your cares away,” Crosby had crooned. Woody couldn’t stand such vaporous wishful-ness. He was freezing, broke, and hungry; he had endured the Dust Bowl, homelessness, and jail time for vagrancy; he had seen police violence, bloody labor disputes, and starvation stalking the California migrant camps. A songbird bellowing “land that I love” and rhapsodizing about her “home, sweet home” provoked him.

Some people say that it was when he was freezing on the side of the road that he started thinking about writing a rebuttal, a song that would give vent to his leftist politics. As with many of his songs, he would borrow most of the tune from the Carter Family, his biggest musical influence. The Southwestern landscape and his years of wandering would figure prominently. The song would talk about the Dust Bowl and the Depression. Even a job he had worked in Pampa as a sign painter would make it in. It wasn’t yet the song we know today—a jaunty sarcasm popped from the first draft—but the majority of the lyrics that would become so famous were already there when he sat to write it down later in New York. Including the first lines.

          This land is your land, this land is my land

          From California, to the New York Island . . .

[image: ]

IRVING BERLIN HAD BEEN a songwriting juggernaut for longer than Guthrie had been alive. He had written his first million-seller in 1911, the year before Guthrie’s birth. But what Guthrie might not have known—and if he had, he probably wouldn’t have cared—was that the author and composer of “God Bless America” had lived through deprivation comparable to his own.

Berlin had come to America as a five-year-old with his family, fleeing the Russian pogroms. America had done more for him than offer safe harbor when he was a refugee. Berlin had worked his way from homelessness to wealth in his adopted country. Kate Smith’s signature song may be a heart-swelling flag-waver, but it works equally well as a tremulous prayer of thanksgiving, which was how Irving Berlin sang it. His gratitude was genuine.

The life of the self-made millionaire and the life of the indigent Communist sympathizer had sometimes run on uncannily parallel paths. Homelessness hit them both young. Before the age of fifteen, poverty and family tragedy drove the former to the streets of New York and the latter to an abandoned shack in Okemah, Oklahoma. They both married outside the faith of their family, and each father-in-law disowned his daughter for it. Guthrie’s second wife, Marjorie—the custodian of his legacy and by most accounts the love of his life—was rejected by her Jewish father for marrying a Christian, while Berlin’s beloved Ellin was cut off by her Christian father for marrying a Jew. Reconciliation in both families came about in the aftermath of heartbreak. The Berlins and the Guthries both lost a young child, whereupon the bereaved grandfathers reached out to their daughters, never having met their grandchildren.

As musicians, Berlin and Guthrie responded to events in similar ways. On the streets as teenagers, they busked for money, making up parodies of popular songs, and were known for their quick wit and eagerness to entertain. As married men, they wrote songs for their wives’ religious holidays. Guthrie wrote Hanukkah songs, while Berlin wrote the most famous Christmas and Easter songs of the twentieth century, “White Christmas” and “Easter Parade.” As bereft fathers, they mourned deeply—and privately. They didn’t write about their losses.

Before Berlin and Guthrie were out of their twenties, they were hailed as the greatest songwriters in their fields. Berlin reached the top of the “popular” heap at age twenty-three, and Guthrie was dubbed America’s “best contemporary ballad composer” shortly after arriving in New York at twenty-seven. They trafficked in stereotypes, each of them caricaturing his own ethnic group as well as, more brutally, African Americans, but in time they gave up the practice. They took stands against segregation and insisted that their African American collaborators be treated with dignity.

Myth and speculation enshroud both men’s lives. Biographers disagree about which Russian village Berlin was born in or why his name was changed from Israel Baline, and nobody knows how far Guthrie traveled by train-hopping and hitchhiking in the 1930s. What we do know is that Guthrie and Berlin had shrewd instincts for image-making. Both encouraged the mythologizing. Guthrie published a fictionalized memoir in his thirties, while Berlin, at roughly the same age, authorized a friend to write a fictionalized biography. The myths have obscured the achievements of the men.
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With “God Bless America” and “This Land Is Your Land,” Irving Berlin and Woody Guthrie accomplished something rare. They added to the country’s small stock of enduring national anthems.

I take “national anthem” to mean a song that people sing together on ceremonial or celebratory occasions when they want to evoke, share, or express a public emotion about nationhood. Government recognition of an official national anthem is a comparatively minor consideration—interesting in its own right, but secondary to the act of singing together for one’s country. “The Star-Spangled Banner,” “My Country ’Tis of Thee,” and “America the Beautiful” all fit the bill, and in different ways, “Lift Every Voice and Sing” (also known as “The Negro National Anthem”), “Yankee Doodle,” and “Dixie” are part of the story too, as is a once-prominent anthem that has fallen out of circulation, “Hail Columbia.” The anthems reflect the shifts in our vision and values over time as our history has confronted us with ever-changing circumstances. All are fascinating songs with their own unlikely histories, their own surprising stories to tell.

Berlin’s and Guthrie’s contributions belong in that visionary company. Because “God Bless America” and “This Land Is Your Land” are about America’s history and American values, they echo with the themes sounded by their prededessors. Coming at the end of the tradition to date, they represent in some respects a culmination of the themes of war and peace, gratitude and protest, pride and humility, that resound through the other American anthems.

Yet these two songs are also refracted through some of the deepest beliefs and most personal experiences of their authors. They may seem to have been around forever, but when Berlin and Guthrie wrote them, these songs were firmly grounded in their moment—near the end of a depression and the beginning of world war. In their complete versions, the songs could have been taken from the headlines of the day: the little-known introductory verse to “God Bless America” sees the impending European catastrophe, while “This Land Is Your Land” sings of breadlines and the Dust Bowl.

While the songs’ connections go deep, the rift between them has deep roots too, and in most ways the two men who wrote them could hardly have been more different. Guthrie and Berlin had profoundly contrasting approaches to music, songwriting, politics, home life, show business, publishing, dress, hygiene, travel—you name it. The so-called culture wars started long before Berlin, the destitute immigrant who hit the big time, and Guthrie, the landlord’s son who became a Dust Bowl refugee, joined the fray. Urban sophistication versus pastoral romanticism, Broadway versus that old dusty road, the Hit Parade versus the hootenanny, tuxedos versus dungarees, pop versus folk: Berlin the hit-maker and Guthrie the hobo stood on opposite sides.

Opposite, but unequal. Guthrie could not help but be aware of the songs of Berlin, who over the course of a sixty-year career scored the improbable total of 451 hits, including 282 in the top ten and 35 that reached number one. By contrast, the equally prolific Guthrie landed just one hit in the top ten, plus two country standards, one of which went to number one on that genre’s list.

The background of the songs and their ongoing histories take in a huge swath of our cultural landscape. The story encompasses the anti-Jewish pogroms of the Old World and anti-Semitism and racism in the New; slavery, minstrelsy, Jim Crow, and the civil rights movement; the westward expansion of the United States and the closing of the frontier; the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Civil War, the Spanish-American War, two world wars, the Vietnam War, and the War on Terror; the Great Depression and, in the Dust Bowl, one of American history’s monumental environmental disasters; and the roles of religion, social protest, singing, dancing, illicit sex, and alcohol in our patriotic heritage. The backgrounds of the songs demand at least a glance at the history of nationalism and national anthems going back to eighteenth-century England. The relationship between nationalism and folk music figures in the story, as does our culture’s Biblical and classical heritage.

Hidden unities in American culture emerge in this story, and apparent dichotomies begin to blur—between showbiz and folk, the brothel and the campaign trail, the parlor and the minstrel stage, the classical concert and Tin Pan Alley, the Popular Front and the Hit Parade, the church service and the protest rally. The story is also one of class aspiration and class conflict, unexpected intersections of patriotism and socialism, the myth of showbiz as an agent of upward mobility, and the upending of that myth by the unlikely transformation of hillbilly humor into proletarian chic.

As a songwriter and singer myself, I have admired, performed, wondered at, and stolen from Berlin’s and Guthrie’s songs for more than two decades, but it was only after I had been playing their music for many years that I came to appreciate their two most famous ones. I saw that both songs are unusually rich—hopeful, patriotic, and visionary, not only resounding with echoes from a vast sweep of history but deeply tinged with some of history’s darker shadows. I began this study when, struck by the proliferation of variant renderings of the lyrics to “This Land Is Your Land,” I went looking for its textual history and found that none had been written. It was natural to make “God Bless America” a central part of the story as well, both because of the intertwined histories of the songs and because of my enthusiasm for Berlin. Once I began looking into his anthem, questions about its evolution arose too. The journey has led me down byways of American history and culture that I knew little about, and along the way I found something I had not expected: unpublished versions of both songs that cast fascinating light on their writers and on their place in the American story.

Berlin and Guthrie seem never to have crossed paths in life, and they probably would have objected to being yoked together here. But their songs are connected by more than the anecdote of Guthrie’s original inspiration. When we consider them as a pair in the panorama of our patriotic songs, the two songs may not only shine more brightly in each other’s light, but they give us a fuller, more multifaceted image of America—and what it can mean to love it.


       CHAPTER 2

JEWS WITHOUT MONEY

IN 1925 IRVING BERLIN TOLD his first biographer that his earliest memory was of watching his family’s house burn down. The place was Russia, the year was probably 1893, he was four or five years old, and the fire was an act of arson, not an accident. His family was Jewish. Russian peasants had been regularly terrorizing Jews since the pogroms began twelve years before, in 1881, burning down countless houses and demolishing innumerable places of business in attacks on untold numbers of people in hundreds of villages across Russia’s western provinces. The one mercy that Berlin’s family could point to was that nobody had died in the conflagration. The pogroms killed thousands of Jews. Between 1905 and 1909, the peak years of the attacks, 284 pogroms occurred, with the estimated number of fatalities ranging from fewer than 5,000 to more than 50,000. The massacres were intimate and gruesome. Michael Gold’s 1930 autobiographical novel Jews Without Money depicts “a shy little banana peddler” at a New York party in 1898 describing a pogrom in his native Russia. “‘It started at both bazaars, just before the Passover,’ he said. ‘Some one gave vodka to the peasants, and told them we Jews had 9 killed some Christian children to use the blood. Ach, friends, what one saw then; the yelling, the murder, the flames!’” The peddler says that he saw a peasant murder his uncle with an ax.

The pogroms began shortly after the accession of Tsar Alexander III, who took the throne after bomb-throwing Nihilists assassinated his father, Alexander II, in 1881. The murdered emperor had freed the serfs in 1861, lowered the military requirement for Jews, and, on the day of his assassination, approved an unreleased plan for an elected parliament. The son quickly put an end to the father’s program of liberalization. On the excuse that one of Alexander II’s assailants was Jewish, Alexander III cracked down on his Jewish subjects. The terror would persist for more than three and a half decades.

The oppression went beyond mob violence—the Russian government played a part as well. The May Laws of 1881 limited the number of Jews who could attend university and made it illegal for Jews to own property or live in the countryside. Konstantin Pobedonostsev—the Ober-Procurator of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church, and Alexander III’s childhood tutor and chief adviser as tsar—put the matter succinctly, according to a plausible rumor that evoked Jewish fears: the goal of the pogroms and the oppression was to persuade one-third of Russia’s Jews to convert and one-third to emigrate, leaving the remaining one-third to be slaughtered. In The Jewish Problem, a history of anti-Semitism written in 1938, the British-Jewish novelist Louis Golding wrote that Russia had “seemed to be within measurable reach” of its goal, “except as regards the [first] particular”—the conversion of the Jews.

Between 1881 and 1917, two million Jews left Russia—roughly 40 percent. Thousands, including Louis Golding’s parents, settled in Western Europe. Russian Jews made up the majority of the Zionist movement, which Theodor Herzl, an Austrian Jew, catalyzed in 1896 with the pamphlet The Jewish State. Between 1880 and World War I, 115,000 Jews settled in Palestine, most coming from Russia. But the large majority of the emigrants went to America. In the forty years following the first pogrom, two million Eastern European Jews (not all of them Russian) made the long journey to the ports of Western Europe and then the passage across the Atlantic to New York.

Irving Berlin’s family was among them.
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BERLIN WAS BORN ISRAEL BALINE IN 1888, the youngest of eight children. His birthplace has been variously given as Tyumen, in Siberia; Tolochin, now in Belarus; and Mogilev, a major city near Tolochin. While scholars lack consensus about which is correct, Berlin’s family believes Tyumen to have been the place. Whether the family used the Hebrew alphabet of their Bible or the Cyrillic of their birthplace, the passenger list of the ship that carried them to America transcribed their name as “Beilin.” Immigration officials at Ellis Island transcribed it as “Baline,” which is the spelling that the family subsequently used.

Within months of the destruction of their home, the Balines set out for America. If they were not living in Tyumen, more than one thousand miles east of Moscow, they may have been living in Tolochin, roughly 1,200 miles west of Tyumen. Even if they did not live in Tolochin, scholars believe that they passed through it on their way out of the country. The journey from there to Antwerp, Belgium, the city from which they sailed, was another one thousand miles, or roughly the distance between Boston and Chicago. Of course, travel was much more arduous then than now. The Balines made the trip by train and by cart, or possibly on foot once they got to Russia’s frontier.

Jews often had to sneak across the Russian border, not because Austria did not want to let them in, but because Russia did not always want to let them out—despite, or perhaps giving the lie to, the pronouncement attributed to Pobedonostsev. Once in Austria, shipping companies required that emigrants pass a physical examination before being allowed to continue to a port city. (People who failed a second physical upon reaching America were sent back to Europe at the expense of the shipping company.) Travel cost money. The Baline family probably received financial help from the Paris-based Jewish aid society Alliance Israelite Universelle. Israel Baline’s two oldest siblings chose not to leave their homeland, and so it was that only eight members of the Baline family left Russia—parents Moses and Leah and six of their children, the oldest nineteen years old and the youngest, Israel, five.

On September 2, 1893, the Balines set sail for America from Antwerp. They traveled below deck, in steerage, along with the majority of passengers. The Balines, like many of their shipmates, had never seen the sea. Seasickness was common. Upon arrival in New York eleven days later, they were among the five thousand daily immigrants given another examination on Ellis Island. Failing the physical could lead to tragedy. Over a thirty-year period, an average of one person a month chose suicide over being sent back. Everybody in the Baline family passed. When they set foot on Manhattan, a relative was waiting there to show them to their first American home, a three-room basement tenement apartment on the Lower East Side.
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WITH ITS CLASH OF CULTURES and overwhelming density, the Balines’ new neighborhood looked like nowhere else on earth. The Jewish section was surrounded by Chinese, Italian, and Irish enclaves, all of them poor, all of them crowded, all of them filled with immigrants in the midst of retaining old customs while adapting to new ones. And everybody living in tenements.

In 1890 Danish immigrant Jacob Riis, a pioneering documentary photographer, described New York’s tenements at length in How the Other Half Lives. Riis had been homeless as a young man, but current conditions appalled him. “Crazy old buildings, crowded rear tenements in filthy yards, dark, damp basements, leaking garrets, shops, outhouses, and stables converted into dwellings, though scarcely fit to shelter brutes, are habitations of thousands of our fellow-beings.” With households putting several people into every small room, most of them without “any provision or possibility for the admission of light and air,” the “utterly dark, close, and unventilated” buildings were bursting.

The Jewish section—the Lower East Side—was the most crowded of all. “The tenements grow taller, and the gaps in their ranks close up rapidly as we cross the Bowery and, leaving Chinatown and the Italians behind, invade the Hebrew quarter.” People crowded into the Jewish quarter at a rate of “three hundred and thirty thousand per square mile,” nearly twice the density of the most tightly packed neighborhoods of London, which “never got beyond a hundred and seventy-five thousand.” From a Russian village, the Balines had moved to the most crowded spot on earth.

With the crowds came a noisy, colorful street life. Michael Gold, born on the Lower East Side in 1893, opens Jews Without Money with a description of the neighborhood:

The street . . . was an immense excitement. It never slept. It roared like a sea. It exploded like fireworks. People pushed and wrangled. . . . Women screamed, dogs barked and copulated. Babies cried. A parrot cursed. Ragged kids played under truck horses. . . . A beggar sang. . . . Pimps, gamblers and red-nosed bums; peanut politicians; pugilists in sweaters. . . . Whirlwinds of dust and newspaper. The prostitutes laughed shrilly. A prophet passed, an old-clothes Jew with a white beard. Kids were dancing around the hurdy-gurdy. Two bums slugged each other. Excitement, dirt, fighting, chaos! The sound of my street lifted like a great blast of a carnival or catastrophe. The noise was always in my ears. Even in sleep I could hear it; I can hear it now.

If living conditions were poor, the wages were impoverishing. In Russia, Moses Baline had worked as a cantor. In New York he found part-time work leading the local synagogue’s choir (Israel sang in it), but it did not pay enough to support the family. He found additional part-time work as an inspector of Jewish meat markets, ensuring that chickens were prepared in accordance with kosher dietary laws, and then took on a third part-time job as a house painter. But when even three jobs did not support the family adequately, the Baline children were forced into the workplace. Labor laws allowed children as young as eight to work full-time. Israel’s older brother worked in sweatshops, earning two cents for every pair of pants he sewed. Two of his older sisters rolled cigars for two dollars a day. Starting at age seven, Israel sold newspapers.

If necessary, everybody worked who could. That was the way of the tenements. And when families could not support everybody, kids left home to fend for themselves.
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THE BALINES COULD NOT HAVE KNOWN that 1893 was an auspicious time for a future songwriter to arrive on our shores. American music was in ferment. Overlapping styles and approaches created a panoply of music that competed for the public’s attention.

The recording industry was young and marginal in 1893. If music didn’t circulate by live performance, it got around via sheet music, for home performance on the parlor piano. A genre of popular song took its name from the room in the home where the piano resided. The “parlor song,” which had been popular for most of the century and took for its subjects love, love lost, homesickness, the death of children, the wages of sin, and the superiority of past over present and country over city, was a commercial force in the 1890s. Indeed, it remains one today, particularly in the country market.

Stepping out and away from the front porch, the most common type of concert ensemble across most of the country was probably the brass band. Composer-conductor-historian Gunther Schuller writes that the wind band “reigned absolutely supreme in America. Long before the days of radio and television, the park band concert . . . was the favorite entertainment pastime of young and old.” Ragtime historian Edward A. Berlin (no relation to Irving) called wind bands “a national pastime, in which even small towns might support several ensembles.” My grandpa, who was born in 1907, once told me that “band music” was the popular music of his youth in Kalamazoo, Michigan.

Wind bands are chiefly associated with marches and patriotic songs, but the repertoire has always been diverse. Overtures and other brief pieces from the classical tradition, operatic transcriptions, perhaps a couple of religious pieces, and popular songs were standard parts of the show throughout the nineteenth century. The most famous American musician of the first third of the nineteenth century was a Philadelphia bandleader, composer, violinist, and bugler named Francis “Frank” Johnson. Born in 1792, probably in Philadelphia, he was a professional musician by 1812—one of the few full-time musicians in early nineteenth-century America. In addition to his own compositions, mostly marches and dance tunes, his repertoire included works by Haydn and Handel, improvised variations on “Yankee Doodle,” and arrangements of minstrel numbers. Every Saturday in the fall, millions of Americans continue to pay good money to hear marching bands play a similar mix of patriotic, popular, and classical tunes at college football games.

A description of a band concert in Tompkins Square Park—within walking distance of the Lower East Side—appeared anonymously in the New York Herald in 1891 in a story called “Where ‘De Gang’ Hears the Band Play.” It’s a community event. Everybody comes—“Hun and Hebrew, German and Gentile, Gaul and Celt,” as well as “dark-browed Italians.” “Infantile, young and middle aged humanity . . . poured into the square from the big tenements roundabout.” Young people—“de gang” of the story’s title—buy beer (not pints or bottles, but “growlers”), over which they banter, bicker, gossip, and flirt, like friends at a nightclub today.

The music is diverse—a patriotic air, a sentimental ballad, and unspecified classical music. The concert opens with “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and while everybody applauds it, “it is safe to say that at least one half the listeners” don’t know it. “Two grizzled sons of Erin” debate the band’s proficiency at playing “the classical tunes.” “Annie Rooney”—a sentimental parlor ballad that remained popular well into the twentieth century—inspires the young people to sing along and demand an encore. The story concludes that “the music programme . . . was a good one.”

The pop music mix included classical, and the best-known classical melodies were as widely known—as popular—as any music of the century. Nobody played for bigger crowds, made more money, or won more fame than the top classical stars.

When the Baline family came to New York, blackface minstrelsy had been popular for the previous fifty or sixty years, depending on when one chooses to date its origin. Advertised and mythologized as a reproduction of the music of rural, Southern African Americans, today most well-known minstrel songs sound closer to European music than to African American styles. By the 1880s, minstrelsy was giving way to the more flexible variety show known as vaudeville, which would continue to feature blackface performers for decades.

Minstrelsy, parlor songs, spirituals, brass bands, classical—it was all pop. And most acts tried to do as broad a range of it they could manage. Minstrel shows featured parlor songs and parodied spirituals and opera. Brass bands played classical, parlor, and minstrel tunes as well as marches, dances, and patriotic songs. Touring classical composer-performers played works from the classical canon and their own compositions, in addition to variations on popular numbers—and America’s patriotic anthems.
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NOT ONLY HAD THE BALINES COME at the right time for their youngest child’s future career, but they had come to the right place. The concentration of music publishing companies in New York had grown throughout the 1880s and 1890s until the city dominated the market, with most of the action taking place on West Twenty-Eighth Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues—the original “Tin Pan Alley.” The nickname, which had been bestowed in honor of the cacophony of competing pianos in publishers’ offices, became synonymous with a style of songwriting.

In 1892 the defining hit of the new era burst across the country—“After the Ball,” written and published by Charles K. Harris. Songwriters had been scratching their way toward making a living ever since the twenty-three-year-old Stephen Foster, with three hits under his belt—including “Oh! Susanna”—quit his accounting job in 1850 to write songs full-time. His work was wildly popular, but not financially successful—he was ahead of his time in trying to spin songs into gold. Copyright laws were weak. It wasn’t until a decade after Foster died penniless in 1864 that songwriters began to earn a decent living. Tin Pan Alley’s rationalization of publishing increased the economic power of songwriters—and of publishers.

Harris’s first and biggest hit was a sentimental narrative set to a lilting waltz with a catchy chorus—an expertly made parlor ballad. “After the Ball” recounts a conversation between a little girl and an elderly man whom she addresses as “uncle.” The girl asks him why he never married. He replies that he was in love once, and would have married, but that after a dance he saw his beloved kissing another man. He refused to listen to explanations and broke off the relationship. Years later he got a letter from the man whom his sweetheart had kissed. The “other” man revealed that he was the woman’s brother. His sister had died unmarried. A strict and unyielding moralism had deprived the narrator and his beloved of their one chance for love. The song is sympathetic, but a story detailing the pitfalls of Victorian morality may have struck a responsive note in the era of hot times in the old town.

Whatever the reason for its success—and it is a pretty tune—as soon as “After the Ball” was added to the Broadway show A Visit to Chinatown, it took off. An Alley publisher offered Harris $10,000 for the song; Harris turned him down. Within months he had sold 175,000 copies and earned over $30,000. John Philip Sousa conducted it at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Pop music historian Ian Whitcomb writes, “Within a year, ‘Ball’ was bringing in 25,000 dollars a week; within twenty years sheet sales topped 10 million.” The fate of the author of the first megahit, especially as contrasted with that of Stephen Foster, taught Irving Berlin a valuable lesson: as soon as he could afford to, he would take control of his own publishing.

Songs that would later be recognized as ragtime were circulating by early in the 1890s. In 1896 “rag” showed up as a musically descriptive term on the sheet music of a song by African American composer Ernest Hogan: “with Negro ‘Rag’ Accompaniment.” (The song was called “All Coons Look Alike to Me.”) The next year, bandleader William H. Krell (who was white) became the first to publish a piece with “rag” in the title, “Mississippi Rag,” which he wrote for his brass band. By 1898 Sousa was playing rags too and Broadway was staging the first all-original ragtime score, Clorindy: The Origin of the Cakewalk, with music by Will Marion Cook and lyrics by Paul Laurence Dunbar, leading lights of a new movement in Negro arts. Soon “ragtime” was showing up in song lyrics. The refrain of an 1899 novelty number went, “Hello! ma baby / Hello! ma honey / Hello! ma ragtime gal.” (“Hello! Ma Baby” would achieve twentieth-century immortality in a Warner Brothers cartoon starring a singing frog.) Scott Joplin would publish his first rag, “Original Rags,” by the end of the decade, in 1899.

The note of dialect in “Hello! Ma Baby” marks it as a “coon” song, a purportedly comic style in a putatively African American dialect, often performed in blackface. (The original “Hello! Ma Baby” has the word “coon,” which the singing frog’s version omits.) Ethnic stereotyping has been a staple of American entertainment on stage and in song since the eighteenth century, and it hasn’t left us yet, though most of the most offensive particulars have been banished from the scene.

The “coon” song was a complex and toxic affair, an unstable mixture of disdain and misplaced envy, dominated by mockery. “Coon” may have derived from “raccoon,” associated with blackness because of the black mask around the animal’s eyes, or it may have come from the Spanish-derived word barracoon, the open-air “barracks” used as slave-holding enclosures. It may have been popularized by the early blackface song “Zip Coon,” sung by George Washington Dixon around 1830. The figure of Zip Coon satirized African American attempts at emulating white-style sophistication and European cultural history. Zip was a dandy; his name was a travesty of Scipio Africanus, the Roman general. Scipio became “Zip.” “Coon” may have been an absurd contraction of Africanus, the last syllable of which has the Latin long double-o sound. The historical Scipio had been dubbed “Africanus” in honor of his defeat of the great African general Hannibal. Scipio was reputed to be a lover of Hellenic culture and pretty women, literate in Greek, and possibly a habitué of houses of prostitution. A frisky scholar made a perfect target for skewering. The original lyrics of “Zip Coon” poke at Zip’s erudition and suavity with lines like “Ole Zip Coon he is a larned skoler,” and, “Old Suky blue skin, she is in lub wid me.” (The recurring joke of giving African American characters names that aspired to high-class whiteness lasted well into the age of movies. In Irving Berlin’s Holiday Inn of 1942, one of Bing Crosby’s Mammy-esque cook’s children is named Vanderbilt. The Mammy character, played by Louise Beavers, is named Mamie.) The melody of “Zip Coon” became “Turkey in the Straw.” The chorus—which begins, “O Zip a duden duden duden zip a duden day”—survived in Stephen Foster’s “doo dah” and Walt Disney’s “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah.”

“Where ‘De Gang’ Hears the Band Play” does not mention any vaudeville, “coon,” or proto-ragtime numbers. But Frank Johnson had at least one minstrel tune in his repertoire more than fifty years before, so it seems plausible that a wind band in Tompkins Square Park in 1891 may have played some too. Regardless, New Yorkers would have been able to hear the comedic, rowdy strain of popular music in the music halls of the Bowery.

The Bowery—the eastern border of the Jewish quarter—got its name from the Dutch, the first European settlers of Manhattan. The neighborhood grew on the location of the farm—the bouwerij, or “bouwerie,” in Dutch—of the seventeenth-century director-general of the colony of New Netherland, Pieter Stuyvesant. With a name that has remained unchanged through centuries of transformation, the street has connoted seediness at least since the 1830s, when rival gangs—the Dead Rabbits, the Plug Uglies, the Bowery Boys, and others—roamed Five Points (west of the Lower East Side) and adjacent neighborhoods, brawling with each other and inventing an underworld jargon. The gang wars recurred for decades, and well before the Civil War, flophouses, bars, and brothels dotted the Bowery. The name still retains its aura of vice, crime, and grime, despite the development there of high-end condominiums since the 1990s.

The Bowery had been a theatrical center since 1826, when the Bowery Theatre opened as a rival to the more uptown Park Theatre. From the beginning, the Bowery catered to a lower-class audience. Over the ensuing decades, as the population of New York doubled and doubled again and again, the number of theaters multiplied even more quickly. By the 1880s, the Bowery was home to all manner of entertainment; the offerings of music halls, concert saloons, theaters, dime museums, and brothels may often have overlapped, but all were dedicated to vaudeville’s byword—variety. Dancing girls, comedians, acrobats, animal acts, freak shows, theatrical satires, magicians, fortune-tellers, phrenologists, jugglers, melodrama, and all manner of singers could share an evening’s bill. Venues had varying constituencies. The Bowery Theatre, like the Park Theatre, reserved its third tier for prostitutes and their clients. Dime museums without prostitutes could be frequented by respectable women, but of the “ninety-nine houses of entertainment” that dotted the Bowery in 1898, “only fourteen were classed as respectable by the police,” according to New York gang historian Herbert Asbury. Some saloons had opium dens downstairs or private rooms for rent by the hour upstairs; the Grand Duke’s Concert Hall was run by and for children and teenagers.

Patriotic airs and marches, classical tunes and opera, sentimental parlor ballads, religious hymns, and music hall or vaudeville songs were the broad categories of the popular music of New York in the 1890s—and all forms of popular music, along with Hebrew religious music and Yiddish folk songs, made up the musical world of Israel Baline, future songwriter. He would become an expert writer of sentimental ballads; comedic songs, including “coon” songs and other ethnic travesties such as mock-gospel tunes; rhythm numbers in their ragtime, jazz, and swing guises as styles evolved over the decades; marching songs; and, of course, patriotic airs. Leaving aside his mock-gospel tunes, Berlin’s work rarely touched on religious matters, but the Mormon Tabernacle Choir would record his last hit, 1954’s “Count Your Blessings Instead of Sheep,” on an album of religious songs. Classical tunes served as a source—some of his biggest hits lifted musical phrases from them. Indeed, he reused melodic shards from everywhere: a military bugle call, a bit of Chopin, a tag from a Yiddish folk song, a phrase from Stephen Foster, an anonymous soldier’s marching song—one or more of these might end up in a Berlin song, along with licks from the Tin Pan Alley tunesmiths, his own work as well as others’. “God Bless America” would quote a line from an 1823 parlor ballad, a cadence from a European national anthem, and a snatch of melody from a 1906 avatar of vaudeville rudeness. An authentic American blend!

[image: ]

IN THE CLASH OF CULTURES ON THE LOWER EAST SIDE, where neighbors from all over the world lived cheek by jowl, separated by language and custom, united by geography and commerce, the Judaism of the Balines alienated them further from the majority in their adopted country. Jewish immigrants attracted particular attention, and while anti-Semitism was nowhere near as severe in the United States as it continued to be in Russia, it did exist. Henry James compared Lower East Side Jews relaxing in the summer on their tenement fire escapes to monkeys in cages. Henry Adams complained that Jewish immigrants communicated by “snarling a weird Yiddish.” Adams said that their very presence violated his “Puritan and Revolutionary heritage.”

Despite the proclivity of some of America’s leading intellectuals to characterize Jews in animalistic terms, mobility across cultural lines was easier in the New World than in the Old. Assimilation—adopting the local language and customs—was an option for the younger generation. Then as now, immigrant kids like Israel and his siblings picked up English far more quickly than their parents, and young people found much to attract them in their new country.

Life in the New World was hard, but Berlin didn’t complain about his early years here. “I never felt poverty because I’d never known anything else,” he told a writer in 1947.

We had an enormous family. Eight or nine in four rooms and in the summer some of us slept on the fire escape or on the roof. I was a boy with poor parents, but let’s be realistic about it. I didn’t starve. I wasn’t cold or hungry. There was always bread and butter and hot tea. I slept better in tenement houses . . . than I do now in a nice bed.

All of that changed in 1901, when Israel was thirteen. His father—the family’s main source of income—died. Israel quit school and went to work selling newspapers full-time. It didn’t bring in much money. He then took an extraordinary step that his first biographer, Alexander Woollcott, explained by saying that he “knew that he contributed less than the least of his sisters and that skeptical eyes were being turned on him as his legs lengthened and his earning power remained the same. He was sick with a sense of his own worthlessness.” This, according to Woollcott, explains why Israel made the decision he did. But as Berlin’s later biographer, Edward Jablonski, points out, if this had been the case, Israel could have earned more money by following his siblings into the sweatshops and cigar factories.

Israel had other ideas. He came from a musical family, his father was a cantor, and he had sung in the choir his father led. Judging from the direction his life took, it appears that the rumbling, jangling, jumbled music of the streets, parks, music halls, and sidewalks of New York must have appealed to him and drawn him away from the sweatshops. He left home rather than go to work in one.

Israel struck out on his own.
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