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PREFACE

Let’s look at two Broadway opening nights.

It is the third of July 1902, and a warm night inside the Herald Square Theatre in New York City. The new musical, The Defender, is not actually new. It is a London transfer with an American cast. The plot has something to do with a yacht race between an American and a British ship and the efforts of a crooked soap manufacturer to fix the race. The opening night audience is mildly amused by the performers but little else. The English songs are routine at best. Then the third act curtain goes up and the saucy character of Millie Canvass steps forward and belts out “In the Good Old Summertime.” The audience is enthralled by the melodic, rollicking song and insists on an encore. Soon they are singing along with her. The singer is Blanche Ring, a popular variety performer who sang “In the Good Old Summertime” a few times in vaudeville. When cast in The Defender, Ring insisted the song by George Evans (music) and Ren Shields (lyric) be put into the show for her to sing. It worked. The song stopped the show and soon the talk “on the Street” was “In the Good Old Summertime.” It was the song of the 1902–03 season.

It is October 30, 2003, and the Gershwin Theatre is packed for the gala opening of the new musical Wicked. Although out-of-town notices were less than impressive and there have been major cast, script, and song changes over the previous weeks, the excitement is running high. From the first silhouette image of the Wicked Witch melting, the musical is playing like gangbusters. Despite what the critics write, this is an audience show and this audience is thrilled. As the end of the first act approaches, the green misfit Elphaba (Idina Menzel) realizes that “good” people like the Wizard are not at all good and she vows not to “play by the rules of someone else’s game.” The song is “Defying Gravity” by Stephen Schwartz. Elphaba rises off the ground, Menzel’s voice rises into the stratosphere, and the theatre explodes with applause. Few were surprised the next day when the critics were not overwhelmed by Wicked but ticket sales soared and the songs were embraced by the public, none more so than “Defying Gravity.” It was the song of the 2003–04 season.

This is a book about Broadway songs. There have been thousands of them since 1891 when the first American song leapt from the stage and into a wide public consciousness. These songs come from musical comedies, operettas, revues, music dramas, sung-through musicals, rock musicals, you name it. They incorporate ragtime, jazz, fox trot, swing, blues, country-western, R&B, rock and roll, pop, Latin, gospel, soul, hip hop, and rap. They are written by songwriters as diverse as Irving Berlin and Elton John. They have traveled from Broadway to sheet music, cylinders, phonograph records, radio, movies, television, cassette tapes, CDs, YouTube, downloads, and the Cloud. Some songs have become standards, being rediscovered again and again by later generations. Others were only briefly popular, fading away as tastes and musical styles changed. But a number of them shone so brightly, if only for a short time, that they could be labeled the “song of the season.”

By season, I mean the Broadway season. It used to start in the fall when the cooler weather arrived and theatres that had been closed up for the summer reopened. As the theatres became “air cooled,” the season started in June. Later, the season was determined by the dates announced by the Tony Awards. But no matter when it began, the Broadway season was and is a benchmark to chronicle the activity on Broadway. In the 1920s, it was not unusual for over 200 plays and musicals to open each season. By the 1970s, that number shrunk to twenty or thirty. At the same time, Off-Broadway and Off-Off-Broadway expanded and the theatre scene in New York was not so dismal as it sounded. But, regardless of the numbers, there have always been musicals and those shows introduced songs and often there was one that rose above the others. That is the focus of this book: that one song.

We have made the audacious decision to select a single song from each season, from 1891 to 2023, that we consider the song of the season. It may be the most popular song, or one of high quality, or one that was quickly discovered by the public at the time or later. The song may have been one that best captured the feeling in America at the time or it may have introduced a new sound or innovation. Choosing just one song was not an arbitrary choice. Many songs were considered but the selection could not help but be a somewhat personal and opinionated one. The resulting book is one that hopes to capture the variety and diversity of theatre songs. We have avoided songs that were originally heard in movies or elsewhere; the aim is to look at theatre songs that were introduced in America on Broadway or Off-Broadway or even Off-Off-Broadway. It is not possible that any one reader, no matter how informed, will agree with the choices we have made. But that is also an important aspect of this book. We have included “other notable songs” for each season to illustrate what else was of interest. Perhaps the reader will prefer one of these “also-rans” over the selected song of the season. That also is a vital part of this book. For the song of the season cannot be determined objectively. Sheet music sales or Grammy Awards or chart statistics are considered but are only part of the picture. Some songs are outstanding just by the impact they made then and, in many cases, now.

To clarify the terms used in the discussion, a Guide to Musical Terms is provided. Then each season, from 1891–92 to 2022–23, is summarized, followed by a description and discussion of the selected song. A list of other notable songs from the season ends each entry. The book concludes with a bibliography of works about theatre songs and popular music, and there is an index to help the reader locate musicals, songs, and people.

The Song of the Season hopes to inform, entertain, and even provoke anyone who loves Broadway musicals.
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GUIDE TO MUSICAL TERMS

arch rhyme When a word is mispronounced, usually for comic effect, in order to rhyme with another word. For example, rhyming “boil” with “goil” (girl) or “fickle with “partickle” (particular). A song in this book with arch rhymes: “Comedy Tonight!” from A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.

ballad In modern popular music, any sentimental or romantic song, usually with the same melody for each refrain. Ballads are often the big sellers in a musical, the songs that can move listeners without the benefit of character or plot. A narrative ballad is more like poetry’s definition of the term: a song that tells a story. An example of a ballad in this book: “My Funny Valentine” from Babes in Arms.

character song Any musical number that is concerned with revealing a character’s personality or reaction to the events of the plot. A person’s first character song in a musical is often his or her “I am” song. Character songs tend not to travel as well outside the context of the musical as ballads often do. An example of a character song in this book: “I’m Breaking Down” from Falsettos.

charm song A musical number less about character development than it is about utilizing the characters’ warm and/or comic entertainment value. Charm songs are often expendable plot-wise but are usually audience favorites. Many charm songs feature children or songs sung to children. An example of a charm song in this book: “Do Re Mi” from The Sound of Music.

contrapuntal song Two distinct melodies and lyrics that are sung at the same time. Also called a double song, each section usually has a different tempo yet the two songs fit together musically. An example of a contrapuntal number in this book: “You’re Just in Love” from Call Me Madam.

eleven o’clock number A special, show-stopping song that comes late in the last act of a musical. The actual time at which the number occurs is not as important as its powerful impact in bringing the show to life before the climax or finale. An example of an eleven o’clock number in this book: “Electricity” from Billy Elliot.

“I am” song Often a solo, but any song that introduces a character or group of characters early in a musical by revealing their wishes, dreams, confusions, and so on. Sometimes called an “I wish” song, “I am” songs became requisite with the advent of the integrated musical, but many musicals before Oklahoma! have “I am” songs that function in the same way. An example of an “I am” song in this book: “I Enjoy Being a Girl” from Flower Drum Song.

integrated musical When the songs (and sometimes the dance) grow out of the characters and/or the plot. Although Oklahoma! (1943) is considered the first fully integrated musical, there are many musicals before that which had partially integrated scores. An example of an integrated musical discussed in this book: Carousel.

internal rhyme When two words or syllables in the same lyric line rhyme with each other. Such internal rhymes can be subtle, as with “You obviously do not adore me,” or obvious for comic effect, as in “get that ice or else no dice.” A song in this book with several internal rhymes: “Tea for Two” from No No Nanette.

interpolation A song added to a show, either before or after opening, that is not written by the same songwriters who wrote the rest of the score. Songs may be interpolated into a musical for a variety of reasons: to improve a weak score, to please a star, to take advantage of a hit Tin Pan Alley song, and so on. An example of an interpolated song in this book: “After the Ball” from A Trip to Chinatown.

list song Any song, serious or comic, that is structured as a list of examples or a series of items. Sometimes it is called a “laundry list” song, although the result, hopefully, is much more interesting than that. An example of a list song in this book: “A Little Priest” from Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street.

masculine and feminine rhymes When a rhyme in a lyric involves two one-syllable words, it is masculine. Words with two or more syllables that rhyme are considered feminine rhymes. Rhyming “take” and “make” is a hard, blunt masculine rhyme. “Follow” and “hollow” make for a softer, feminine rhyme.

pastiche song Any musical number that echoes the style, either musically or lyrically, of an earlier era. Such songs are written to spoof the past or to recapture the period of the setting of the new work. An example of a pastiche song in this book: “All That Jazz” from Chicago.

refrain The main body of a song; that is, the section that follows the verse and repeats itself with the same melody and/or lyric. The most familiar part of a popular song is usually the refrain section.

release A section of the song, usually after the second refrain, which departs musically and lyrically from the main theme of the refrain. Sometimes called the bridge, the release is often the most musically challenging part of a song.

reprise The repeating of part or all of a song later in the show, either by the same or by different characters. Reprises differ from an encore in that the latter are repeats that are sung immediately after a song is first sung. An example of a song in this book that has encores written in: “There’s No Business Like Show Business” from Annie Get Your Gun.

score All of the songs (music and lyrics) written for one musical.

soliloquy A solo in which the character is alone on stage and reveals his or her thoughts, confusions, concerns, and so on. The most effective soliloquies are songs that show a character debating two sides of an issue or trying to come to a decision. An example of a soliloquy song in this book: “Michael in the Bathroom” from Be More Chill.

song structure The basic format of a song. While there are no set rules and songs vary in their structure, the standard format is:

verse

refrain 1

refrain 2

release or bridge

refrain 3

standard A song that remains popular over a long period of time, being discovered by later generations and receiving new recordings. An example of a song standard in this book: “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” from Roberta.

Tin Pan Alley An old-fashioned term meaning the music business. The name came from the sound of upright pianos banging out tunes in the various music publishers’ offices in lower Manhattan. A Tin Pan Alley song refers to one that did not come from the stage or the movies but was written directly for the music market.

torch song In popular music, a song, usually sentimental, involving unrequited love. In musical theatre, torch songs can be sarcastic or comic as well as serious. An example of a torch song in this book: “Send in the Clowns” from A Little Night Music.

verse The introductory section of a song. The melody is usually distinct from that of the refrain that follows, and verses tend to be shorter. While many songs are most known for their refrains, the musical number reaches its full potency from an effective verse.
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1891–1892

SEASON

The American musical experienced a pivotal turning point with the 1891–92 Broadway season. After a century of British and French ballad operas, operettas, and musical comedies, two American works opened that were not only successful but helped define the future of the home-grown musical. Robin Hood was the first American operetta of note and A Trip to Chinatown was a musical comedy hit which foreshadowed the direction that genre would take. And, most importantly in regard to our subject, both musicals introduced some very popular songs.

Robin Hood and A Trip to Chinatown were not the first successful American musicals. There had been home-grown hits going back to The Black Crook in 1866. The composer, Connecticut-born Reginald De Koven, and the lyricist-librettist, Buffalo-born Harry B. Smith, were no Gilbert and Sullivan but they wrote seventeen musicals together and helped establish an American sound to Broadway shows. Their biggest hit, by far, was Robin Hood, which ran an impressive forty performances in its first New York engagement in 1891 and then was regularly revived over the next fifty years. It is a romanticized operetta based on the legend of the outlaw who stole from the rich and gave to the poor. The tuneful score included a rousing drinking song, “Brown October Ale,” a jolly choral number called “Tinkers’ Chorus,” and the love song “Oh, Promise Me.” Although revivals of Robin Hood are far from plentiful today, the operetta is generally acknowledged as the first masterwork of the American musical stage.

The biggest hit musical comedy of 1891 was A Trip to Chinatown; or, an Idyl of San Francisco, which ran on the Street for an astounding 657 performances. (At that time, a musical that ran 60 performances was a “hit” and one that ran over 100 was considered a “blockbuster.”) Called a “farce-comedy” in its day, A Trip to Chinatown is actually a musical comedy as we know it today. Charles H. Hoyt wrote the book and lyrics and Percy Gaunt composed the music. The show has more than a few similarities to Hello, Dolly! (1964). The sportive plot concerns a group of young people who tell their guardian Uncle Ben that they are going sightseeing in Chinatown but they really plan a night on the town. Complications pile up when Ben also goes to town to woo the widow Mrs. Guyer and they all end up in the same restaurant hiding from each other. It was all light-hearted nonsense and the merry songs added to the enjoyment. Two hit songs came from the original production of A Trip to Chinatown. “The Bowery” is a standard that is still familiar to listeners today. You may not think you know “The Bowery” but you do. For over one hundred years its 3/4-time bouncing melody has been played by organ grinders, heard on carousels, and used in countless movies to set the scene in old New York City. To say that the melody is catchy is understatement. Once heard, the song is easily recalled and forever remembered. The other song, “Reuben and Cynthia,” also has a catchy tune and can still be heard today, most commonly as background music in cartoons. It is a silly tune with a farcical lyric and an infectious, repetitive melody.

The rest of that season was rather lackluster after Robin Hood and A Trip to Chinatown. There were a few revivals of Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, the arrival of two minstrel show companies, a star turn by Lillian Russell in the musical La Cigale (The Grasshopper), and a farce-musical by Ned Harrigan titled The Last of the Hogans which ran four months. One of the more dramatic occurrences of the season was backstage. During the run of the musical The Lion Tamer, leading lady Marie Jansen was taken ill and the chorus girl Lulu Glaser took her place and was adulated by the press and public. It was not the first time for this sort of thing but Glaser’s debut was so famous that many a fiction version of the tale was turned into plays and movies.


“Oh, Promise Me”

Music by Reginald DeKoven; lyric by Clement Scott

From Robin Hood (1891)

Sung by Jessie Bartlett Davis as Alan-a-Dale



The female star of Robin Hood was Jessie Bartlett Davis who did not play Maid Marion but the “trouser” role Alan-a-Dale, one of Robin’s merry men. Davis got good notices when the operetta opened but she was not happy. She demanded a solo and so De Koven pulled from his files “Oh, Promise Me” with a lyric by Clement Scott written some years before and it was added during the run. In the second act, the evil Sheriff of Nottingham has captured Robin Hood and is going to force him to witness the marriage of Maid Marian to Guy of Gisbourne. The ceremony begins and Alan-a-Dale hides behind the bushes and sings to his sweetheart Annabel of her vow to marry him. Although Alan-a-Dale considers his hand might be “the most unworthy in this lonely land,” he sees in Annabel’s eyes a “vision of our paradise.”1 De Koven’s music is not so much a waltz or march as it is a hymn. There is a gently flowing tempo (the sheet music is marked “con forza”) that keeps the song from being sluggish. The vocal line is accompanied by a quiet series of repeated chords then some very subtle chromatic changes. The song has a narrow range until the climax which has a fortissimo high E. The lyric is far from clever but is sentimental without being too hyperbolic.

“Oh, Promise Me” immediately caught on, was added to the tours and the seven Broadway revivals of Robin Hood, and was sung at over a million weddings until the 1960s when it was considered an old-fashioned cliché. Davis claimed not to like the song but the audiences loved to hear her sing it so it was often requested throughout her career. In London, Robin Hood was retitled Maid Marian (1892) and the song was sung by Violet Cameron. An early popular recording of “Oh, Promise Me” was made by the Irish tenor John McCormack, followed by records by such diverse singers as the Neapolitan Trio, Tommy Dorsey’s Orchestra, Nelson Eddy, Marie Rappold, Jan Peerce, Jesse Crawford, Paul Robeson, Lauritz Melchior, Vaughn Monroe, and a duet version by Lucille Lawrence and Dick Leibert. There was even a popular pop version by the Platters in the 1950s. The song is also heard in dozens of movies, ranging from the Mickey Mouse cartoon A Close Call (1929) to Harlem Nights (1989), usually during a wedding scene. “Oh, Promise Me” was one of the first Broadway songs to find wide popularity outside of the theatre. The concept of a theatre song having a long life of its own was unique in 1891. But the success of the wedding song was noticed by music publishers and, for the first time, Broadway was seen as a source for Tin Pan Alley hits.

Other notable songs from that season: “Brown October Ale,” “Tinkers’ Chorus” from Robin Hood; “The Bowery,” “Reuben and Cynthia,” “Push Dem Clouds Away” from A Trip to Chinatown; “Molly O!” from The Mavourneen.

1892–1893 SEASON

The most important event of the 1892–93 Broadway season did not take place on the Street. It happened in Milwaukee where the song “After the Ball” was interpolated into the touring production of A Trip to Chinatown. By the end of the season, the song was heard in New York and the rest, as they say, is history. It was a bustling but uneventful season. Of the fifty-two musicals that opened, two-thirds of them were revivals or return engagements. The most accomplished of the new works was the British operetta The Mountebanks with W. S. Gilbert writing the book and lyrics with composer Alfred Cellier rather than his usual partner Arthur Sullivan. The most successful of the new American musicals was 1492, arriving in the spring one year late for the 400th anniversary of Columbus’ crossing. Audiences didn’t mind the late arrival and applauded the show for 354 performances.


“After the Ball”

Music and lyric by Charles K. Harris

From A Trip to Chinatown (tour) (1892)

Sung by J. Aldrich Libby



The first American popular song to sell over 5 million copies of sheet music was “After the Ball,” one of the finest waltzes in the history of Tin Pan Alley. Charles K. Harris wrote the music and lyrics for the narrative ballad which tells a tale of lost love. An old man counsels his young niece in matters of love and explains to her why he never wed. Years earlier, at a fancy dress ball, he saw his sweetheart embrace and kiss another man, so he left the ball and never saw the woman again. It was only years later that he learned that the other man was her long-lost brother. The narrative is broken up by the famous refrain which uses a series of phrases beginning with the word “after.” After the dance is over, after morning comes, after the dancers go home, after the stars disappear, and so on. One is left with an aching heart and hope is gone. The repetition of these “after” phrases supports the flowing nature of the music. The refrain climaxes with the title phrase and the notes jump an octave and conclude in a satisfactory manner which is a quiet marvel. While the tale is typical of the sentimental story-ballads prevalent at the time, “After the Ball” has such an unpretentious sense of power that the thirty-two-bar refrain still entrances even without the sixty-four-bar verses. The language may be antique (“Many a heart is aching”) but Harris’ sweeping waltz melody has not dated.2

The song has a unique history. Harris wrote the narrative ballad for Sam Doctor to sing in his vaudeville act but Doctor flubbed the long lyric and the audience was not impressed. When the tour of the Broadway hit A Trip to Chinatown came to Milwaukee, Harris paid the show’s female star J. Aldrich Libby to sing it in the musical. Harris had to bribe orchestra conductor Frank Palma with a box of cigars to orchestrate the number for Libby. After she had completed singing the lengthy ballad, there was a moment of silence in the house and Harris thought the song had failed again. Then there was thunderous applause and audiences have been applauding “After the Ball” ever since. It was added to the still-running A Trip to Chinatown on Broadway and to subsequent tours and revivals. It became even more popular when John Philip Sousa played it at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893 and soon every band in the land was playing it. “After the Ball” has received hundreds of recordings over the decades ranging from Guy Lombardo and the Royal Canadians to Johnny Cash. Notable discs include those by Bing Crosby, Julie London, Nat King Cole, Bob Karnes, Lawrence Welk, the Kingsway Strings, Bob Crewe, and a duet version by Joan Morris and William Bolcom. Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein interpolated “After the Ball” into their musical Show Boat (1927) when they needed a period song for Magnolia to sing on New Year’s Eve; it is heard in every revival of that musical. Norma Terris sang it in the original Broadway production and Edith Day in the first London mounting of Show Boat in 1928. In the six Broadway revivals of Show Boat, “After the Ball” has been sung by such artists as Jan Clayton, Sheryl Woods, Barbara Cook, and Rebecca Luker. The song was first heard on screen in the short After the Ball (1929), followed by over fifty other films. In the screen versions of Show Boat, “After the Ball” was sung by Irene Dunne in 1936 and Kathryn Grayson in 1951. In the history of Tin Pan Alley, “After the Ball” remained the biggest song hit to come from the musical theatre for several decades. Harris earned some $10 million from “After the Ball,” more than any songwriter had yet made off of one song. Music publishers thereafter looked to Broadway for possible songs that could make them a fortune as well.

Other notable songs from that season: “Ah Yes, I Love Thee” from The Fencing Master; “Put a Penny in the Slot,” “High Jerry, Ho!” from The Mountebanks.

1893–1894 SEASON

New American musicals outnumbered the imports this season, which was an encouraging sign. But none of the book musicals were of much value except as vehicles for popular performers. Two musical favorites appeared in two new American works: Marie Tempest in The Algerian and Lillian Russell in Princess Nicotine. Two male favorites returned to Broadway in familiar vehicles: Henry E. Dixie in Adonis and Chauncey Olcott in The Mavoureen. There were two astronomical musicals that season: A Trip to Mars, featuring a cast of “small people,” and Prince Kam; or, A Trip to Venus, which came from Boston. The most profitable offerings were revivals, as with A Trip to Chinatown, Erminie, The Black Crook, and Robin Hood. Utopia (Limited); or, The Flowers of Progress, the last of the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, arrived from London and, though it was not a top-drawer work in the team’s impressive repertoire, it was still better than the American offerings of book musicals. Yet the most significant new work of the season was an American concoction: the first true “musical revue.” The Passing Show introduced the new genre, calling itself a “revue” (from the French term) rather than a “review.” Also from the French was the concept of a series of scenes and musical numbers in which various performers reappeared throughout the evening. Unlike the later vaudeville, the revue was put together as a single entertainment rather than a parade of individual acts. Sydney Rosenfeld wrote most of the lyrics and sketches and Ludwig Englander did the music, though there was a spoof of various operas that used the original music. Besides the opera world, The Passing Show also made fun of some dramas and musicals recently on the Street, current events presented sarcastically in a series of “living pictures” (tableaus), and two roundly applauded songs, “Hot Tamales” and “Old Before His Time.” With a cast of 100 and high-quality production values, The Passing Show ran 121 performances and not only paved the way for other “Passing Shows” but for the development of the American musical revue itself.


“Old Before His Time”

Music by Ludwig Englander; lyric by Sydney Rosenfeld

From The Passing Show of 1894 (1894)

Sung by members of the ensemble



A clever list song that captured the spirit of the new musical revue format, “Old Before His Time” might also be categorized as a novelty number. The lyric is a series of complaints about getting old but lyricist Rosenfeld’s sense of humor keeps the song as light and carefree as Englander’s sprightly, if predictable, music. The list song has fun with the many losses that come with old age: loss of wealth, health, hair, sleep, appetite, and even hope. Both Rosenfeld and Englander were mid-way through their prolific careers but were considered old-school songwriters in 1894. They were also opposed to the grim realism showing up in new plays and the non-romantic new style of acting. One of the verses of “Old Before His Time” addresses both issues, complaining “the heroine has consumption, the hero meningitis, the villain yellow jaundice” and the plays make the audience “themselves grow old before their time.”3 As entertaining as “Old Before His Time” was in The Passing Show, the song was neither a ballad nor a sentimental anthem so it did not enjoy a long life outside of the theatre. Sheet music sales were unimpressive and recordings were scarce. Yet there is something sassy (or maybe grumpy) about the tone of the song. This tone is what made the new-fangled genre of “musical revue” distinctive. Also, Rosenfeld’s lyric foreshadows the kind of quick-witted language to be found in musical comedy songs in the next century.

Other notable songs from that season: “Hot Tamales,” “The Fellow That Played the Drum” from The Passing Show; “Oh, Rapture Unrestrained,” “Words of Love Too Loudly Spoken” from Utopia (Limited); “A Leap from the Earth to the Sky” from Prince Kam; or, A Trip to Venus.

1894–1895 SEASON

The season was marked by a new British invasion and the debut of a major American composer. The London hit A Gaiety Girl not only repeated its success on Broadway but opened the door for a ten-year-long series of “Gaiety” musicals that were popular on both sides of the Atlantic. These musical comedies were different in that the characters, settings, and situations were modern, very satirical, and surprisingly coherent. Gone were the exotic locales and princes and princesses from operetta. The “Gaiety” characters were fun, far from stuffy, and dressed in the very latest fashions. This last attribute would turn the “Gaiety” musicals into an important trend-setter in London and New York. The series was produced by George Edwardes, most were written by Owen Hall, and the scores were usually by Sydney Jones (music) and Harry Greenbank (lyrics). A Gaiety Girl was a farce about the complications when some fun-loving Life Guards at Windsor barracks invite some theatre chorines to a party which is also attended by a bevy of high-class ladies, their chaperone, a judge, and a minister. Edwardes had difficulty with the Lord Chamberlain’s office over some aspects of A Gaiety Girl, not the least of which was the very unmilitary-like behavior of the soldiers. Although A Gaiety Girl was thoroughly British, Broadway embraced the musical and was anxious to see more.

The other London import to find success on the Street this season was Little Christopher Columbus. But the longest-running show was an American product even if it was based on a Sir Walter Scott novel. Rob Roy had a score by Reginald De Koven, and it was as popular as his Robin Hood. Among the star turns that delighted audiences during the 1894–95 season were De Wolf Hopper in Dr. Syntax, Francis Wilson and Lulu Glaser in The Devil’s Deputy, and Della Fox, who secured her stardom with her first musical lead in The Little Trooper. Historically speaking, the most important new American musical this season was the operetta Prince Ananias which introduced composer Victor Herbert to Broadway. It was his first of forty musicals which made Herbert the king of American operetta.


“Private Tommy Atkins”

Music by S. Potter; lyric by Henry Hamilton

From A Gaiety Girl (1894)

Sung by Charles Ryley as Charles Goldfield



Much as “G.I. Joe” is the general term for any American enlisted man, the name “Tommy Atkins” is used for English soldiers. “Tommy Atkins” was first used in 1815 as a generic name on War Office forms. The name caught on throughout the nineteenth century and was widely known during the Boer Wars (1880–1902). Rudyard Kipling published his poem “The Ballad of Tommy Atkins” in 1892, and the song “Private Tommy Atkins” was written soon after by Henry Hamilton (music) and C. Potter (lyric). When producer George Edwardes was having trouble with the censors because of the way enlisted men behaved in A Gaiety Girl, he interpolated the patriotic number into the 1893 musical. It was the hit of the show and was retained when A Gaiety Girl opened on Broadway the next year. Surprisingly, the American audiences were equally thrilled by the very-British patriotic number. The sheet music for “Private Tommy Atkins” (sometimes listed simply as “Tommy Atkins”) is marked Tempo di Marcia. The verses are a plodding kind of march but the refrain flows nicely even as it sticks to 4/4 time. The lyric is unabashedly patriotic and starry eyed, particularly in the repeated refrains in which Tommy is called “a good un, heart and hand” and “a credit to your calling, and to all your native land.”4 The verses get a bit more specific, sometimes listing the faraway places where British soldiers have fought. “Whether he’s on India’s coral strand/ Or pouring out his blood in the Soudan,” Tommy Atkins is “every inch of him a soldier and a man.” The song was originally sung by Charles Arnold in a London music hall program as part of a military sketch. With slight revision it was interpolated into A Gaiety Girl where it was sung by Hayden Coffin. On Broadway, it was performed by Charles Ryley and the chorus. A 1901 disc by baritone S. H. Dudley is believed to be the first recording. Other early records were made by Robert Howe and an orchestral version by the Victor Military Band in 1914. Interest in “Private Tommy Atkins” increased during the First World War, and it was a favorite years later during the Second World War. In addition to military band recordings, the song has been heard in many British films set during the two wars. There are about a half-dozen patriotic songs with “Tommy Atkins” in the title but none approach the popularity of the Potter/Hamilton work.

Other notable songs from that season: “Sunshine Above,” “Beneath the Skies,” “When Your Pride Has Had a Tumble” from A Gaiety Girl; “Rumpty Tumpty” from Little Christopher Columbus; “The Merry Miller” from Rob Roy; “Amaryllis” from Prince Ananias.

1895–1896 SEASON

Business was booming on Broadway this season. Seven new musicals ran over 100 performances and another seven managed to turn a profit running less than that magic number. The nation was slowly recovering from the Panic of 1893 and it showed on Broadway. Unfortunately, of all the new offerings this season, only one musical is still revived on occasion: El Capitan. The comic opera is the best of composer John Philip Sousa’s six musicals and “El Capitan’s Song” lives on as one of his popular marches. The biggest hit of the year was Excelsior, Jr. in which Fay Templeton played the trouser role of an American heir who must scale a mountain in Switzerland to gain his inheritance. Other new musicals on the Street that ran over the 100-performance mark were The Widow Jones, The Wizard of the Nile, A Black Sheep, The Lady Slavey, and In Gay New York. In many cases, these (and several other) shows ran on star power. Among the favorites to trod the boards this season were Della Fox, Jefferson De Angelis, Francis Wilson, May Irwin, Marie Dressler, Lillian Russell, and De Wolf Hopper. Finally, a musical comedy titled The Bicycle Girl about the recent bicycling craze stopped in New York as part of its tour. It was a routine affair except when it came to the climatic bicycle race which was a movie projected on a screen. In a week, The Bicycle Girl was gone but it was clear the new-fangled “moving picture” was here to stay.


“El Capitan’s Song”

Music by John Philip Sousa; lyric by Tom Frost

From El Capitan (1896)

Sung by De Wolf Hopper as the Viceroy of Peru, and the chorus



A few bars of Sousa’s “El Capitan March” are enough for most listeners to recognize this very famous piece beloved by marching bands and concert orchestras. But few realize it was originally a song with lyrics and was first heard on Broadway. El Capitan is a 1896 operetta that was a vehicle for the stage favorite De Wolf Hopper who specialized in comic villains. He played Don Medigua, the seventeenth-century Viceroy of Peru, whose power is being threatened by a band of rebels led by El Capitan. The Viceroy manages to capture El Capitan, have him executed, then disguise himself as El Capitan and infiltrate the rebels. It all sounds rather heavy but El Capitan is a comic operetta and Hopper kept it light as he outwitted the rebels, got involved with sticky romantic complications, and managed a happy ending. “El Capitan’s Song” was sung by Medigua (disguised as El Capitan) and the male chorus. At the operetta’s finale, the music was heard as a robust march. Tom Frost’s lyric is far from inspired but it does have panache and vigor. El Capitan boasts “Mile after mile I can lead the van, So follow me, El Capitan!”5 His faithful followers are equally robust, admitting “What you can do any other man can do as well if his heart be true” and agree to follow El Capitan. While “El Capitan’s Song” is definitely a march, it is not too fast. Sousa indicates “moderate march tempo” on the sheet music. Even as an instrumental piece, the music confidently builds to a series of climaxes, all of which add to the bravado. One must keep in mind that “El Capitan’s Song” was a comic number sung by a popular character actor. Hopper introduced the song on Broadway and reprised his performance in London in 1899. Both times it was the musical highlight of the operetta. But the number would enjoy more fame as an orchestrated piece and, although some light opera companies still revive El Capitan, few singers made recordings of it. A rare 1898 disc by Harry Taft is an exception. Sousa arranged a band version and titled it “El Capitan March” and recorded it for the first time in 1896. The number remained in his band’s repertory for the rest of his life and is now part of the standard repertory of many bands and orchestras. Early recordings by others include a 1904 disc by the Black Diamonds Band and a 1915 record by Pietro Deiro. Among the standout recordings over the years are those by Andre Kostelanetz, Band of the Grenadier Guards, Johnny Maddox, The New Orleans Syncopators, Warren Lubich, and The Alliance Orchestra of Gothenburg. A disc by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir is unique in that it has lyrics, though altered from the original. “El Capitan March” can be heard in dozens of movies and television shows.

Other notable songs from that season: “Sweetheart, I’m Waiting,” “The Legend of the Frogs” from El Capitan; “The Bully Song” from The Widow Jones; “Star Light, Star Bright,” “Stonecutters’ Song” from The Wizard of the Nile; “Some Things Are Better Left Unsaid” from A Black Sheep; “The 20th Century Girl” from Excelsior, Jr.

1896–1897 SEASON

Three of the season’s biggest hits came from London but the finest score heard on Broadway was an American one: Victor Herbert’s The Serenade. It was the composer’s fourth show and, at seventy-nine performances in repertory, his first hit. The British import The Geisha, which ran an astounding 760 performances in London, played a very profitable 161 showings on Broadway. The Circus Girl ran 172 performances in New York as opposed to 497 in London. More successful was The Girl from Paris which stayed for 281 showings. Originally titled The Gay Parisienne, it ran 369 performances in London and three years on tour. If the money was in English imports, much of the excitement that season was home grown. Young producer Florenz Ziegfeld created a sensation bringing the “French” beauty Anna Held to Broadway in a revival of A Parlor Match. The Polish-born Held lived up to all of Ziegfeld’s hype and two significant careers were launched. Also making a splashy Broadway debut were “Dutch” comics Lew Fields and Joe Weber who took over a theatre on 29th Street, renamed it Weber and Fields’ Music Hall, and started presenting a series of burlesques (parodies) of the latest shows in town. The Civil War drama The Heart of Maryland was spoofed in the first entry, The Art of Maryland. When The Geisha became a runaway hit, Weber and Fields altered the program and retitled their show The Geezer. For the next seventeen years, the duo thrilled New Yorkers with such fine foolery.


“I Love Thee, I Adore Thee”

Music by Victor Herbert; lyric by Harry B. Smith

From The Serenade (1897)

Sung by W. H. MacDonald as Alvarado,

and Jessie Bartlett Davis as Dolores, and chorus



The plot of The Serenade was as complicated as it was ridiculous. But every time the action stopped for a song, the music was glorious. The lyrics by the prolific Harry B. Smith were less so. But Smith knew what words allowed the singers to soar so Victor Herbert used the librettist-lyricist often. (Thirteen times, to be exact; Smith worked on some 300 musicals in toto.) The serenade of the title was a song that was supposedly taking Spain by storm and, once heard, you could believe it. The verse for “I Love Thee, I Adore Thee” is a “moderato” waltz that sets the atmosphere. In Seville, a cavalier “in sombrero and mantilla” courts a “fair Castillian lady” by playing a serenade on his guitar.6 The refrain, to be sung “con fervore,” is more robust but still romantic, the lyrics gushing without apology. “Thee” and “thou” and “thine” abound, adding to the archaic tone of the song. “I will worship thee forever,” the cavalier sings, ending the serenade with “my dream and my star thou art.” Herbert’s music for “I Love Thee, I Adore Them” stays within a narrow range until the climax. One feels he is restraining himself, wanting to go more operatic but knowing the singers are not opera singers. Not until Naughty Marietta three years later, written for an opera company, does the music become difficult. Because it was limited by being part of a repertory by the theatre troupe The Bostonians, The Serenade remained on the Street for only seventy-nine performances but the operetta toured and returned to New York frequently over the next seven years. As for “I Love Thee, I Adore Thee,” its popularity was later overshadowed by better Herbert ballads. There was a 1910 recording by the Columbia Light Opera Company but few discs after that even though the operetta was revived on occasion. In a memorable 1930 staging, the duet was sung by Lorna Doone Jackson and Greek Evans.

Other notable songs from that season: “Cupid and I,” “The Angelus,” “Song of the Carbine” from The Serenade; “I’ll Wish Him a Polite Good-Day (The Toy Monkey),” “Chin Chin Chinaman” from The Geisha; “A Little Bit of String,” “The Way to Treat a Lady” from The Circus Girl; “Miss Lucy” from The Geezer.

1897–1898 SEASON

Once again the Broadway season was inundated with British works, both new and revivals, but the best music heard on New York stages was composed by Americans Reginald De Koven, John Philip Sousa, and Victor Herbert. The London hit In Town, a “Gaiety” musical comedy that ran 292 performances in the West End, survived only forty in New York. Similarly, The French Maid had chalked up 480 performances in London but had to settle for 175 on Broadway. A third London success, Monte Carlo amused Americans for only forty-eight showings. In an interesting reversal, the American musical The Belle of New York did not thrill New Yorkers but was later a hit in London, running an impressive 674 performances. De Koven’s The Highwayman was the longest-running American musical of the season with 144 performances. Sousa’s The Bride Elect and Herbert’s The Idol’s Eye were less fortunate but still turned a profit. They also included some delightful songs. There was a surge of patriotism after the battleship Maine was blown up in Havana harbor on February 15. It showed up in some of the season’s later musicals, none so forcefully as in a minstrel show at the Grand Opera House where they sang the flag-waving “Uncle Sam, Tell Us Why You Are Waiting?” The government didn’t wait long. The day after the song was first sung, the United States declared war on Spain and the Spanish American War began.


“The Tattooed Man”

Music by Victor Herbert; lyric by Harry B. Smith

From The Idol’s Eye (1897)

Sung by Frank Daniels as Abel Conn, and chorus



The most talked about song of the season was a comic number sung by the clowning favorite Frank Daniels in The Idol’s Eye. Not only did “The Tattooed Man” stop the show, it later inspired a whole new musical for Daniels. The Idol’s Eye revolved around a ruby which is stolen from the eye of a Hindu idol by the hapless American balloonist Abel Conn (Daniels). The complications that follow allowed Daniels to show off his farcical talents. Halfway through the show, Daniels dropped the story and entertained the audience with “The Tattooed Man.” It is a narrative number told by one who lost his sweetheart to a man covered with tattoos, a veritable “human picture gallery.”7 She marries the colorful fellow, saying she no longer wishes to go to Europe and see the sights; all the wonders of the world are displayed on her husband. But the tale ends unhappily, the “tattooed man” taking all the family money and running off never to be seen again. Victor Herbert’s music is a sprightly march that maintains a moderate tempo so that Harry B. Smith’s lyric is given full attention. And what a dandy lyric it is! The words “tattoo” and “design” are used throughout, playing off their double meanings. A tattoo is not only body art but an old military term referring to an evening drum or bugle signal recalling soldiers to their quarters. Design can refer to art but also to a plan with a specific purpose or intention in mind, as in the old expression “he had designs on her.” Smith uses both meanings of the two words in his clever lyric: “He had designs upon himself, She had designs on him.” Each refrain ends with similar foolishness, ending the lyric with the conclusion that “You can beat a tattoo/ But you can’t beat a tattooed man!” One has to keep in mind that the comic Daniels made the best of this verbal buffoonery in his performance. He toured with The Idol’s Eye for several years and throughout the rest of his life, Daniels was asked to sing “The Tattooed Man” and he often obliged. Ten years after The Idol’s Eye, the song was still popular enough that Smith named his new musical The Tattooed Man. Herbert again wrote the music and Daniels was again the star, this time playing a Persian astronomer named Omar Khayyam, Jr., who sports a tattoo which can lead to his death sentence. The comic operetta ran a respectable fifty-nine performances thanks to Daniels’ popularity. As for the song “The Tattooed Man,” it has been recorded on occasion, usually in anthology recordings of Herbert’s music.

Other notable songs from that season: “Talk about Yo’ Luck (The Rabbit’s Foot)” from The Idol’s Eye; “I’ve ’er Portrait Nex’ to My ’eart” from The French Maid; “Dreamless Rest” from In Town; “(She Is) The Belle of New York,” “At Ze Naughty Folies Bergere” from The Belle of New York.

1898–1899 SEASON

New American works outnumbered British ones in this very profitable season. That said, many of the moneymakers were trumped-up vaudeville productions, garish spectaculars, and revivals. Twenty of the season’s musicals were either return engagements or revivals of old favorites. The shows with the best songs only managed modest runs. The prime example was Victor Herbert and Harry B. Smith’s The Fortune Teller with a superior score but a run of forty performances as part of a tour. Running twice as long was the Irish melodramatic musical A Romance of Athlone which introduced the American-Hibernian standard “My Wild Irish Rose.” Other notable American works on the Street which fared modestly well at the box office included John Philip Sousa’s The Charlatan, Ludwig Englander’s The Little Colonel, and the May Irwin vehicle Kate Kip, Buyer. The only new British musical to chalk up an impressive total was A Runaway Girl at 216 performances. But the real runaway this season was the Joe Weber-Lew Fields musical burlesque Hurly-Burly that ran 264 performances thanks to its stars (Weber, Fields, Fay Templeton, David Warfield) and some catchy songs by in-house composer John Stromberg. During the summer there was a mini-musical titled Clorindy; or, The Origin of the Cakewalk which played at the rooftop venue atop the Casino Theatre. The raucous, unpretentious piece by poet Paul Laurence Dunbar (book and lyrics) and Will Marion Cook (music) was created and performed by African Americans, the first such musical to play in a theatre patronized exclusively by white audiences. Clorindy was the talk of the town and was held over several times throughout the summer.


“My Wild Irish Rose”

Music and lyric by Chauncey Olcott

From A Romance of Athlone (1899)

Sung by Chauncey Olcott as Dick Ronyane



“My Wild Irish Rose” is such a beloved and popular sentimental ballad that it is curious that the song did not catch on right away. But when it did find an audience, it became (and remains) one of the most famous of all Irish-American songs. It was written (music and lyric) by Chauncey Olcott who was born in Buffalo, New York, but whose mother’s family came from County Cork in Ireland. Olcott was a singer-actor in musicals who was disappointed in the songs he was given to perform so he decided to write some himself. By the time he died in 1932, he had written or co-written three classic Irish favorites—“When Irish Eyes Are Smiling,” “Mother Machree,” and “My Wild Irish Rose”—and introduced a fourth: “Too-Ra-Loo-Ra-Loo Ral (That’s an Irish Lullaby).” A Romance of Athlone had a complicated mess of a plot with abductions, gypsies, duels, and a purple love story. All this derring-do was interrupted by only five songs, all sung by Olcott, which is what the audience wanted. All five numbers have an Irish flavor and traffic in sentiment about anything Irish. The verse of “My Wild Irish Rose” tells of a girl who once gave a young man a rose then left him; ever since he dreams of her and that rose which is “now dropped and dead.”8 The title refers to both the girl and the rose, as in the celebrated refrain about “my wild Irish Rose, the sweetest flower that grows.” The man’s desire to “take the bloom” from the elusive lass may strike some as a bit carnal but the song is dripping with innocence. The music for the famous refrain of “My Wild Irish Rose” is not particularly Hibernian. It flows nicely within a narrow range and the waltz tempo is not sluggish. The lesser-known verse, on the other hand, has some Irish touches, particularly how some words encourage a lilting performance.

After singing “My Wild Irish Rose” for eighty-eight performances, Olcott had hoped it would catch on. A. C. Campbell had recorded the song during the run of A Romance of Athlone, followed by records by the Hayden Quartet in 1907 and the Brunswick Quartet in 1910. But still sheet music and record sales were sluggish. It was John McCormack’s 1914 recording that turned the tide. Over a hundred recordings followed and no evening of Irish music was complete without “My Wild Irish Rose.” Notable discs over the decades include those by Walter Van Brunt, Charles Harrison, Al Jolson, Leo Soileau’s Four Aces, Glen Gray and the Casa Loma Orchestra (vocal by Kenny Sargent), Ray Noble (vocal by Larry Stewart), Kate Smith, the Mills Brothers, Joni James, Frankie Carle, Connie Francis and the Jordanaires, the Ink Spots, Dennis Day, the Moms and Dads, The Irish Tenors, Ciarán Sheehan, and Craig Duncan. The 1947 movie bio of Olcott was titled My Wild Irish Rose and the number was sung by Dennis Morgan as Olcott. It can be heard in dozens of other films with an Irish or Irish-American setting.

Other notable songs from that season: “Gypsy Love Song,” “Romany Life,” “Always Do as People Say You Should” from The Fortune Teller; “Emmaline,” “Dinah” from Hurly-Burly; “Who Dat Say Chicken in Dis Crowd,” “Darktown Is Out Tonight” from Clorindy; “The Boy Guessed Right,” “The Soldiers in the Park” from A Runaway Girl.

1899–1900 SEASON

Once again new American musicals outnumbered imports fifteen to two but, once again, the shows had mediocre scores and most ran on the fuel of stars, laughs, glitz, and girls. The up-and-coming Florenz Ziegfeld was proving himself a master of the last. The sixteen chorines in his musical Papa’s Wife were cited by all the critics as the most impressive bevy of beauties on Broadway that season. A rivalry developed this season between the Theatrical Syndicate and the producers-comics Weber and Fields. For three seasons Joe Weber and Lew Fields had presented the biggest hits of the year with their burlesque revues which spoofed the musicals and plays currently on the boards. This year’s entry had the usual nonsense title of Whirl-i-Gig and there was such a demand for tickets for opening night that an auction was held to distribute them. Millionaires William Randolph Hearst, Stanford White, and others paid between $750 and $1,000 for prime seating. Such gouging did not discourage patrons who kept the musical running for 264 performances at regular prices. The Syndicate wanted to cash in on the Weber and Fields gold mine and produced a similar satiric revue, The Rogers Brothers in Wall Street. Gus and Max Rogers came from vaudeville and were featured in eight musicals on the Street before Gus died in 1908. Their revues were popular enough but no threat to the Weber and Fields juggernaut. Other American musicals to enjoy profitable runs this season were the already-mentioned Papa’s Wife, The Rounders, The Singing Girl, Sister Mary, Broadway to Tokio, and the holiday family attraction Chris and the Wonderful Lamp. The sole British success was The Casino Girl at 131 performances.


“When Chloe Sings a Song”

Music by John Stromberg; lyric by Harry B. Smith

From Whirl-i-Gig (1899)

Sung by Lillian Russell as Fifi Coocoo



Although minstrel shows were gradually losing their appeal in big cities, so-called “coon” songs remained popular and just about every new musical on Broadway featured one. This song genre with the unfortunate name goes back to the 1840s. They were written by white songwriters using a stereotypic, and often inaccurate, Black dialect. Some “coon” songs were highly derogatory while others just attempted to capture a nostalgic Southern flavor in the manner of Stephen Foster. In the 1890s, over 600 such songs were published and some sold in the millions. So it was very tempting to write them for Broadway where they were audience favorites. Some white female singers specialized in such songs and were known as “coon shouters.” The classy Lillian Russell was not thought of as such an entertainer but even she could not resist singing at least one “coon” song in each of her shows. This season she stopped the musical Whirl-i-Gig each evening with the plantation number “When Chloe Sings a Song.”

John Stromberg’s music is light and sunny in the verses where the melody bounces up and down the scale. The refrain is more restrained but still a sprightly waltz within a slightly wider range. The lyric by Harry B. Smith is in an African American dialect but is not offensive. The verses list all the sounds heard on the plantation (banjos strumming, tambourines and fiddles playing, bees buzzing, a steamboat’s whistle, and so on) but none can compare favorably to Chloe’s singing. The refrain uses a series of feminine rhymes effectively, such as “tones a’comin’ … banjo a’strummin’ … bees dey stop dere hummin’.”9 All this activity on the plantation cannot compare to the “sensation” when Chloe sings the “sweetes’ music in creation.”

Such a gentle “plantation ballad” is not to be shouted and Russell knew how to deliver it. The song was published and soon was on the sheet music sales charts. As with similar songs of this genre, recordings are scarce but “When Chloe Sings a Song” was performed in vaudeville, in concert, and on thousands of parlor pianos.

Other notable songs from that season: “I Wish I Really Weren’t, But I Am” from Papa’s Wife; “When the Cat’s Away the Mice Will Play,” “Ma Tiger Lily” from Aunt Hannah; “The Casino Girl,” “How Actresses Are Made” from The Casino Girl.


1900–1901

SEASON

For the first time in several seasons, a London import was the runaway success of the year. Florodora, in fact, ran even longer in New York than it had in the West End. It was a fanciful musical comedy with fine songs, lovely production values, and a sextet of girls who became famous. The season’s runner-up was the popular Weber and Fields piece of musical nonsense titled Fiddle-Dee-Dee. The usual expected (and anticipated) burlesque was stuffed with stars, Lillian Russell, Fay Templeton, De Wolf Hopper, David Warfield, and John T. Kelly, among them. Two future stars, comics Dave Montgomery and Fred Stone, caught the attention of critics and playgoers alike as they clowned around as pirates in The Girl from Up There. An even bigger talent arrived on Broadway this season: George M. Cohan. He took the family’s vaudeville act, expanded it into the full-scale musical The Governor’s Son, wrote the songs himself, and played the leading role. Before long, Cohan would add directing and producing to his duties. The Governor’s Son ran only thirty-two performances but by season’s end everyone had heard about the young musical dynamo who created it. Among the musicals that ran much longer than the Cohan show were The Rogers Brothers in Central Park, The Giddy Throng, Garrett O’Magh, My Lady, The King’s Carnival, and the British import San Toy. The “Chinese musical comedy” ran 168 performances on Broadway, a far cry from the 778 performances in London.


“Tell Me, Pretty Maiden”

Music by Leslie Stuart; lyric by Frank Clement, Paul Rubens, Leslie Stuart

From Florodora (1900)

Sung by the clerks and the English girls



In the early years of the new century, you didn’t have to be a theatregoer to have heard of Florodora because of the expression “Florodora Girls.” At first this referred to six beautiful chorus girls in the original production, all of whom went on to marry millionaires. Later the term referred to any Broadway chorine who marries well—or is trying to. (Later the expression “gold digger” would replace “Florodora Girl.”) The most famous of all the many girls from Florodora was Evelyn Nesbit, the wife of Pittsburgh steel tycoon Harry Thaw and the mistress of architect Stanford White. (Nesbitt was the center of the film The Girl in the Red Velvet Swing and the novel, film, and musical Ragtime.) Despite all the resulting gossip and scandal, Florodora was a very innocent affair with a ridiculous plot about a perfume factory on an island in the Philippines. In the second act, the action moves to a castle in Wales where a duet featuring one of the couples asked the musical question, “Are There Any More at Home Like You?” Legend has it that director-choreographer Sidney Ellison thought the number dull and decided to turn it into a chorus number for six girls and six gentlemen. He chose the six prettiest chorus girls, had them dressed in frills and parasols, and had the top-hatted men sing the song now titled “Tell Me, Pretty Maiden.” The sextet (actually a double sextet since the girls sang their replies to the men) stopped the show with its gentle charm and coquettish innocence. The ladies (each weighing 130 pounds and measuring 5’4” tall) entered wearing pink dresses, a black-ostrich-plumed hat, and sporting a pink parasol. The men wore grey frock coats with top hats. The musical exchange had the young men inquire “Tell me, pretty maiden, are there any more at home like you?”1 The girls reply in the affirmative but point out that “their manners are perfection, and the opposite of mine.” So the men eventually declare that they “won’t care a pin for your sisters if you love me” and vow their love on bended knee.

How such a simple, straightforward little ditty swept London and then New York is curious. Leslie Stuart’s music is a plodding minuet with few flourishes and consisting almost entirely of eighth notes. Yet there is something very catchy about the melody as one can hear two distinct voices in the music. The lyric by Stuart, Frank Clement, and Paul Rubens is rather formal at times (“pretty maiden … kind sir”) but is not afraid of slang (“girlies” and “I won’t care a pin”). One must also remember how unusual it was for the hit song not to be sung by the star but the chorus. None of the twelve performers even has a character name; they are simply “pretty maidens” and “kind sirs.” But that didn’t stop them charming the audience in a surprisingly restrained manner. The six ladies in the original London production were Lydia West, Blanche Carlow, Beatrice Grenville, Nancy Girling, Fanny Dango, and LilyMcIntyre. In the Broadway mounting, the six “English” girls were Agnes Wayburn, Vaughn Texsmith, Daisy Green, Marie L. Wilson, Margaret Walker, and Marjorie Relyea; they all married millionaires. “Tell Me, Pretty Maiden” was quickly picked up by musicians in hotels, dance halls, and concerts. The original 1899 London cast recorded several songs from Florodora in 1900, including a chorus rendition of “Tell Me, Pretty Maiden.” A 1902 record featured Byron G. Harlan and Joe Belmont singing it with a girls’ chorus. Other early discs were made by the Columbia Light Opera Company, the Victor Light Opera Company, and the Brunswick Light Opera Company. In the 1930 film The Florodora Girl, Marion Davies portrayed one of the chorines and the entire double sextet number was recreated on screen, as it was in the 1955 movie The Girl in the Red Velvet Swing.

Other notable songs from that season: “The Silver Star of Love,” “I Want to Be a Military Man,” “The Shade of the Palm” from Florodora; “Ma Blushin’ Rosie (Ma Poste Sweet),” “I’m a Respectable Working Girl” from Fiddle-Dee-Dee; “Love Has Come from Lotus Land,” “The Petals of the Plum Tree” from San Toy; “Push Me Along in My Pushcart,” “Yankee Doodle Doings” from The Governor’s Son.

1901–1902 SEASON

Musicals were playing longer on the Street and this season eleven new shows ran over the milestone 100 mark. Four of them came from London, none more popular than A Chinese Honeymoon, the first West End musical to run over 1,000 performances. Its Broadway run of 364 performances paled in comparison but still made a bundle. The other London shows that proved to be hits in New York were Dolly Varden, The Toreador, and The Messenger Boy. The longest-running American musical was again a Weber and Fields burlesque, this year titled Hoity-Toity. Close behind was the holiday family entertainment The Sleeping Beauty and the Beast. Among the other new American works to pass 100 performances were The Little Duchess, The Liberty Belles, Foxy Grandpa, The Hall of Fame, and The Wild Rose. The Robin Hood sequel Maid Marian was a disappointment though even it managed to stay on the boards for two months. Despite some impressive numbers, critics felt that the quality of the scores, particularly in American musicals, was lacking. At the same time, it was a great season for outstanding performances. Among the star turns that called for encores each night were those by Marie Cahill, Lillian Russell, Sam Bernard, Harry Conor, Anna Held, Weber and Fields, Eddie Foy, May Irwin, Francis Wilson, Lulu Glaser, Henry Clay Barnabee, Eva Tanguay, Frank Daniels, Fay Templeton, De Wolf Hopper, and Marie Dressler. Such a selection was a treasure trove indeed!


“Nancy Brown”

Music and lyric by Clifton Crawford

From The Wild Rose (1902)

Sung by Marie Cahill as Vera van Lahn



Interpolating outside songs into Broadway scores was still common practice around the turn of the century. Some stars had it written into their contracts that they could interpolate any song they choose. Songwriters who wrote the show’s score were not happy with interpolations, particularly when the outside song turned out to be the hit of the show. Such was the case with The Wild Rose with a score by Ludwig Englander (music), Harry B. Smith, and George V. Hobart (lyrics). The star was Marie Cahill and, when she wasn’t pleased with the songs written for her, insisted on a handful of interpolations, including “Nancy Brown.” The outside song was written by Clifton Crawford, an actor who was currently appearing on Broadway in Foxy Grandpa. The press reported that on opening night Cahill had to do six encores of “Nancy Brown” before the audience would let her go on with the show. Englander and his lyricists were not pleased.

“Nancy Brown” is self-described as a “bucolic wail” by the songwriter.2 It is a sly comedy number about a young man who has fallen in love with Nancy Brown who has told him her father is a millionaire in New York City and she usually dines at Delmonico’s. After she disappears, her admirer goes to the big city and wanders the streets looking for her. He has also looked up the name “Brown” in the city directory (an early version of a phone book) but can find no millionaire by that name. The naiveté of the man keeps the song humorous rather than heart-wrenching, yet there is something charming about it as well. Crawford’s music for the refrain is not a “wail” at all but a light-footed melody that suggests traveling. Since the lyric is about the young man, the song can be sung by a man or woman. Cahill’s rendition on Broadway was followed by early records by Rose Beaumont, Harry MacDonald, J. W. Myers, and William M. Redmond. Sheet music sales of “Nancy Brown” were strong enough to rank #31 in 1902. But the song was long associated with Cahill who commissioned a new musical in 1903 and titled it Nancy Brown.

Other notable songs from that season: “The Little Gypsy Maid” from The Wild Rose; “Keep Off the Grass,” “Everybody Is Awfully Good to Me” from The Toreador; “True Love Is Not for a Day,” “Tell Me Again, Sweetheart” from Maid Marian; “Maisie,” “The Mummies” from The Messenger Boy; “I Want to Be a Lidy,” “Mr. Dooley,” “The a la Girl” from A Chinese Honeymoon.

1902–1903 SEASON

The two most exciting new offerings this season were both American and they couldn’t have been more different. The musical version of The Wizard of Oz strayed far from the original book but, since author L. Frank Baum wrote both the libretto and the lyrics, who was there to complain to? In this version Dorothy (Anna Laughlin) is blown away to Oz with her pet cow, the witch helps Dorothy get back to Kansas, and the role of the Lion is minor. The chief attraction of the show was the clowning of Fred Stone and Dave Montgomery as the Scarecrow and the Tin Man who were enough entertainment in themselves to let the musical run 306 performances. The other season highlight ran far less—only fifty-three performances—but it made quite an impact. In Dahomey was written and performed solely by African Americans, the first such show to play in a major Broadway venue. (Clorindy, a few seasons earlier, had played at a rooftop venue in the summer.) Sometimes listed simply as Dahomey, the musical was a satiric affair about a scheme to found a community in Africa with out-of-work Black Americans. The plan depends on the hustler Rareback Pinkerton (George Walker) bamboozling the moneyed Shylock Homestead (Bert Williams) into financing the venture. The comedy team of Walker and Williams had refined their antics in vaudeville and proved they were polished professionals who could carry an entire musical. The score, by Clorindy’s Will Marian Cook (music) and Paul Laurence Dunbar (lyrics), certainly helped. Williams’ rendition of “I’m a Jonah Man” introduced one of the American theatre’s great tragi-comics to Broadway.

Much of the rest of the season was business as usual. The Weber and Fields burlesque Twirly-Whirly was a first-class affair with Lillian Russell singing what would become one of her signature songs, “Come Down, Ma Evenin’ Star.” Blanche Ring stopped the British import The Defender when she interpolated “In the Good Old Summer Time.” American musicals with profitable runs included The Billionaire, Sally in Our Alley, The Sultan of Sulu, When Johnny Comes Marching Home, The Mocking Bird, Nancy Brown, The Prince of Pilsen, The Jewel of Asia, and The Runaways. Although none ran as long as they did in London, the musical imports The Emerald Isle, Mr. Bluebeard, A Country Girl, and The Silver Slipper had healthy runs on Broadway. George M. Cohan turned another family vaudeville act into the musical Running For Office which had a smart and funny book but no outstanding songs. All the same, the show ran five weeks and the Cohan style of musical comedy was getting noticed.


“In the Good Old Summer Time”

Music by George Evans; lyric by Ren Shields

From The Defender (1902)

Sung by Blanche Ring as Millie Canvass



Still one of the most recognized songs in popular culture, “In the Good Old Summer Time” is a nostalgic little gem. Hearing it today conjures up a bucolic time of innocence and young love. It had the same effect on audiences in 1902. The less-known verses by lyricist Ren Shields list the various activities associated with summer: relaxing in a field of clover, swimming in a pool of water rather than going to school, stealing cherries from an orchard, and so on. The familiar refrain is about summertime love as it recalls “strolling through a shady lane/ With your baby mine” who, if she returns your affection, is your “tootsey-wootsey.”3 George Evans, who could not read or write music, came up with the simple but catchy melody, a bubbly waltz that is quickly learned and easy to repeat. That is why the number has always been a favorite sing-along piece. Also, its straightforward nature makes the song ideal for harmonizing variations and has remained a staple for barbershop quartets.

“In the Good Old Summer Time” had trouble getting attention. Evans and Shields were vacationing at the shore with singer Blanche Ring when the idea for the song was spurred when Shields noted, “There’s nothing like the good old summer time.” Evans liked how the sentence scanned and came up with a tune. He needed to hum it to Ring who could read music and she notated the melody. Once Shields completed the lyric, the two men plugged the song for a few publishers but the consensus was that a song about summer would not be performed on stage or sung at the piano during the rest of the year. Ring sang it in vaudeville, as did J. W. Myers and the team of Stewart and Gillen, but nothing happened. When Ring was cast in the British import The Defender, she insisted the song be interpolated into the lackluster score. During the Boston tryout, she sang it at the top of Act Three and so many encores were called for that by the time she was finished, Ring had turned the number into a sing-along piece with the audience. “In the Good Old Summer Time” was soon published and being performed by everyone from John Philip Sousa to the Andrews Sisters. It not only sold over one million copies of sheet music but its success led to a crop of songs about the seasons or the months of the year. Broadway heard the song again in In Posterland (1902), In the Good Old Summertime (1904), and By the Beautiful Sea (1954). On screen it was heard several times in the musical In the Good Old Summertime (1949) and in a dozen other films, including Doughboys (1930), One Sunday Afternoon (1933), Babes in Toyland (1934), and Jeepers Creepers (1939). Of the numerous recordings over the decades, a 1952 disc by Les Paul and Mary Ford is highly prized. Early records that made the charts were those by William Redmond, Harry MacDonough, and J. W. Myers. Noteworthy discs were later made by Uncle Dave Macon, Chet Atkins, Gordon MacRae, Ace O’Donnell, Connie Francis, Bing Crosby, Fabian, Judy Garland, Nat King Cole, and many vocal quartets and Dixieland bands.

Other notable songs from that season: “Pinky Panky Poo” from The Defender; “I’m a Jonah Man” from In Dahomey; “Under the Bamboo Tree” from Sally in Our Alley; “Come Down, Ma Evenin’ Star,” “The Leader of Vanity Fair” from Twirly-Whirly; “Sammy,” “Hurrah for Baffin’s Bay” from The Wizard of Oz; “The Heidelberg Stein Song,” “The Message of the Violet” from The Prince of Pilsen; “My Own United States” from When Johnny Comes Marching Home.

1903–1904 SEASON

The big event on Broadway this season was the debut of Babes in Toyland, Victor Herbert’s most popular musical and one of the very few pre-First World War pieces still produced. It ran a profitable 192 performances but that was only the beginning for the light operetta that would return to Broadway often and across the nation it would be a Christmastime favorite for decades. The season’s other long-run hits were the Eddie Foy vehicle Piff! Paff!! Pouf!!!; the Weber and Fields burlesque Whoop-Dee-Doo, and The Yankee Consul, which made the young comic Raymond Hitchcock a star. Three British imports repeated their success in New York: newcomer Paul Rubens’ first full score in Three Little Maids; The Girl from Kay’s, which introduced the comic character Mr. Hogenheimer (Sam Bernard); and the holiday family offering Mother Goose. Among the new American works to turn a profit this season were Babette, The Tenderfoot, Undercover, and Peggy from Paris. Revivals and return engagements were in evidence with such productions as A Chinese Honeymoon, Wang, The Prince of Pilsen, Erminie, and The Wizard of Oz. Of the thirty-two musicals which opened that season, only eight of them ran over 100 performances. The Panic of 1903 may have made money tight but it was an infamous fire in Chicago’s Iroquois Theatre that discouraged playgoing for a while. The fire claimed hundreds of lives and New Yorkers knew that some Broadway theatres were just as dangerous. New fire codes and a crackdown on venues violating codes were encouraging but patrons were still wary.


“Toyland”

Music by Victor Herbert; lyric by Glen MacDonough

From Babes in Toyland (1903)

Sung by Bessie Wynn as Tom Tom, and the male chorus



While one can argue that Victor Herbert’s Naughty Marietta or The Red Mill has a richer score, there is little doubt that Babes in Toyland is his most popular and beloved work. It has returned to the Street on four occasions and has been filmed for the big or small screen many times. Add to that regional and international productions and the numbers are impressive. But the operetta’s real legacy is the annual return of the songs “Toyland” and “March of the Toys” each holiday season. Ironically, Babes in Toyland was never developed as a Christmas attraction (it opened on Broadway in October of 1903) and neither song makes a reference to Christmas. But both songs take one back to childhood and the nostalgia certainly has a holiday-like tone. Glen MacDonough wrote the Babes in Toyland libretto about two children who escape from a wicked uncle and find themselves on an enchanted island where Mother Goose lives with various fairy tale and nursery rhyme characters. The plot is an excuse for a series of delightful musical numbers, perhaps the lullaby “Toyland” being the most endearing and enduring. MacDonough’s lyric for the verse is written from an adult point of view. If fact, the song begins as a memory ballad about childhood rather than a place filled with toys. The singer has “often ponder[ed] on the years/ That roll so swiftly by” and recalls “the best of all … the land your childhood knew.”4 Herbert’s music for this section is stately and grand, getting a bit too close to grand opera. But the refrain relaxes and the notes tumble forth in a bewitching way. The music is soothing, as expected in a lullaby, yet keeps moving forward with very few rests. And the lyric is economically simple with no unnecessary words and few adjectives. “Toyland!” is described as “Little girl and boy land,” a happy place “while you dwell within it.” But the lyric ends with the somber line “Once you pass its borders, you can ne’er return again.” The nostalgic number was sung in the original Babes in Toyland by Bessie Wynn, playing the boy Tom Tom, and the male chorus. Wynn reprised the song in the 1905 revival, Marcella Swanson sang it in the 1929 production, and Ruth Gillette in the 1930 revival.

The first recordings of “Toyland” were medleys of songs from the show played by the Victor Light Opera Company and a vocal by Corinne Morgan with the Haydn Quartet. Hundreds of discs followed, among them Jo Stafford, Bob Kames, Perry Como, Johnny Mathis, Risë Stevens, Don McLean, Maureen McGovern, KT Sullivan, Lorrie Morgan, Karen Mason, Charles Xavier, Natasha Stoll, Nina Miller, and Carolyn Lee Jones. Because it is associated with Christmas, the lullaby appears on dozens of holiday albums. “Toyland” was sung in the screen versions of Babes in Toyland, including Virginia Karns and the chorus in the 1934 March of the Wooden Soldiers; by Dennis Day and chorus in the 1955 television adaptation; by Tommy Sands, Annette Funicello, the children, and the singing trees in the 1961 movie version; by Drew Barrymore (dubbed by Linda Harmon) and the chorus in the 1986 TV version; and by Charles Nelson Reilly in the 1997 animated movie. “Toyland” can be heard in other films as well as many televisions specials.

Other notable songs from that season: “March of the Toys,” “I Can’t Do the Sum,” “Don’t Cry, Bo-Peep,” “Slumber Deep” from Babes in Toyland; “Bedelia” from The Jersey Lily; “I’m on the Water Wagon Now” from The Office Boy; “My Alamo Love” from The Tenderfoot; “My San Domingo Maid” from The Yankee Consul; “Letters I Write All Day” from Babette; “She Was a Miller’s Daughter” from Three Little Maids.

1904–1905 SEASON

Three important arrivals this season would eventually make quite an impact on Broadway but two were little noticed at the time. A great deal of attention was placed on the opening of the Hippodrome, the largest theatre in the history of New York City. Over the next thirty-four years, the 6,000-seat venue would house circuses, aquatic shows, grand opera, ballet, and horse races, but it opened with a “traditional” Broadway musical, A Yankee Circus on Mars. There was a plot but it was overshadowed by the horses diving into a tank of water, a ballet troupe of 200, a Civil War battle scene, circus acts, an airship from Mars, and some elephants pulling over-sized automobiles across the vast stage. There were songs but no one could distinguish the melodies no less the lyrics. It all seemed like the vision of a mad man but audiences came for 276 performances. They came for only forty-one performances of the quieter musical Mr. Wiz of Wickham, a British import that caused little commotion. For its New York version, eleven songs were written by young composer Jerome Kern. He would not remain unnoticed for long. Another modest run—fifty-seven performances—was earned by the new musical Lady Teazle. A chorus line of forty-eight beautiful girls helped keep the show on the boards but, more importantly, history relates that it was the first Broadway production produced solely by the Shubert Brothers. Over the next forty-two years, the brothers would produce over 500 shows and form an empire that included thirty-one theatres across America.

Nine new musicals this season ran over 100 performances (four of them ran twice that) but the show that caused the most excitement was George M. Cohan’s Little Johnny Jones, the first full-fledged hit by the feisty composer-lyricist-librettist-director-actor. Weber and Fields continued their run of popular musical burlesques with Higgledy-Piggledy but it was to be their last. Joe Weber and Lew Fields had not been on speaking terms for over a year but managed to reunite for this show and some scattered projects for a few more years. Victor Herbert had another success with It Happened in Nordland; at 254 performances, it was one of his biggest hits. Running even longer was the musical comedy Fantana which boasted expert clowning by Jefferson De Angelis, a tuneful score, and promising debuts by Julia Sanderson and Douglas Fairbanks. London sent over the profitable Sergeant Bru, The School Girl, and Humpty Dumpty, a pantomime version of an old (1868!) American extravaganza.


“Give My Regards to Broadway”

Music and lyric by George M. Cohan

From Little Johnny Jones (1904)

Sung by George M. Cohan as Johnny Jones, and chorus



One of the most iconic musical numbers in early American theatre is the scene from Little Johnny Jones which introduced the song “Give My Regards to Broadway.” In the second act, the American jockey Johnny Jones (George M. Cohan) has been wrongfully accused of “throwing” the Derby. He must remain in Britain to face the charges but he goes to the pier at Southampton to bid farewell to his New York City friends, asking in song to remember him to his beloved Manhattan. The ship departs, the lights dim, and Johnny is left alone on the pier watching the boat sail off into the distance. Suddenly a skyrocket is fired from the ship, the signal that evidence has been found on the boat that clears Johnny’s name. The jubilant Johnny explodes into a high-kicking reprise of the song. In the 1929 screen version of Little Johnny Jones, the song was sung by Eddie Buzzell and Dan Dailey performed it in Give My Regards to Broadway (1948). The whole Southampton scene was accurately recreated in the 1942 Cohan film-bio Yankee Doodle Dandy with James Cagney as Johnny. The scene was also reprised on Broadway by Joel Grey in the musical George M! (1968) and by Donny Osmond in the too-brief 1982 revival of Little Johnny Jones.

Cohan was one of the first songwriters to use ragtime elements in his theatre songs. To “rag” notes in the melody was to place the emphasis on unexpected notes. This kind of syncopation broke up the regularly accented pattern and made for wonderful surprises. Early African American musicians developed the ragtime structure just as lyricists were forced to “rag” words as well. Often two syllable-words had the accent on the unexpected syllable. A ragtime song, as opposed to a ragtime composition, is doubly interesting and a break from the European-based chromatics Americans were used to. Cohan loathed European waltzes and similar patterns just as he refused to use poetic lyrics. No “thou” or “canst” in his songs; he preferred such adjectives as “swell” and “grand.” “Give My Regards to Broadway” is not the slangiest of his songs but the informality is there. The verse is a patter section with a “tempo di marcia” that keeps it moving. Johnny describes the parting of two Americans overseas, one of whom is returning to the States. With “a tear-dimmed eye they say goodbye” then the “ship strikes out.”5 The refrain is a restrained march, never getting too fast because Cohan insisted that the lyrics be clearly heard. In addition to Johnny’s instructions to “give my regards to Broadway” and “Herald Square,” he also sends regards to the “gang at Forty-Second Street” and says “I’ll be there ere long.” The music relies on eighth and quarter notes so that the words are spit out rather than run together. And Cohan manages to match short and long vowels so the pattern is interrupted in an interesting way. While he insisted that his songs should be simple enough to be sung by the crowd, sometimes Cohan could be surprisingly sophisticated. It is believed that Billy Murray was the first to record “Give My Regards to Broadway” in 1905 (Cohan himself did not record it until 1911) followed by memorable discs by Al Jolson, Ella Logan, Jane Morgan, Maurice Chevalier, Bing Crosby, Jimmy Roselli, Russ Conway, Judy Garland, Terry Snyder, Barrel Fingers Barry, Frankie Vaughan, Barry Manilow, Robin Spielberg, and Patti LuPone. It can also be heard on the soundtracks for over 100 movies.

Other notable songs from that season: “Yankee Doodle Boy,” “Life’s a Funny Proposition After All” from Little Johnny Jones; “Under the Old Oak Tree” from The Rogers Brothers in Paris; “Absinthe Frappé” from It Happened in Nordland; “My Irish Molly-O” from Sergeant Brue; “A Great Big Girl Like Me” from Higgledy-Piggledy; “Hi-Ko, Hi-Ko” from The Sho-Gun; “Tammany” from Fantana.

1905–1906 SEASON

In the busiest season in years, Broadway saw fifty-six musical productions open on the Street, only two of which were revivals. A dozen of the new works managed to run over ninety performances. The Hippodrome spectacular A Society Circus ran an astounding 596 times. (Such large numbers were possible because the venue offered two showings most days.) Even better than the quantity of shows and the money they earned was the arrival of a handful of excellent musicals boasting coherent librettos, superior scores, and strong performances. George M. Cohan struck gold twice with two hits: 45 Minutes from Broadway and George Washington, Jr. He appeared in the latter but the former ran a profitable ninety performances without him on stage. Victor Herbert was represented by three musicals this season: Miss Dolly Dollars, a routine affair that ran thanks to Lulu Glaser; Wonderland, a disappointing sequel of sorts to Babes in Toyland; and Mlle. Modiste, which remains a landmark musical for its integration of song, story, and character. It also boasted one of Herbert’s best scores. Weber and Fields without Weber didn’t seem to hurt Twiddle-Twaddle, a Fields-only burlesque that amused audiences 159 times. Of the four London imports, the most successful was The Earl and the Girl with several interpolated American songs. Jerome Kern’s “How’d You Like to Spoon with Me?” was not only the hit of the show but it was his first commercially successful song. Kern had written it some years before and tried to get it done on stage but producers told him it was too “vulgar” to sell.

Even musicals that were not runaway hits had much to offer. Eva Tanguay stopped The Sambo Girl each night with her rendition of the feisty “I Don’t Care.” She not only sang it for the rest of her career but Tanguay became known as the “I Don’t Care Girl.” The African American artists behind In Dahomey returned to Broadway with Abyssinia. The comic repartee of George Walker and Bert Williams was better than ever and critics declared the libretto was one of the best of the season. Unfortunately, no memorable songs were heard and the musical lasted only a month. That was as long as The Freelance ran, a disappointing entry by composer John Philip Sousa. It was his first Broadway musical in six years; he would not return for another seven years. This season, there were notable star turns by Edna May in The Catch of the Season (where she sang three interpolated Kern songs), De Wolf Hopper in Happyland, Joseph Cawthorn in Fritz in Tammany Hall, Marie Cahill in Moonshine, and a little-known juggling comic billed W. C. Fields who ran off with the accolades in the musical The Ham Tree.


“You’re a Grand Old Flag”

Music and lyric by George M. Cohan

From George Washington, Jr. (1906)

Sung by George M. Cohan as George Belgrave, and company



Along with “Over There,” “You’re a Grand Old Flag” has secured George M. Cohan’s reputation as our most patriotic songwriter. Yet as unwavering as he was in his love for his country, Cohan was not sentimental. These two songs are as brash, slangy even, as is much of his work. Sentiment is for operettas; his musicals prefer ragtime and ungrammatical street talk. When Cohan first made a splash on Broadway, audiences immediately took to his catchy melodies and conversational lyrics. But the critics dismissed his songs as simple tunes with unpoetic words. Cohan argued that his characters spoke with an everyday, common-folk language; so when they broke into song, the same kind of familiarity was there. But Cohan went a bit too far when he and the cast of George Washington, Jr. sang “You’re a Grand Old Rag.” He had heard a veteran of the Spanish American War refer affectionately to the US flag as an “old rag.”6 After opening night, complaints came from different patriotic organizations who were shocked at the disrespect for Old Glory. They even got President Theodore Roosevelt to send a disapproving memo from the White House. Cohan quickly changed the song to “You’re a Grand Old Flag” and it has been sung that way ever since.

Although Cohan prefers brusk masculine rhymes, which are best for enunciating words, there are some interesting feminine rhymes in the verse. The lyric describes a “feeling comes a-stealing” and a sound that “sets my brain a-reeling” when patriotic music is played. The slangy couplet “Any tune like Yankee Doodle/Simply sets me off my noodle” is pure Cohan. The music for the verse is rapid, as befits a patter song. Then it slows down considerably in the famous refrain, although it is still a steady march tempo. The song’s title phrase is joined by such sentiments as the flag being “the emblem of/ The land I love” and the “home of the free and the brave.” There is the slightest hint of ragtime in the refrain, especially in the brief pauses in unexpected places: “you’re a (beat) high-flying flag … under (beat) red, white and blue.” Interestingly, Cohan makes reference to the colonial song “Yankee Doodle” and quotes the first line of the Scottish favorite “Auld Lang Syne” (“Should old acquaintance be forgot”) in the song. Such references are used to support the song’s fervent patriotism. In George Washington, Jr., Cohan defies his British-loving father by refusing to wed an aristocratic “lady” and pursues a “Yankee” gal, winning her hand and even changing his father’s ways. So “You’re a Grand Old Flag” is more than a patriotic anthem but a fight song full of grit. No wonder the melody has been used by sports teams as their own fight song.

The song quickly caught on, selling over a million copies of sheet music and picked up by marching bands. Billy Murray made an early recording as “You’re a Grand Old Rag,” but subsequent recording used the revised title, including those by the American Quartet, Dick Robertson and the Country Quartet, Bing Crosby, Fred Waring and the Pennsylvanians, the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, Willie Tyler Band, BeBe Winans, Joel Mabus, Ken Beebe, The Left Bank Bearcats, The Banjo Barons, Sam Vaughn, and David Phillips. James Cagney and the company sang it in the film Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942) and the number was heard in Reds (1981), Born on the Fourth of July (1989), Primary Colors (1998), and several other movies. On Broadway, the song was performed by Joel Grey and company in George M! (1968) and by the cast of Tintypes (1980).

Other notable songs from that season: “I Was Born in Virginia” from George Washington, Jr.; “Forty-five Minutes from Broadway,” “Mary’s a Grand Old Name,” “So Long, Mary,” “I Want to Be a Popular Millionaire” from Forty-five Minutes from Broadway; “I Don’t Care” from The Sambo Girl; “Kiss Me, Again,” “The Mascot of the Troop,” “I Want What I Want When I Want It” from Mlle. Modiste; “How’d You Like to Spoon with Me?” from The Earl and the Girl; “Good-bye, Sweet Old Manhattan Isle” from The Ham Tree; “Waltz Me Around, Willie” from His Honor, the Mayor.

1906–1907 SEASON

It rarely seems to happen but this season’s best musical was also its most popular. Victor Herbert’s The Red Mill ran 318 performances, even more than the Hippodrome spectacle Pioneer Days (288 performances). Even better, The Red Mill has an amusing libretto, a superior score, and is still produced today by operetta companies. That cannot be said for any of the other new musicals. The Anna Held vehicle The Parisian Model and the Sam Bernard vehicle The Rich Mr. Hoggenheimer each fell short of 200 performances but enjoyed a healthy box office. Weber and Fields, now on their own, each crossed over the 100-performance milestone. Fields’ About Town and Weber’s Dream City demonstrated that there were enough fans to support each comic. Other profitable American shows included The Tourists, Fascinating Flora, and The White Hen. The last was not to be confused with The Spring Chicken, a British import that found an audience for 115 showings. Other successful London imports included The Little Cherub, My Lady’s Maid, The Belle of Mayfair, Blue Moon, and The Orchid. The season’s most notorious musical success was Mamzelle Champagne, a summer frolic staged at the Madison Square Garden Roof. On the opening night performance on June 25, the fashionable crowd included Pittsburgh millionaire Harry Thaw, his wife Evelyn Nesbit Thaw (a former Florodora Girl), and the famed architect Stanford White, who had been her lover. During the performance, Thaw fired three pistol shots into White, killing him on the spot. Morbid curiosity turned Mamzelle Champagne into a hit. Patrons lined up trying to get into the subsequent sixty performances and tickets to sit at White’s table were sold at a premium.


“The Streets of New York”

(“In Old New York”)

Music by Victor Herbert; lyric by Henry Blossom

From The Red Mill (1906)

Sung by Fred Stone as Con Kidder, and

David Montgomery as Kid Connor, and chorus



Fred Stone and David Montgomery, the stars of The Wizard of Oz three years earlier, were featured in The Red Mill and were no small part of its success. They played penniless Americans Con Kidder and Kid Connor stranded in the Dutch port city of Katwyk-ann-Zee. In between donning disguises to escape creditors, the two help the daughter of the burgomaster escape an arranged marriage and wed her sea captain sweetheart. Henry Blossom wrote the clever libretto and the lyrics for Herbert’s music and the score is a delightful mix of operetta arias and musical comedy songs. Con and Kid sang the praises of their hometown in “The Streets of New York” and before they were finished the audience was singing along. Also known as “In Old New York,” the waltz favorite is one of the most recognized American tunes and has been used in dozens of movies to place the action in old-time New York City. It can also be heard on carousels, at skating rinks, ball games, parades, and summer band concerts. “The Streets of New York” just might be Herbert’s most known melody. The lyric for the familiar refrain is uncluttered and straightforward. The praise for “old New York” is often directed to the women who are “sweet and fair and on the square” and rate higher than those from “gay Paree, London or in Cork.”7 The song even boasts “Lucky’s the earl that can marry a girl/From Fifth Avenue New York.” Just as Herbert kept the music within a narrow range so it could be sung by two comic actors with limited vocal abilities, Blossom breaks away from formal lyrics and gets a bit coarse, appropriate for comic characters. Con and Kid call the New York females a “peach crop” and dub them “queens.” The lyric has fun with the alliteration of “maids of Manhattan for mine” and uses internal rhymes throughout. One of the earliest recordings of “The Streets of New York” was made by the Victor Light Opera Company and Herbert himself conducted the orchestra on a disc in 1909. Many orchestral and choral recordings followed. In the popular 1945 Broadway revival of The Red Mill, the song was sung by Eddie Foy, Jr., and Michael O’Shea.

Other notable songs from that season: “Moonbeams,” “The Isle of Our Dreams,” “Because You’re You,” “Everyday Is Ladies’ Day to Me” from The Red Mill; “It’s Delightful to Be Married,” “I Just Can’t Make My Eyes Behave” from The Parisian Model; “He Goes to Church on Sunday” from The Orchid.

1907–1908 SEASON

While there were a good number of both British and American successes this season, they were overshadowed by the arrival of the Viennese operetta The Merry Widow. Not since H.M.S. Pinafore in 1879 had a musical caused such a commotion. There were Merry Widow hats, dresses, cigarettes, shoes, cocktails, and even corsets. And this was not just a passing fad. The Merry Widow has remained one of the most oft-produced musical works by both operetta and opera companies. The other fifty-four new works from this season have very rarely been heard of again. A few songs this season have survived, most memorably some numbers from The Merry Widow and “The Glow-Worm” and “Harrigan.” This last was by George M. Cohan who wrote no less than four productions this season (and acted in two of them). His earlier Running for Office was revised and returned as The Honeymooners, finding an audience for seventy-two performances. His The Talk of New York and The Yankee Prince each ran twice as long but his Fifty Miles from Boston (which introduced “Harrigan”) ran only a month. After The Merry Widow, the Hippodrome spectacular The Auto Race chalked up the most performances: 312. But not far behind was the British import The Girl Behind the Counter which Lew Fields revamped and starred in. The hit song from the show didn’t come from London but was the interpolated “The Glow-Worm.” Fields ex-partner Joe Weber had a modest success with Hip! Hip! Hooray! but a solid hit with The Merry Widow Burlesque which he produced and had on the boards only nine weeks after the Viennese operetta opened on the Street. Also from Vienna was the Oscar Straus operetta A Waltz Dream which ran over three months. Other imports to turn a profit this season included the London hits Miss Hook of Holland, Tom Jones, and The Dairymaids, which included six new songs by Jerome Kern.

If The Merry Widow and A Waltz Dream foreshadowed an era of European operettas on Broadway, Florenz Ziegfeld was ushering in a period of ornate musical revues with his Follies of 1907. Ziegfeld’s wife Anna Held gave him the idea for a Parisian-like entertainment based on the Folies Bergere. This first edition was a relatively modest affair but it did feature some stars and a chorus of fifty beautiful girls. What distinguished the show from other expensive revues was the good taste Ziegfeld showed in everything from the sets and costumes to the comic sketches and dance numbers. Audiences flocked to this first Follies for seventy performances then Ziegfeld took it on the road, earning enough money to make sure his next edition was even more stunning. Later adding his name to the title, Ziegfeld presented his annual Follies for the next twenty-five years.


“I Love You So”

(“The Merry Widow Waltz”)

Music by Franz Lehár; English lyric by Adrian Ross

From The Merry Widow (1907)

Sung by Ethel Jackson as Sonia, and Donald Brian as Prince Danilo



The operetta The Merry Widow (Die Lustige Witwe) opened in Vienna in December of 1905. The music was by Franz Lehár and the German libretto and lyrics by Viktor Léon and Leo Stein who based it on a little-known French play by Henri Meilhac. The Merry Widow was an immediate success in Austria and productions in Berlin, Budapest, and London quickly followed. When the piece opened in New York City in October of 1907, it had an English book by Basil Hood (uncredited) and lyrics by Adrian Ross. The operetta was not a piece set in a distant time and place. The action occurs in present-day Paris where Prince Danilo is persuaded by the ministers of the bankrupt little nation of Pontevedro to woo and wed the wealthy young widow Sonia Sadoya and save his homeland. But Danilo and Sonia were once in love and parted when she married for money. It takes some time (and some beautiful music) before the couple is reconciled for a happy ending. The famous waltz from the operetta is heard in bits and pieces throughout the evening but “I Love You So” is not given a lyric until Danilo and Sonia sing it as a duet at the climax of the operetta. By that time the audience has been totally seduced by what many consider the finest waltz ever written.

There are so many different translations of the lyric that it seems the waltz song is never sung the same way twice. Adrian Ross’s lyric, as heard in the first New York production, speaks of “love that hovers over lovers” and states that “Every touch of fingers tells me what I know … it’s true, you love me so.”8 Like many a translated lyric, there is a strained effort to sound poetic and, yet, somewhat conversational. But there is no getting around the beating heart, the clasping fingers, and the lips that “say no word.” This is pure European operetta gushing. But no matter the language, the purple words are acceptable because of Lehár’s music. The waltzes from the Strauss family are vigorous with the accent often placed heavily on the first of the three counts. Lehár diminishes this effect by giving the first note more counts and smoothing out the 1–2–3 pattern. The result is a waltz that never pounds but rather glides or sweeps along. (Lehár’s signature is “allegretto moderato;” if one speeds up the tempo for “The Merry Widow Waltz,” the whole thing falls apart.) This softer, more delicate, sound was very influential. Subsequent waltzes, particularly for theatre pieces, aimed for such a softly swaying effect. It is as if Lehár seduced the ears of the world.

In the first English-language production of The Merry Widow in London in 1907, the famous waltz was sung by Lily Elsie (Sonia) and Joseph Coyne (Danilo). The roles were played by Ethel Jackson and Donald Brian in the original Broadway production that same year. There have been over twenty Broadway revivals of the operetta and over twenty film and television adaptations in different languages. In the two Hollywood versions, Jeanette MacDonald and Maurice Chevalier sang the duet in the 1934 movie and Lana Turner (dubbed by Trudy Erwin) and Fernando Lamas performed it in the 1952 remake. The Merry Widow is one of the most oft-recorded operettas and there are plenty of duet versions and solo renditions of “I Love You So” in over thirty languages. The song has been covered by both opera and theatre artists, and it is a rare orchestra that has not made an instrumental version of the waltz.

Other notable songs from that season: “Maxim’s (Girls! Girls! Girls!),” “Vilja,” “Love in My Heart” from The Merry Widow; “The Glow-Worm” from The Girl Behind the Counter; “Harrigan” from Fifty Miles from Boston; “When a Fella’s on the Level with a Girl That’s on the Square” from The Talk of New York; “Yip-I-Addy-I-Ay” from The Merry Widow Burlesque; “Budweiser’s a Friend of Mine” from Follies of 1907.

1908–1909 SEASON

Florenz Ziegfeld’s idea of a classy revue was catching on. The Follies of 1908 ran twice as long as the previous season’s revue.
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