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Kay Thompson: From Funny Face to Eloise (Simon & Schuster) 

by Sam Irvin 

 
 

ENDNOTES 
Updated and expanded, January 2018 

 

Introduction: Precocious Grownup 
 

xiii ñKay Thompson is a thrillingò: New York, 11/30/2008. 

 

xiii  The lights dimmed: On February 16, 2007, Liza Minnelli presented a private 

workshop performance of her recreation of the Kay Thompson and the Williams Brothers 

nightclub act. The afternoon concert was held at the Tribeca Performing Arts Center at 

Manhattan Community College in New York City. 

 

 

PART ONE: RADIO DAYS 
 

 

Chapter One: Think Fink  
 

3 ñIn a yearò: Excerpt from ñThe Passion According to St. Kate, Opus 19, #46,ò an 

original birthday cantata by Roger Edens, in honor of Kay Thompsonôs birthday on 

November 9, 1946, performed privately for the occasion by Judy Garland, Ralph Blane, 

Conrad Salinger, and Roger Edens. From the Roger Edens Collection at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

3 Kittyôs father was Leo George Fink: Fink family names, dates, and origins were 

verified by the state of Missouri death certificate of Leo George Fink and members of the 

Fink family. After the publication of Kay Thompson: From Funny Face to Eloise, Jeffrey 

George Fink Sr. (Kay Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs brother Leo ñBudò George Fink 

Jr.) stepped forward to add that Leoôs full name was ñLeopold,ò named after the middle 

name of his father Mark Leopold Fink. Nevertheless, the various official records 

examined for the research of this book list his name simply as ñLeo George Fink.ò 

 

3 Mark Fink, a Jew from Norway: Julie Hurd Szende (Kay Thompsonôs niece; daughter 

of Kayôs sister Blanche Fink Hurd) believed that her great-grandfather, Mark Leopold 

Fink, was a Jew from Norway, and her great-grandmother, Antoinette ñAntonieò Steiner, 

was a Christian from Vienna. After the publication of Kay Thompson: From Funny Face 

to Eloise, Jeffrey George Fink Sr. (Kay Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs brother Leo 

ñBudò George Fink Jr.) stepped forward to offer a contrasting opinion that his great-

grandfather, Mark Leopold Fink, was a Catholic born in Norway and that his great-

grandmother, Antoinette ñAntonieò Steiner, was a Jew from Bohemia (now known as the 

Czech Republic). While researching his family ancestory, Jeffrey also discovered that 
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several members of Antoinette Steinerôs immediate familyðher father Emanuel Steiner, 

her brother, and her two sistersðare buried in a Jewish cemetery in South St. Louis. 

Whatever the case, the fact remains that Kay made a conscious effort to suppress the truth 

that one of her grandparents (on her fatherôs side of the family) was Jewish. In the course 

of his research, Jeffrey also discovered that his great-grandfather, Mark Leopold Fink, 

was ña violinist by trade or played it in his spare time and always carried his violin case 

when he went to work or practice.ò At the time of publication of this book, it had already 

been established that Kayôs mother was musical; this new revelation would indicate that 

her fatherôs side of the family was rooted in musicality as well. 

 

3 immigrated to America in 1886: After the publication of Kay Thompson: From Funny 

Face to Eloise, Jeffrey George Fink Sr. (Kay Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs brother 

Leo ñBudò George Fink Jr.) stepped forward to add the following: ñWhen Mark Leopold 

Fink died of Tuberculosis, his son Leo [Kayôs father] was sent to live with his uncle for a 

period of time (also in Vienna). Then, in 1886, at the age of twelve, Leo was sent to 

America to live with his mother, Antoinette ñAntonieò Steiner Fink Groschke, who, in 

1883, had immigrated to St. Louis, Missouri, where, on May 23, 1885, she had married 

Julius Groschke, a Catholic whose professions included being a grocer, pawnbroker, and 

real estate broker. From the New York Passenger List, 1820-1957, it shows that Leo, at 

the age of 12, arrived in New York on October 5, 1886. He sailed from Bremen, 

Germany, and Cherbourg, France, on the S/S Fulda. Owned by the Norddeutscher Lloyd 

[the German shipping company North German Lloyd (NDL)], the S/S Fulda was 

powered by both stream (2 funnels) and sails (4 masts) and carried over 1250 passengers. 

I never found or heard of where Leo ever went to high school. He became a United States 

citizen on September 25, 1896.ò  

 

4 was a late bloomer: Several people interviewed for this book indicated that Kayôs 

father Leo was quiet and reservedðin stark contrast to his outgoing famous daughter. 

There were stories that as a young man, Leo was very shy when it came to dating women. 

This characteristic was further verified after the publication of this book when Kayôs 

nephew, Jeffrey G. Fink Sr., added, ñThere had been talk of having Leo become a monk.ò 

 

4 named Harriet Adelaide Tetrick: Harriet ñHattieò Adelaide Tetrick (Kay Thompsonôs 

mother) was born on August 6, 1887, in Eureka, Kansas, though she was raised 140 miles 

northwest in Abilene. Another source claims that Hattie was ñfrom Cherryvale, 

Kansasòð75 miles southeast of Eureka. It was also reported that she lived for a time in 

Iowa. She may have resided in all four places at one time or another before settling in St. 

Louis by the age of eighteen. Her parents were Charles Mason Tetrick Sr., a rural dentist, 

and Margaret Smith Lawless (daughter of Patrick Smith and Catherine McCormack 

Smith of Miami County, Kansas). Charles and Margaret were married on November 29, 

1885, in Kingman County, Kansas. Charles had a sister named Adelaideðthe origin of 

his daughter Hattieôs middle name. Hattieôs mother Margaret was the origin of the middle 

name of Blanche Margaret Fink, Hattieôs oldest daughter (Kayôs older sister). This 

branch of the family tree is particularly complex due to the fact that both of Hattieôs 

parents were married before and, as a result, Hattie had half-siblings from those previous 

marriages. Hattieôs father, Charles Mason Tetrick Sr., was first married to Elizabeth West 

in Madison County, Illinois, on March 7, 1862. According to widow pension papers, 
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Elizabeth West died in 1871 in Johnson County, Missouri. Charles and Elizabeth had one 

child, a son named George Leon Tetrick (Hattieôs half-brother; Kayôs uncle), born on 

May 14, 1869, in Illinois. Hattieôs mother, Margaret Smith, while living with her family 

in Kansas City, Missouri, married William J. Lawless Sr. on November 16, 1873. 

Margaret and William had two childrenða daughter, Jennie E. Lawless, and a son, 

William J. Lawless Jr. The 1880 census shows Margaret and her two children, Jennie and 

William, living with her parents in Miami County, Kansas. (No further information was 

found regarding Margaretôs first husband William J. Lawless Sr.) Although Margaret 

(Hattieôs mother) would not officially marry Charles Mason Tetrick Sr. (Hattieôs father) 

until 1885, Margaretôs two children from her previous marriage, Jennie Lawless and 

William Lawless Jr., were listed in the 1880 Census with the last name of Tetrick. There 

is another child with the name of Charles Mason Tetrick Jr., born in 1879. His death 

certificate lists Charles Mason Tetrick Sr. as his father and Margaret Smith Lawless 

Tetrick as his motherðthough, based on other documents, there is some question as to 

whether Margaret was, in fact, his birth mother. Therefore, Charles Jr. may have been 

Hattieôs brother or half-brother, depending on the source; in either case, Charles Jr. was 

another one of Kayôs uncles. When Charles Mason Tetrick Sr. died in 1905, Margaret 

Smith Lawless Tetrick filed for the widow pension. Once Jennie E. Lawless Tetrick 

(Hattieôs half-sister; Kayôs aunt) became an adult, she moved to Kansas City, Missouri, 

where she met Thomas F. Wadsack, originally from Iowa. Jennie and Thomas were 

married on April 2, 1900, and, soon after, moved to St. Louis where they opened 

Wadsackôs Restaurant at 113 North Ninth Street, just a few steps away from the offices 

of Leo Fink and his stepfather, Julius Groschke. Hattie got a job at her half-sisterôs 

restaurant as a waitressðand, as a result, got to know Leo Fink when he came to dine 

there. (Additional genealogy research courtesy of Jeffrey George Fink Sr.ðKay 

Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs brother Leo ñBudò George Fink Jr. Also, Jeffrey 

George Fink Sr. would like to acknowledge the invaluable research assistance of Hazel 

Lane of Topeka, Kansas, who investigated genealogical records for the Tetrick branch of 

the family.) 

 

4 Born in 1888: There are conflicting reports of the birth year of Kayôs mother, Harriet 

ñHattieò Adelaide Tetrick. Although Hattieôs birth year listed in Kay Thompson: From 

Funny Face to Eloise is reported to be ñ1888ò (because it appeared that way on the birth 

certificates of her children), her death certificate lists her birth date as August 6, 1889. It 

should be noted, however, that her daughter Marion Fink Doenges (Kayôs younger sister) 

provided the information for Hattieôs death certificateðand made a number of errors, 

including the names of Hattieôs parents. Therefore, the year ñ1889ò is highly suspect, 

considering the source was unreliable. Adding to the confusion is that, according to 

Hattieôs marriage license to Leo George Fink (Kayôs father) on November 29, 1905, her 

age is listed as ñ19ò which would mean her year of birth would have been 1886. Like 

Kay, Hattie may have lied about her age as she got olderðto make it seem as though she 

were younger than she really was. Since Hattieôs marriage license pre-dates the birth 

certificates of her children, the author of this book leans toward the earliest source as the 

more probable candidate for accuracy. Therefore, instead of the ñ1888ò birth year 

reported in this book, the author has come to the conclusion that Hattieôs birth year is 

more likely to be ñ1886.ò Accordingly, the author is making age adjustments throughout 

the endnotes based on 1886 being the year of Hattieôs birth. (Additional genealogy 
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research courtesy of Jeffrey George Fink Sr.ðKay Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs 

brother Leo ñBudò George Fink Jr.) 

 

4 waiting tables at a local restaurant: Hattie Tetrickôs half-sister, Jennie E. Tetrick, 

married Thomas F. Wadsack in Kansas City, Missouri on April 2, 1900, then moved to 

St. Louis, Missouri, where they opened Wadsackôs Restaurant at 113 North Ninth Street, 

which just so happened to be located within spitting distance of 107A North Ninth Street, 

the business address shared by Leo Fink and his stepfather, Julius Groschke. Hattie got a 

job at her half-sisterôs restaurant as a waitressðand, as a result, got to know Leo Fink 

when he came to dine there. Eventually, Hattie and Leo fell in love and were married on 

November 29, 1905. Jennie divorced Thomas in 1908. Thomas would later go into 

business with his brother Frank and the restaurant name was changed to the Wadsack 

Bros. Jennie later died in Cherryvale, Kansas, and is buried there in Fairview Cemetery. 

Her death certificate showed that she had remarried with the last name of Sullivan and 

was a widow. (Additional genealogy research courtesy of Jeffrey George Fink Sr.ðKay 

Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs brother Leo ñBudò George Fink Jr.) 

 

4 thirty-two-year-old admirer named Leo Fink: Age corrections for both of Kayôs 

parents: Based on new information gleaned after the publication of Kay Thompson: From 

Funny Face to Eloise, it turns out that Leo George Fink was thirty-one-years-years-old 

(not thirty-two) when he met and married Hattie Adelaide Tetrick, nineteen (not 

eighteen), on November 29, 1905. The age difference between them was twelve years 

(not fourteen). Accordingly, the author is making age adjustments throughout the 

endnotes. (Additional genealogy research courtesy of Jeffrey George Fink Sr.ðKay 

Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs brother Leo ñBudò George Fink Jr.) 

 

4 and they tied the knot: According to the ancestory research of Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. 

(Kayôs nephew), Kayôs parents, Leo George Fink and Harriet ñHattieò Adelaide Tetrick, 

were married on November 29, 1905, in East St. Louis, St. Clair County, Illinois. Leo 

was thirty-one and Hattie was nineteen. The best man was Benjamin F. Gilbreath (a 

reporter for the St. Louis Star, soon-to-be known as the St. Louis Star-Chronicle; in 1908, 

Gilbreath became VP of Carondelet Printing & Publishing Company in St. Louis). 

Hattieôs sister, Jennie E. Tetrick Wadsack, stood in for her. The Illinois marriage license 

lists Leoôs home as Kirkwood, Missouri (a suburb of St. Louis, Missouri) and it lists his 

occupation as ñReal Estate Agent.ò Jeffrey added, ñThe reason I think they went to East 

St. Louis, Illinois, is that Illinois didnôt have a three day waiting period when you applied 

for a marriage license and it was just across the river from St. Louis, Missouri.ò 

 

4 Emulating family trades: Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. (Kayôs nephew) reported the early 

occupational history of Kayôs father, Leo George Fink, as follows: ñIn the 1888 edition of 

Polkôs St. Louis City Directory, Leo, at the age of 14 and two years in the United States, 

was working as a óClerkô on Old Manchester Road near Kingshighway. At the age of 15 

in 1889, Leo was listed as a óGrocery Clerkô for E. O. Harting at 1101 Montgomery. 

Then, at the age of 17 in 1891, Leo, started working for his stepfather Julius Groschke 

who owned Juliusôs Grocery Store on 1918 Bacon Street. The 1899 edition of Polkôs St. 

Louis City Directory had Julius living at 6129 Suburban and his office at 613A Pine 

Street. On the street level below was the W. P. Cowperthwait Loan Company, the 
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second-oldest pawn shop in St. Louis (following Dunnôs Jewelry Store), where Julius 

worked from time to time. Julius also dealt in the real estate business. When he became 

too well known in the real estate world, he needed someone to purchase property cheaply 

and then turn around and sell it back to him for a dollar the next day. Enter my 

grandfather Leo. I have seen land records in the City of St. Louis, where Leo would buy 

the property, show how much he spent, and the next day sell it to Julius for one dollar.ò 

Additonal occupational history: Listing in the 1898 City Directory for St. Louis, Missouri 

(Brown, Minnie Gould Directory Co., 1898): ñFink & Co., Leo G. Fink [24-years-old], 

Financial Agents, 613A Pine, St. Louis.ò This is the same address listed for the office of 

Leoôs stepfather Julius Groschke. The 1900 edition changed the occupation from 

ñFinancial Agentsò to ñBrokers,ò but both terms essentially meant ñPawnbrokers.ò 

During that period, from 1900 to 1905, Leo was residing in Kirkwood, Missouriða 

suburb of St. Louis. In 1905 (at age 31, the year he married Kayôs mother Harriet 

Tetrick), Leoôs occupation changed to ñReal Estate Agentò with an office on Seventh 

Street in downtown St. Louis. In 1906, at age 32, Leoôs business address changed to 

107A North Ninth Street and his occupation shifted to ñJeweler and Pawnbroker.ò On 

January 13, 1913 (shortly after Kay turned three-years-old), Leo purchased W. P. 

Cowperthwait Loan Company and rechristened it ñL. G. Fink, Inc., Jeweler and 

Pawnbroker.ò Eventually, the business was moved to its larger and most lasting address, 

719 Pine, near North Eighth Street. A document signed October 9, 1929, for L. G. Fink, 

Inc., Jeweler and Pawnbroker, lists the Board of Directors as Harriet Adelaide Fink 

(Kayôs mother), Blanche Margaret Fink (Kayôs older sister) and E. M. Perles (connection 

unknown). When Leo passed away in 1939, his widow Hattie continued the business. On 

March 30, 1944, Hattie A. Fink was listed as president of the company with her youngest 

daughter Marion A. Doenges listed as secretary. A document dated July 21, 1944, lists 

the Board of Directors as Hattie Adelaide Fink, Blanche Margaret Fink Hurd, Kay 

Thompson, and Marion Antoinette Fink Doenges. In the early 1950s, the address of L. G. 

Fink, Inc. changed to 205 North Eighth Street until its closing in early 1955 (shortly after 

Hattie passed away on December 26, 1954). 

 

4 a wife should be making babies: Hattie and Leo Fink would ultimately have four 

children:  

Blanche Margaret Fink Hurd, born 1/28/1907; died 5/31/2002. 

Catherine Louise Fink, aka Kay Thompson, born 11/9/1909; died 7/2/1998.  

Leo ñBudò George Fink, Jr., born 3/20/1911; died 10/6/1952.  

Marian Antoinette Fink, aka Marion Doenges, born 8/20/1912; died 4/1/1960. 

 

5 his Yiddish accent: Ginny Farrar Ruane, Kay Thompsonôs childhood friend, described 

Leo Finkôs Jewish accent as ñheavy.ò Kay Thompsonôs manager, Leonard Grainger, went 

to St. Louis in 1955 after the death of Kayôs mother to close the family business. There 

he met an older man who was running the Fink store, who had known the Fink family for 

years. Grainger recalled, ñHe chatted with me a bit about her dad. He said her father had 

a Jewish accent.ò 

 

5 named Catherine Louise: After the publication of Kay Thompson: From Funny Face to 

Eloise, Jeffrey George Fink Sr. (Kay Thompsonôs nephew; son of Kayôs brother Leo 

ñBudò George Fink Jr.) offered a bit of family history that explains the derivation of 
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Kayôs birth name ñCatherineòða name that is frequently found in Kayôs family tree. For 

instance, Kayôs great-grandmother (on her motherôs side of the family) was named 

Catherine Smith who had a daughter named Catherine, too. But there was an even closer 

connection on the Fink side of the family. It turns out that Kayôs father, Leo Fink, had a 

half-sister named Catherine Groschkeðwho was Kayôs aunt. Born in St. Louis in 

February 1886, Catherine Groschke was the daughter of Leoôs mother Antoinette 

ñAntonieò Steiner Fink Groschke and Leoôs stepfather Julius Groschke. Catherine 

Groschke never married and lived with her mother Antoinette in St. Louis until sometime 

in the late-1920s or early-1930s. Eventually, Catherine and her mother moved to New 

York City where they lived separately. According to the 1940 census, Catherine 

Groschke gave piano lessonsðadding yet another name to the long list of Kayôs relatives 

who possessed musical inclinations. Catherine Groschke died in New York City on 

January 25, 1970. It is not known if Kay kept in close touch with her Aunt Catherine 

Groschke or her grandmother Antoinette Steiner Fink Groschke, but, since both women 

were residing in New York from the late-1930s onward, it seems highly likely that there 

must have been some contact. Nevertheless, given the barrage of interviews and profiles 

about Kay in the media, it does seem a bit odd that there is not a single mention of it. 

Also, out of all 200-plus people interviewed for this book, none ever mentioned hearing 

about or meeting any relatives other than Kayôs siblings and parents. If Kayôs 

grandmother Antoinette was, in fact, Jewishðas Jeffrey G. Finkôs research convincingly 

indicatesðthis may be a clue as to why Kay never openly discussed having a 

grandmother residing in New York. It is well-documented that Kay aggressively 

suppressed her Jewish heritage, so she may very well have purposefully kept her 

grandmotherðand, by extension, her Aunt Catherineðout of the public eye for fear of 

the truth being discovered. It is well-documented that Kayôs father Leo never lost his 

Yiddish accent, so it would seem quite probable that his mother Antoinette spoke 

similarly. Naturally, this would have raised questions that Kay would not have been 

comfortable answering.  

 

5 Having outgrown their tiny home: 5965 Maple was located in St. Louis city block 

3829, on the west side of Hamilton, six blocks north of Delmar between Hamilton and 

Hodiamont (Wabash Station was at the corner of Hodiamont and Delmar). Even though 

Leo and Hattie Fink moved out of this house in 1909 shortly after their second daughter 

Catherine (Kay Thompson) was born, the house remained ñin the familyò for another 

seventeen years. Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. (Kayôs nephew) reported the following about this 

address: ñI believe the Maple street house was actually owned by Leoôs stepfather Julius 

Groschke. Years after Julius died, Leoôs mother, Antoinette Steiner Fink Groschke, and 

Leoôs half-sister Catherine Groschke sold 5965 Maple Avenue on July 26, 1926. 

However, I donôt think that Antoinette and Catherine ever lived there. I believe they were 

the landlords and rented it out. The 1910 census shows Antoinette and Catherine living at 

the Buckingham Hotel which is on North Kingshighway, close to Lindell Blvd.ò 

 

5 ñI was differentò: Appleton Post Crescent (Appleton, Wisconsin), 10/8/1939. 
 

5ñI used to lie awakeò: Radio Guide, 9/12/1936. 
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6 As feelings of insecurity: Kayôs childhood imaginary friend was a recollection of 

Blanche Fink Hurd (Kayôs sister), told on separate occasions to her daughter, Julie Hurd 

Szende, and to Hilary Knight, both of whom recounted the story to the author. 
 

6 The day after: From Catherine Finkôs original Dozier Elementary School records, start 

date November 10, 1913. 

 

6ñNot sometimeò: Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
 

6 a larger house nearby: 17 Parkland Place was located in St. Louis city block 3828, on 

the east side of Hamilton. Confirmed on Catherine Finkôs original Dozier Elementary 

School records, plus interview with Ginny Farrar Ruane. Today, the neighborhood of 17 

Parkland Place has deteriorated to a low-income district. 

 

6 their permanent home: Kayôs main home growing up was 17 Parkland Place, St. Louis, 

Missouri. Not long after her father died in 1939, however, her mother Hattie moved to an 

apartment building at 4944 Lindell where she lived with her daughter Marion in 

apartment G. Meanwhile, the 17 Parkland Place home was eventually sold on October 10, 

1943, to Virginia Amos. By the early-1950s, Hattie had moved to a residential apartment 

at the Chase Hotel in downtown St. Louis. Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. (Kayôs nephew; son of Bud 

Fink) recalled, ñI remember after dad died in 1952, I used to stay with my grandmother 

when she lived at the Chase Hotel. Her studio apartment was on the second floor and we 

would take out the screen from the window and go out on the balcony and watch the 

evening entertainment that would be next to the swimming pool.ò Research and 

remembrances courtesy of Jeffrey G. Fink Sr.  

 

6 Kittyôs childhood friend: Exclusive phone interview with Virginia ñGinnyò Farrar 

Ruane conducted by the author on July 22, 2002, plus several follow-up correspondences, 

with the help of her daughter, Nancy Ruane Arendes. 
 

6 The transfer-of-records: Kay Thompsonôs certified birth record from the city of St. 

Louis reads: ñCatherine Louise Fink, Date of Birth: November 9, 1909.ò Certified birth 

records are sometimes prepared retroactively, and, therefore, have been known to be 

occasionally inaccurate. Because of the myriad of conflicting reports about Kayôs true 

age, the author of this book was not satisfied to rely simply on Kayôs certified birth 

record as the one-and-only definitive account of her birthdate. In search of corroborating 

evidence, the author discovered that, prior to 1910, the city of St. Louis kept a hand-

written daily registry of births. This was a very fortuitous finding because the entrees 

were entered daily in this ledger, in chronological order. Therefore, although a birth could 

conceivably be entered into the registry a day or two late, the year would be completely 

irrefutable. In the St. Louis Registry of Births, in the volume covering the period July 

1909ïJanuary 1910, on page 85, is the following entry: ñCatherine Louise Fink, 

November 9, 1909.ò For this reason, the author of this book is one-hundred-percent 

confident that November 9, 1909, is the definitive birthdate of Kay Thompson. Any 

reports to the contrary are simply not credible.   
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7ñShe droveò: Excerpt from ñThe Passion According to St. Kate, Opus 19, #46,ò an 

original birthday cantata by Roger Edens, in honor of Kay Thompsonôs birthday on 

November 9, 1946, performed privately for the occasion by Judy Garland, Ralph Blane, 

Conrad Salinger, and Roger Edens. From of the Roger Edens Collection at the University 

of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. The 

reference to ñtrolleyò refers to ñThe Trolley Songò (Hugh MartinïRalph Blane), sung by 

Judy Garland in MGMôs Meet Me in St. Louis, with chorus directed by Kay Thompson. 
 

7ñskeletalò: Beaton, Cecil, and Kenneth Tynan. Persona Grata. New York: G. P. 

Putnamôs Sons, 1954, page 90. 
 

7ñcadaverousò: Ragan, David, ed. Whoôs Who in Hollywood 1900ï1976. New Rochelle, 

New York: Arlington House, 1976, page 469. 
 

7ñbetween 92 and 95ò: New York Times, 7/7/1998. 
 

7 In early 1915: From Catherine Finkôs original Dozier Elementary School records. 

 

7 outside piano lessons: One of Catherine ñKittyò Finkôs childhood piano teachers was 

Mabel Nix who also taught piano lessons to Catherineôs siblings (Blanche, Marian, and 

Leo ñBudò Fink Jr.). For instance, on Saturday afternoon at 3:00 P.M., April 28, 1923, 

Catherine, 13, and her three siblings performed at Mabel Nixôs piano recital held at the 

Baldwin Recital Hall, Baldwin Piano Co., 1111 Olive Street, St. Louis, Missouri. 

Catherine performed ñScotch Poemò (MacDowell), ñPolichinelleò (Rachmaninoff), and, 

the finale of the recital, a duet with Blanche on ñMarch Militaireò (Schubert-Tausig). An 

original copy of the program for this recital survives in the family archive of Kay 

Thompsonôs nephew, Jeffrey G. Fink, son of Leo ñBudò Fink, Jr. Courtesy of Jeffrey G. 

Fink.   
 

7ñI practiced fourò: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 
 

7ñI had an inferiorityò: Ibid. 

 

8 the First World War:  On September 12, 1918, Kayôs father Leo registered for the draft.  

His physical description was medium height, slender built, blue eyes and black hair. He 

was forty-four years old. Research coutesy of Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. (Kayôs nephew). 
 

8 ñas freckle-facedò: Appleton Post Crescent (Appleton, Wisconsin), 10/8/1939. 
 

8ñI always was theatricalò: Ibid. 
 

8ñItôs the ideaò: Ibid. 
 

8ñI must have doneò: Ibid. 
 

9ñYou canôtò: Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
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9ñI can do nineò: Ibid. 
 

9ñMy method as a kidò: Radio Guide, 9/12/1936. 
 

9ñAt twelveò: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 

 

10 1923, and it took the rest: On Saturday, April 28, 1923, at age 13, Kitty (billed as 

ñCatherine Finkò) and her three siblings, Blanche, Marian and Leo (ñBudò) Fink, 

performed at the Piano Recital, at the Baldwin Recital Hall, Baldwin Piano Co., 1111 

Olive Street, St. Louis, Missouri, at 3:00 P.M. The Fink siblings and several other young 

pianists were the ñpupils of Miss Mabel Nix.ò Kitty performed ñScotch Poemò 

(MacDowell), ñPolichinelleò (Rachmaninoff), and, the finale of the recital, a duet with 

Blanche on ñMarch Militaireò (Schubert-Tausig). Evidence abounds that the three female 

Fink siblings were musically inclined, but this piece of evidence adds their brother Bud to 

the list of Fink family members who at least dabbled in music. Their music teacher, 

Mabel E. Nix, was born on October 1889 in Kentucky. Her father, Everett Nix, was a 

wholesale grocer.  The 1920 census had the Nix family residing in St. Louis at 5031 

Raymond Avenue, where Mabel gave piano lessons in the living room. This was just over 

two miles from the Fink residence. Mabel died on July 6, 1942, at the Eastern Oklahoma 

Hospital and is buried at the Fairview Cemetery, Vinita, Oklahoma. Research and 

original recital program courtesy of Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. (Kayôs nephew).  
 

10 With the help of: Other friends of Kitty Fink and Ginny Farrar who attended Minne-

Wonka Lodge were Jane Caulfield, Marie Spivak, Diddy Lee Cook, and Doris Jones. 
 

10 When Kitty needed: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

10 ñThe malign exerciseò: Williams, Tennessee. Memoirs. New York: New Directions 

Books, 2006, page 14. 
 

10 Even later in life: On Catherine Finkôs Washington University entrance form, 

profession listed for her father was ñjeweler.ò 
 

11 Among her late motherôs: From the original, handwritten invitation that reads: ñThe 

Xi Delta Sigma Sorority invites Miss Billy [sic; correct spelling is ñBillieò] Cantrell to 

pledge membership at a meeting on Friday, February 5, 1926, at 3:30 P.M., 5096 

Waterman Ave. Please respond! Catherine L. Fink, 17 Parkland Place, City.ò The 

envelope, postmarked ñSt. Louis, February 2, 1926, 8:30 P.M.ò has a regular two-cent 

stamp and a ñSpecial Deliveryò ten-cent stamp and is addressed to ñMiss Billy [sic] 

Cantrell, 5520 Maple [sic; the correct address was 5502 Maple], City, corner apts., Belt 

and Maple.ò Courtesy of Jerrie Marcus Smith, daughter of the late Billie Cantrell Marcus 

(1909ï1978), this original invitation is now part of the authorôs collection. 
 

11 ñIôm a miserò: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 
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11 Lalla Bauman: According to researcher Gabe Kingsley, Lalla Bauman had a dance 

school/studio in the 5800 block of Delmar, between Laurel and Hamilton, about six 

blocks from the Fink residence on Parkland Place. 
 

11ñNot my usual rateò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

12 ñThat was the first moneyò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

12 six hundred: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 
 

12 One of Grableôs other: Billman, Larry. Film Choreographers and Dance Directors. 

Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1997, page 204. This reference book lists 

Robert Altonôs birth year as 1897; however, many other sources claim it was 1906, which 

seems more likely. 

 

12 Toad in Wind in the Willows: The Wind in the Willows, by Kenneth Grahame, was 

published in 1908, the year before Kay Thompsonôs birth. The book became standard 

reading material for kids and, according to Virginia ñGinnyò Farrar Ruane, it was one of 

Kayôs favorites. The mischievous character of Toad, isolated in the rich surroundings of 

Toad Hall, has certain similarities to Eloise at The Plaza. Additionally, the 1931 edition 

of The Wind in the Willows that featured illustrations by Ernest Shepard was a seminal 

influence of illustrator Hilary Knight, who later did the Eloise drawings. 

 

12 motorcars: Radio Guide, 11/23/1935. This article lists ñcarsò as one of Kayôs 

passions. Her obsession with automobiles lasted throughout her life. In 1934, Kay 

appeared on several installments of Pontiac Surprise Party and may have been given the 

use of a Pontiac during the run of the series. Later that year, after auditioning for Henry 

Ford, she became a regular on The Fred Waring-Ford Dealers Radio Show. In 1936, Kay 

starred on The Dodge Show and, in exchange for a free Dodge, she was featured in a print 

campaign for the automobile. In 1953, Kay acquired a Jaguar Roadster and, in exchange 

for a discount on the sticker price, appeared in a promotion by the dealer. In a 1957 ad 

campaign, Kay promoted the BMW Isetta 300ðthe car introduced in Funny Faceðfor 

which she was given one for free. Kay even allowed Eloise to endorse Renault Dauphine 

automobiles in a series of 1958 ads. In exchange, Kay not only got a free Dauphine 

(which she sold to Noël Coward), she made several references to the car in her book 

Eloise in Paris. When she was living in Rome during the 1960s, Kay became enamored 

with another sporty form of transport: a two-wheeler Vespa scooter, given to her by 

Count Rodolfo ñRudiò Crespi, a public relations executive who handled the Vespa 

account in Rome.  

 

12 shoulders tingle: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

12 Kittyôs automobile fixation: Krenning Duncan Dorris, named after Henry B. Krenning, 

president of the Dorris Motor Car Company, was nicknamed "Dunc.ò 
 

12 ñIôve been telling menò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
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12 ñI was the officialò: Ibid. 
 

13 To that end: Radio Guide, 11/23/1935. 
 

13 Making the event: Los Angeles Times, 2/27/1935, confirms that Kitty Fink made her 

debut as a piano soloist on KWK when she was sixteen years old. Biographical data on 

Kay Thompson in Radio Mirror, 12/1935, erroneously identifies the St. Louis radio 

station where she made her debut as ñKWL,ò but according to Frank Absher, an authority 

on the history of radio in St. Louis, KWL did not exist. The station had to be KWK. 
 

13 ñIt was the kind of thinò: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

14 ninety-page concerto: Microphone, The Original U.S. Radio Newspaper, 12/26/1936. 
 

14 ñsat in the front rowò: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

14 ñGo right aheadò: Ibid. 
 

14 Balding, plump: Wells, Katherine Gladney. Symphony and Song, The Saint Louis 

Symphony Orchestra: The First Hundred Years 1880ï1980. Woodstock, Vermont: 

Countryman Press, 1980, page 13. 
 

14 ñIôll join youò: Microphone, The Original U.S. Radio Newspaper, 12/26/1936. 
 

14 ñI wanted to haveò: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 
 

14 Though she was loath: From a Union Oil Corporation Publicity Department press 

announcement, circa 4/1932, attached to the reverse of a Kay Thompson portrait found in 

the photo morgue of the San Francisco Call-Bulletin newspaper, archived at the San 

Francisco History Center of the San Francisco Public Library, Susan Goldstein, city 

archivist. 
 

14 ñI was always the oneò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

15 ñIf my sistersò: Radio Guide, 9/12/1936. 
 

15 ñMother, who gaveò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

15 Stretching her newfound: Scrippage, Soldan High School newspaper (St. Louis, 

Missouri), 4/16/1926 and 4/23/1926. The Bells of Beaujolais, a light operetta by Louis 

Adolph Coerne, was produced by the Chaminade Club at Soldan High School, under the 

supervision of music and drama teacher Miss M. Teresa Finn. It premiered on April 16, 

1926. 
 

15 The apartment would later: Williams, Dakin, and Shepherd Mead. Tennessee 

Williams: An Intimate Biography. New York: Arbor House, 1983, page 19. 
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16 ñRose and I made friendsò: Williams, Tennessee. Memoirs. New York: New 

Directions Books, 2006, page 13. 
 

16 Another famous graduate: Bosenbecker, Ray. So, Whereôd You Go to High School? 

St. Louis, Mo.: Virginia Publishing Company, 2004, page 113. 
 

16 even though the two grew up: Price, Victoria. Vincent Price: A Daughterôs Biography. 

New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1999, pages 14, 23ï24. 
 

16 In the middle of: Scrippage, Soldan High School newspaper (St. Louis, Missouri), 

2/19/1926. 
 

17 Gilbert and Sullivanôs: The Scrip, Soldan High School yearbook (St. Louis, Missouri), 

6/1927; Scrippage, Soldan High School newspaper (St. Louis, Missouri), 5/6/1927 and 

5/13/1927. Iolanthe, a light operetta by Gilbert and Sullivan, was produced by the 

Chaminade Club at Soldan High School under the supervision of music and drama 

teacher Miss H. Teresa Finn. It premiered on May 16, 1927. 
 

17 All this took its toll: Original Soldan High School records for Catherine Louise Fink, 

7/6/1927. Her overall average was 67.555 percent out of 100 percent. Her English scores 

were her best, with an 8.78 average out of 10. French came in second with 7.68. Her 

Latin garnered only 4.65. She was hopeless at algebra, mustering only 1.69. Geometry 

wasnôt much better with 2.67. 
 

17 ñA friendly maidò: The Scrip, Soldan High School yearbook (St. Louis, Missouri), 

6/1927. 
 

17 recharging her batteries: Tower Radio, 8/1935. This would mark Kittyôs fourth 

annual attendance at Minne-Wonka Lodge in Three Lakes, Wisconsin. 
 

17 ñI became a Kappaò: Catherine Fink is listed as a pledge for Delta Gamma in The 

1929 Hatchet, the Washington University yearbook, published 6/1928 covering the 

1927ï28 school year; her sister, Blanche, is listed as an active Delta Gamma member. 

Catherine Fink is listed as a member of Kappa Kappa Gamma in The 1931 Hatchet, 

published 6/1930, covering the 1929ï30 school year. 
 

17ñWhile other girls posedò: Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
 

17 121 pounds: Radio Guide, 11/23/1935. 
 

17 ñI know that I giveò: Radio Stars, 1/1937. 
 

18 ñWith my new appearanceò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

18 $125 per week: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

18ñI wonôt need my allowanceò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
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18 ñmaking those noisesò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

18 ñDear Mr. Durfyò: Ibid. 
 

18 ñMy days as a Greekò: Ibid. 
 

19 Delegation was not: St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 11/11/1947. 
 

19 the melodramatic story: Ten Nights in a Bar-Room, by William W. Pratt, based on the 

classic 1854 novel by T. S. Arthur, was adapted into movies made in 1911, 1921, with an 

all-black cast in 1926, and was soon to re-emerge in a 1931 version. 
 

19 ñOh, at seventeenò: New York World-Telegram, 10/28/1948. 
 

19 sliced and diced: The 1931 Hatchet, the Washington University yearbook, published 

6/1930, covering the 1929ï30 school year. 
 

19 another production: Si, Si, Señorita, libretto by Carleton S. Hadley, music and lyrics 

by Ted Williams. Dramatic Director: Clark Clifford (future Presidential Advisor to 

President John F. Kennedy and Secretary of Defense under President Lyndon B. 

Johnson). Assistant Musical Director: Catherine Fink (later Kay Thompson). Catherine 

Fink also performed in the musical as part of The Trio. Publically performed for four 

days at the American Theatre in St. Louis, from Wednesday, 5/7/1930, through Saturday, 

5/10/1930. From the program for Si, Si, Señorita, archived in the Quadrangle Club 

Collection, University Archives, Department of Special Collections, Washington 

University Libraries, St. Louis, Missouri.  
 

19 ñFrom the overtureò: The 1931 Hatchet, the Washington University yearbook, 

published 6/1930, covering the 1929ï30 school year. 
 

19 more than happy to drop out: Thompson dropped out of school three times according 

to the program for Hooray for What! 10/1937. 
 

19 ñI thought it would be niceò: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

19 ñIôll sing ... but not balladsò: Ibid. 
 

20 ñBlues singers have doneò: Oakland Tribune (Oakland, California), 10/9/1935. 
 

20 singing on KWK: In the early 1930s, KWK was very popular among young people and 

was often mentioned and advertised in Student Life, the Washington University 

newspaper. 
 

20 After sending a bunch: Tower Radio, 8/1935; Radio Stars, 11/1935. In the 1920s and 

30s, Harperôs Bazaar had a regular spread of summer camp ads, plus their own camp 

director, Nina Frederica Berkley, who advised readers on the subject. 
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20 Earning $175: Radio Stars, 11/1935; Radio Guide, 11/23/1935. 
 

20 celebrity biographer Cynthia Lindsay: ñToyon Camp was a gloriously happy 

experience,ò recalled Cynthia Hobart Lindsay, author of Dear Boris: The Life of William 

Henry Platt, a. k. a. Boris Karloff (Alfred A. Knopf, 1975) and George Burnsô 

collaborator for his memoir, I Love Her, Thatôs Why! (Simon & Schuster, 1955). In her 

youth, Cynthia attended Toyon for several summers. ñIt was a great camp, run by Mrs. 

Lorey, the principal of my school, Girls Collegiate [in Glendora, California]. Both were 

extremely good institutions.ò When she was interviewed for this book in 2003, eighty-

eight-year-old Cynthia could still sing the Toyon Camp song that counselor Kitty Fink 

conducted: ñHi yi yi, thereôs nobody like us, ócause we are the girls of Toyon Camp. 

Always a winninô, always a grinninô, always a feelinô fine, ay yi!ò 

 

20 a profile of Kay: McCallôs, 1/1957. 
 

20 ñI did have one ambitionò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

21 ñSo the next dayò: Ibid. 
 

21 She got herself all: KMOX began broadcasting on December 24, 1925, became a CBS 

affiliate in 1927, and was bought by CBS in August 1932. 
 

21 Without an appointment: In 1925, George Junkin won a talent search to become the 

main announcer on KMOX in St. Louis. He had previously been an announcer for the S. 

W. Strauss Company's radio station in Chicago, WSWS. Within a year he became 

managing director of KMOX and stayed with the station until 1931. From historian Frank 

Absherôs ñJunkin Was at the Right Place at the Right Time,ò St. Louis Journalism 

Review, 2/1999. 
 

21 ñAll you have to doò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

21 With a bluesy style: Even though blues had been growing in popularity throughout the 

1920s, it was still mainly associated with black singers like Bessie Smith, who had 

recently starred in one of the very first ñtalkies,ò a short musical featurette called St. 

Louis Blues (Sack Amusement Enterprises / RKO, 1929), based on W. C. Handyôs 

groundbreaking song composition of the same title, published in 1914. In 1935, after Kay 

Thompson had become an established radio star, she cited ñSt. Louis Bluesò as one of her 

strongest inspirations. ñIôm thankful I was born in St. Louis,ò she told Radio Guide, 

ñwhere Mr. Handy, with his famous blues song, made an indelible impression on my 

music. If it had been any place else, I probably would have been a concert pianist with 

audiences totaling maybe 50,000 persons a year. Thanks to the óSt. Louis Blues,ô I 

became a torch singer and can sing to many times 50,000 each time on the air.ò Kay 

would later create the vocal arrangement for Judy Garland to sing ñSt. Louis Bluesò in 

Presenting Lily Mars (MGM, 1943). Radio Guide, 11/30/1935. 
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21 ña little like Libbyò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. Libby Holman (1904ï1971) confounded 

the music business in 1929 with her Top 10 smash ñAm I Blue?ò (Harry AkstïGrant 

Clarke). Blues was an emerging genre but still mostly associated with black singers. 

After several hits in the same vein, including ñBody and Soulò (Johnny GreenïEdward 

HeymanïRobert SourïFrank Eyton), Libby quickly earned a reputation as ñthe first great 

white torch singer.ò 
 

21 ñGo aheadò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

22 During this time: On April 7, 1933, Congress voted to legalize beer, marking the end 

of Prohibition. Starting that midnight, KMOX hosted a live national radio show of the 

historic reopening at the Anheuser-Busch beer factory in St. Louis, a celebration not soon 

forgotten. 
 

22 height of her microphone: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

22 While conductor Ben Feld: Ben Feld started out to be a lawyer attending Washington 

University in St. Louis, but his love of music won out. In his twenties, he played violin 

for the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra for several seasons, followed by assistant 

conducting and lead violin positions for the Gene Rodemick band at Grand Central 

Theatre in St. Louis. Around 1925, he was a member of the Conley-Silverman Band and 

not long afterwards formed his own unit. KMOX Radio in St. Louis offered him the job 

of concert master and assistant conductor of their orchestra, which he accepted, and was 

soon directing the orchestra himself, where he thrived for many years, well into the 

1940s. Jacobôs Orchestra Monthly, 11/1925; Radio Guide, 3/6/1937; National Song, 

2/1943; St. Louis Journalism Review, 2/2000 (ñTony Cabooch: St. Louisô First National 

Radio Star,ò by Frank Absher). 

 

22 host Tony Caboochôs: Chester J. Gruber, known professionally as Tony Cabooch, was 

thirty-nine years old when The Anheuser-Busch Antics premiered 5/30/1930. A regionally 

known stage actor, Tony was on his way to accept a job in New York when a telegram 

from Anheuser-Busch offered him $500 a week to come back to St. Louis for their new 

show. Within fourteen weeks, he had received 42,000 fan letters. Where did he get his 

name? ñHe heard a waiter cry out to the chef, óCorn a bif a cabooch.ô Which translated 

meant óAn order of corn beef and cabbage.ô The phrase stuck in Gruber's memory, and 

when it came time for Tony to appear his last name was Cabooch.ò From the St. Louis 

Globe-Democrat, quoted in historian Frank Absherôs ñTony Cabooch: St. Louisô First 

National Radio Star,ò St. Louis Journalism Review, 2/2000. 
 

22 ñThat mike cost usò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

22 ñPay you threeò: Ibid. 

 

22 Ted Straeter, a pianist: The veteran journalist and musician, Les Lieber, was a friend 

of Theodore Anthony ñTedò Straeter (born 11/21/1913) and his family in St. Louis. He 

recalled, ñTedôs father owned the Straeter Grocery Store and bought all the groceries 

from my fatherôs wholesale company, Hass-Lieber. When I was about fourteen years old 
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[around 1926], I was playing saxophone at KMOX in what they called the KMOX Junior 

Orchestra. Ted Straeter was a staff pianist at KMOX, about a year older than I was, and 

the station put us together as a duo called Les and Ted.ò In 1932, ñTed Straeter and his 

Three Best Girlsò were regulars on KMOX County Fair, a popular Saturday night radio 

show. The ñThree Best Girlsò just so happened to be Blanche Fink, Louise LaRue 

(formerly of Kitty Finkôs The Trio) and Georgia Erwin. After that, Ted formed his own 

band at KMOX with saxophonist Ruth Grable (later known as pin-up movie star Betty 

Grable). This hotbed of talent was frequently cross-pollinated by Kitty Fink. ñWeôd brush 

up against each other from time to time,ò recalled Les, ñbut Ted became very close to 

her.ò Les and Ted eventually went their own separate ways, but by the late 1930s, both of 

them ended up hitting it big in New York City where they would run into their old friend, 

Kitty Fink from St. Louis, who, by then, was known as Kay Thompson. Aside from his 

growing success as an entertainment journalist, Les Lieber was a penny-whistle soloist 

the night Kay made a huge splash on The Saturday Night Swing Club First Anniversary 

Special on CBS in 1937. And in 1938, at Kayôs recommendation, Ted Straeter became 

the choral director for The Kate Smith Hour and later formed his own orchestra, 

accompanying Kay for gigs at the Persian Room in The Plaza Hotel. 

 

22 Christmas cards: Radio Hit Songs, 10/1941. 
 

22 ñPlay óSome of Theseôò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. The article identifies the conductor as 

Michael Charles. According to radio historian Frank Absher and numerous other sources, 

the manôs actual name was Mike Child. 
 

23 ñI was young and foolishò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

23 she performed in: Aside from Edmund L. Hartmann and Kitty Fink, the talent behind 

Princess Nita also included stage director Clark M. Clifford who later became a 

prominent lawyer and top advisor for Presidents Truman, Kennedy, Johnson and Carter. 

In January 1968, during the Vietnam War, Clifford succeeded Robert McNamara as the 

United States Secretary of Defense under President Johnsonôs administration and, in 

1969, was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Clifford has since been portrayed 

in two made-for-cable moviesðby Tony Goldwyn in Truman (HBO, 1995) and Donald 

Sutherland in Path to War (HBO, 2002). McCaffrey, Donald W. Bound and Gagged: 

Edmund L. Hartmann, Screenwriter and Producer. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2006, 

pages 15 and 20A; Princess Nita program, circa spring 1931, archived in the Quadrangle 

Club Collection, University Archives, Department of Special Collections, Washington 

University Libraries, St. Louis, Missouri. 
 

23 Edmund L. Hartmann: Evening Standard (Massillon, Ohio), 12/9/1947. 
 

23 $250 for the season: Radio Stars, 11/1936; Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

23 every second of her free time: Even though Kitty Fink enjoyed working as a counselor 

at Toyon Camp on Catalina Island, the most exciting parts of the summers of 1930 and 

1931 were her days off. Aside from the islandôs world-famous glass-bottom-boat tours, 

there were all sorts of attractions that interested Kitty. At that time, Catalina Island was 
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being developed by its principal owner, William Wrigley, Jr., of the Wrigley Chewing 

Gum Company. Wrigley had built one of the worldôs largest, state-of-the-art 

entertainment complexes called The Santa Catalina Island Casino which, according to 

historian Jeannine L. Pedersen of the Catalina Island Museum, ñopened to much fanfare 

on May 29, 1929.ò Nicknamed ñthe Palace of Pleasure,ò the coliseum housed a 1,250-

seat cinema that ñwas one of the first theaters in America equipped for both silent and 

sound motion pictures.ò But most intriguing to Kitty was the grand ballroom with its 

celebrated dance floor that could accommodate one thousand dancers. ñThe ballroom 

played host to the most notable big bands of the day,ò added Pedersen, with live radio 

programs broadcast nightly on KHJ, CBS-Radioôs West Coast affiliate.  And so, 

naturally, Kitty hung out there, soaking up the music, making contacts, and trolling for 

opportunities to sing and/or play the piano. 

 

23 headquarters of KFI: KFIôs broadcast reach was far and wide, from Seattle to the 

Mexican border, and as far inland as Colorado. Although most national NBC shows 

originated from New York, selected Los Angeles programs were picked up by the 

network to be heard coast-to-coast on all its affiliates. However, because AT&T billed an 

$800 surcharge to carry each West Coast program over its lines, only the most popular 

California shows were selected for nationwide coverage. (Astoundingly, east-to-west 

importation did not incur this extra fee.) Many of KFIôs radio broadcasts were performed 

in front of a live audience of hundreds of people, so, for Kitty Fink, getting her foot in the 

door was not all that difficult. The trick was arousing the attention of the stationôs 33-

year-old programming director, Glenn Dolberg. ñMany [spectators] have come so often 

that they feel like members of the family,ò Dolberg told the Los Angeles Times, 

describing the daily influx of warm bodies. ñThey take the same seats every night, and 

sometimes even fuss if someone else has got into their seats ahead of them. The seats are, 

of course, free to any visitor, but they have come so often that they think they have 

acquired squattersô rights. Others are trying to get up nerve to get on programs 

themselves, and haunt the studios in hope of obtaining helpful contacts.ò Obviously, 

Kitty fell squarely into the latter category. Variety, 7/10/1934; Los Angeles Times, 

2/6/1928, 1/18/1935 and 3/30/1935. 

 

23 ñlargest Packardò: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat 

in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 

1994, page 22. 
 

23 She bamboozled a meeting: Los Angeles Times, 2/2/1928, 1/18/1935 and 3/30/1935; 

Radio Stars, 11/1935. Glenn Dolberg was born in 1898 in Charlevoix, Michigan. He 

started out wanting to be a photographer, then studied trumpet and saxophone, and finally 

developed himself as a singer. During World War I, he ñserved in the Sixth Cavalry and 

went to France as a bandsmanò (Los Angeles Times, 3/30/1935). After the war, he was a 

radio announcer in Seattle, then a station manager in Portland. In the late 1920s, he 

served as night manager of KHJ, the CBS affiliate in Los Angeles. In the 1930s, he was 

the programming director for KFI, the NBC station in Los Angeles, where he made 

history keeping the station ñon all night in touch with Amelia Earhartôs flight across the 

Pacific.ò On the side, he continued his singing as a featured soloist at the Immanuel 

Presbyterian Church on Wilshire Boulevard at Berendo. 
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23 on an amateur talent: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 

 

24 flat in La Marquise: Perusing the Los Angeles Times classified section under 

ñFurnished Apartments for Rent,ò Kitty Finkôs eyes were naturally drawn to the largest 

display ad that read, ñPreview! La Marquise,ò a soon-to-open eight-story complex at 535 

S. Gramercy Place (between West Fifth and West Sixth Streets), only four miles away 

from KFI at 1000 S. Hope Street (near the corner of West Olympic Boulevard), easily 

accessible by public transportation. Kitty was impressed by the advertised amenities that 

included 24-hour switchboard service, a roof garden, electric ventilation and steam heat, 

all at ñrates most reasonable.ò Though she could not yet afford an automobile, it was nice 

to know that La Marquise offered a 24-hour garage service with a state-of-the-art 

turntable contraption that enabled 20 cars to be squeezed into the basement. The 

scheduled opening of August 31, 1931, perfectly coincided with the conclusion of her 

Toyon Summer Camp bed and board, so Kitty signed right up to be among the very first 

tenants to move in. The $75 monthly rental rate was not the cheapest she could have 

found, but Kitty had complete confidence that she would be on top of world in no time 

flat, so why bother slumming it? If she was going to be a star, she might as well start by 

living like one. Looking much the same as it did in 1931, La Marquise is still going 

strong today. A private tour unearthed colorful tales of famous past occupants, including 

Errol Flynn who lived there when he first came to Hollywood in 1935.  Nestled on a quiet 

side street in the Wilshire district, La Marquise is just northwest of The Wiltern, the 

landmark Art Deco theater that anchors the intersection of Western Avenue and Wilshire 

Boulevard.  Incidentally, The Wiltern opened for business on October 7, 1931, just five 

weeks after Kitty moved into La Marquise, indicating just how thriving the neighborhood 

was at that time. Many ñPreviewò classified ads for La Marquise appeared in the Los 

Angeles Times beginning 5/25/1931. ñJust Completedò classified ads began appearing on 

8/31/1931. Tour and historic lore of La Marquise courtesy of La Marquise manager Igor 

Korosec and tenants Vincent Hramzoff and William Zmachinski, provided on 6/1/2004. 
 

24 Art Deco theater: At the corner of Wilshire Boulevard and Western Avenue, the 

Wiltern is now an established landmark building in Los Angeles, considered a prime 

example of Art Deco design, and is still a functioning concert theater today, with seating 

for 2,200 people. The name Wiltern is a combination of ñWilshireò with ñWestern.ò 
 

24 never met Kitty: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 

 

24 was not made legal until: In 1945, Catherine Fink Spier officially and legally changed 

her name to ñKay Thompson,ò reflected in a September 25, 1945, addendum letter to her 

MGM contract, found in the Arthur Freed Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

24 where she came up: According to the Internet Movie Database, six short silent movies 

from 1920 list a coscreenwriter by the name of Kay Thompson, an obscure coincidence 

of which our Kay was almost certainly unaware. 
 

24 command that she return: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
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24 ñI was a singerò: McCallôs, 1/1957. 
 

25 ñkidded aroundò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

25 guests was Don Forker: Forkerôs birth name was Donald Edmund Forker. In addition 

to his position at the Union Oil Company, Forker also co-produced the Hollywood Bowl 

concerts every summer. Los Angeles Times, 9/14/1929; Paris News (Paris, Texas), 

8/31/1939. 
 

25 flagship radio program: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

25 ñI got the jobò: Ibid. 
 

25 With an orchestra: Sies, Luther F. Encyclopedia of American Radio, 1920ï1960. 

Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2000, page 582 (listing 25641). 

 

25 at the Cocoanut Grove: The Ambassador Hotelôs Cocoanut Grove was an expansive 

nightclub with tables and chairs for one thousand glitterati, nestled on plush red carpet 

amid a forest of giant palm trees adorned with scores of fake monkeys. Moroccan rococo. 

In a clearing at the center of the ornate jungle was a vast, gleaming black dance floor 

paying homage to an Olympic-sized bandstand that was only slightly raised, maintaining 

maximum intimacy between performers and performees. Opened in 1921, this was the 

very same stage where the 1930 Academy Awards had been handed out and the fateful 

spotlight where many stars had been born. 

 

25 the Rhythm Boys trio: The most prominent Cocoanut Grove alumnus had been the 

young Bing Crosby. As a member of the Rhythm Boys with Al Rinker and Harry Barris, 

the trio had gotten considerable mileage from working with Paul Whiteman and his 

Orchestra, including appearing in the movie King of Jazz (Universal, 1930). In July 1930, 

the Rhythm Boys got hired for a gig at the Cocoanut Grove with Gus Arnheimôs band, 

but it quickly became apparent that Bing was destined for bigger and better things. 

Within a year, the Rhythm Boys were history. Bing had gone off to star in movies, 

Rinker had formed a new trio called the West Coast Boys (with Craig Leitch and Howard 

Phillips), while Barris had remained at the Grove as a solo singer, still crooning there 

when Kay Thompson arrived in the fall of 1931. 
 

26 her hometown nemesis: According to radio historian Frank Absher, George Junkin 

stopped working at KMOX sometime in 1931. 
 

26 brand-new headquarters: ñThese [new studio facilities for KMOX] are declared to be 

the finest and most complete in America,ò raved one report, ñall beautifully decorated 

and furnished. Four of these have ceilings twenty-five feet in height. Triple plate-glass 

windows provide observation facilities for each broadcasting studio.ò From a booklet 

collection of music and lyrics entitled Old Cabin Songs of the Fiddle and the Bow 

published by KMOX Radio in St. Louis, Missouri, 3/20/1932, page 19. 
 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 20 
 

26 nearly 17 million homes: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best 

Seat in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1994, page 21. ñThe World Almanac for 1932 reported that at the end of that 

year, 16,809,562 American homes had a radio in the living room.ò 
 

26 headlining their own: Edwardsville-Intelligencer (Edwardsville, Illinois), 2/20/1932. 
 

26 ñThe Debutantes, a regularò: Booklet collection of music and lyrics entitled Old 

Cabin Songs of the Fiddle and the Bow published by KMOX Radio in St. Louis, 

Missouri, 3/20/1932, page 17. 
 

26 ñhaving established herselfò: Program for Low and Behold! Pasadena Community 

Playhouse, 5/1933. Courtesy of the Pasadena Community Playhouse archive. 
 

26 ñdevoid of the moanò: From a Union Oil Corporation Publicity Department press 

announcement, circa 4/1932, attached to the reverse of a Kay Thompson portrait found in 

the photo morgue of the San Francisco Call-Bulletin newspaper, archived at the San 

Francisco History Center of the San Francisco Public Library, Susan Goldstein, city 

archivist. 

 

27 Kay was accompanied: For Brighten-Up on KFI, Thompson was accompanied by 

conductor-violinist Solly Blano and His Orchestra, with backup vocals by the Three 

Ambassadors (Jack Smith, Martin Sperzel, and Johnny Smedburg).  

 

27 seventeen-year-old Jack Smith: Born November 16, 1914 in Seattle, Washington, 

ñSmilinôò Jack Smith moved to California when he was 10-years-old. ñAs a student at 

Hollywood High School, Smith dreamed of being an architect,ò wrote Dennis McLellan 

in Smithôs 2006 Los Angeles Times obituary. ñBut that changed in 1931 after a high 

school friend told him that the Cocoanut Grove at the Ambassador Hotel was looking for 

a trio to replace the Rhythm Boys, Bing Crosbyôs popular trio. Smith had sung in the 

[Hollywood High Glee Club], and he and two friends, Marty Sperzel and Al Teeter [later 

replaced by Johnny Smedburg], were known to imitate the Rhythm Boys at school, but 

Smith never considered singing professionally.ò ñWe went over and tried out, and they 

gave us the job!ò Smith was quoted by Laura Wagner in Classic Images. ñWe started the 

following Monday. Iôd never made more than maybe $5 for mowing the lawn a couple of 

times a week for my dad. Then, all of a sudden, they were going to give us $100 apiece a 

weekðand that was big money then.ò Smith later became a character actor and was the 

host of the popular television series, You Asked for It (ABC-TV, 1958-59; 1971-77; 

1981). Los Angeles Times, 7/10/2006; Classic Images, 8/1997. 

 

27 and Johnny Smedburg: In 1937, Smedburg would become a member of Kay 

Thompsonôs chorus for Vincente Minnelliôs Broadway show, Hooray for What! 
 

27 three-month gig: Tom Coakley and His Orchestra played at the Blossom Room of the 

Hotel Roosevelt, Hollywood, from August 3 to October 25, 1932. Kay Thompson was a 

featured vocalist and pianist during the engagement. The personnel in Coakleyôs 

orchestra during this gig included various combinations of the following: Alvin Morris, 
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later known as Tony Martin (vocals, saxophone); Virginia Haig (vocals); Carl Ravazza 

(clarinet, saxophone, violin, vocals); Frank Barton (trumpet); Lyle Bardo (trumpet, 

arranger); Armand Camgros (clarinet, saxophone, violin); Stan Brent and Bill 

Washington (clarinet, saxophone); Joe Coates and Fred Williams (violin); Bud Bardo 

(trombone); Leon Green (piano, arranger); Ham Richards and Jerry Rice (guitar); Carl 

Schwedhelm and Bob Englander (bass); Jimmy Emerson (drums). Source: Bob Arnoldôs 

liner notes for the 2001 CD An Evening with Tom Coakley and His Orchestra (1933ï

1935), Vintage Music Productions (VMP-0031). Though not listed, it appears that Glenn 

Hurlburt was also among the musicians. Also, in a 2006 interview for this book, ninety-

three-year-old vocalist Virginia Haig declared, ñTom Coakley was not really much of a 

musician. No way! I donôt mean for this to come off derogatory at all. I have such a warm 

feeling about that man. It was wonderful to be a part of it. But Tom relied on certain 

members of the band who did the arrangements. He was just thereða nice looking man 

in a tuxedoðhandsome and charismatic. He was more of a personality and a 

businessman than a musician.ò Despite hitting it big with a No. 1 record in 1935, Coakley 

turned his orchestra over to singer-violinist Carl Ravazza in April 1936 in order to pursue 

a career in law. In 1953, Coakley was appointed judge of the Superior Court of Mariposa 

County, California. From 1969 until his retirement in 1972, he served as Associate 

Justice of the California Court of Appeal. His brother, J. Frank Coakley, was a well-

known District Attorney of Alameda County, California. Tom Coakley died at the age of 

90, on May 19, 1995, in his home in Monterey, California.  

 

27 by the name of Alvin Morris: Aside from playing saxophone and clarinet, Alvin 

Morris was also an occasional vocalist, a latent talent that had been legitimized when, on 

March 28, 1932, he sang a number with Coakleyôs band on Walter Winchellôs national 

radio show. ñApparently my singing was better than my saxophone playing,ò he laughed. 

In early 1933, Alvin Morris left Coakleyôs orchestra to join Tom Gerunovitchôs touring 

band, became Woody Hermanôs roommate on the road, and played the 1933 Worldôs Fair 

in Chicago. In 1936, Morris changed his name to Tony Martin and become a big time 

singer and movie star with two very high profile marriages, first to Alice Faye, then to 

Cyd Charisse. Martin, Tony, and Cyd Charisse. The Two of Us. New York: 

Mason/Charter, 1976, pages 24ï25. 

 

27 übercolumnist Walter Winchell: A former vaudevillian, Walter Winchell (1897-1972) 

had become a radio commentator in the 1920s, pioneering no-holds-barred celebrity 

gossip as news. He is credited with inventing the gossip column while writing for the 

New York Evening Graphic and, later, most influentially for the New York Daily Mirror 

that was syndicated to many major newspapers across the country, carried in the movie 

capital by the Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express. By the early 1930s, literally two-

thirds of the nationôs 75 million adults heard or read Winchellôs words on a daily basis, 

so his opinion on anything carried a great deal of weight. With a volatile temperament, 

Winchell later went from famous to infamous due to his predilection for ñwitch hunts.ò 

He was rabidly obsessed with exposing Communists in Hollywood, a staunch advocate of 

the Blacklisting nightmare of the 1940s and 50s, in cahoots with Senator Joseph 

McCarthy and FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. But the Red Scare was only one example of 

his misguided fixations. By then, Winchell had a regular table at the Stork Club in New 

York that was practically his office. On the night of October 16, 1951, African-American 
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entertainer Josephine Baker was all but refused service at this exclusive restaurant, 

instigating charges of bigotry. Winchell supposedly witnessed the incident but did 

nothing. Because of his inaction, Baker accused Winchell of passively supporting the 

establishmentôs racist policy. Infuriated, Winchell did everything in his considerable 

power to destroy Bakerôs career in the United States, a maniacal preoccupation that 

ultimately led to his own downfall. 

 

27 reinventing Hoagy Carmichaelôs ñStardustò: Stardust (Hoagy Carmichael-Mitchell 

Parrish) was first recorded for the Gennett label in 1927 featuring the vocals and 

keyboarding of its co-writer, Hoagy Carmichael, with Tommy Dorsey on trombone and 

Jimmy Dorsey on sax and clarinet. In 1930, Isham Jones and His Orchestra recorded an 

instrumental version of the tune that became a major hit and Louis Armstrong recorded it 

in 1931 for Columbia Records. After that, however, Stardust had been slowly fading into 

the cosmos until columnist Walter Winchell embarked on a campaign to mention and 

request the song at every possible opportunity. ñCab Calloway resumes at the Cotton 

Club,ò Winchell wrote in his column on September 22, 1932. ñIôm going to hear his 

version of Stardust, and heaven help the person who jangles a clacker or any ice in a 

glass while Cab Calloway-wahs it!ò In his memoir aptly named The Stardust Road, 

Hoagy Carmichael wrote, ñContemporary newsmen were forced to put their drinks down 

while Walter held them by the lapels and whistled the first four bars. In this way Stardust 

became known as the Walter Winchell song.ò Winchell later confessed to Variety, 

ñYouôd think I either wrote it or was a songplugger!ò Given the resurgence of Stardust, it 

was only natural that Kay Thompson would be inspired to create and perform her own 

reinvention of the tune that did not go over well with the narrow-minded critic. His 

vilification was Thompsonôs first serious dose of negative criticism from a prominent 

member of the national press. Winchellôs relentless rabble-rousing fueled an onslaught of 

cover versions of Stardustðincluding a new version by Hoagy Carmichael himself for 

the Victor label in December 1933. In his memoir, Carmichael credits Winchell for 

turning Stardust into the standard it is today, with well over 1,600 cover versions 

recorded since then. Carmichael, Hoagy. The Stardust Road. New York: Rinehart and 

Company, Inc., 1946. Page 128. Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 9/22/1932, 

4/5/1948 and 4/12/1948; Variety, 5/5/1948; Logansport Pharos-Tribune (Logansport, 

Indiana), 6/11/1937. 
 

27 ñsimply spoils lovelyò: Logansport Pharos-Tribune (Logansport, Indiana), 6/11/1937. 
 

28 themselves the Three Rhythm Kings: Radio Mirror, 8/1935. 
 

28 a new series called: During her engagement with Tom Coakley at the Roosevelt 

Hotel, Kay made guest appearances with the Three Rhythm Kings on The Los Angeles 

Breakfast Club (September 14, 1932) and The Big Show (September 28, 1932), both 

broadcast over the Warner Brothers station, KFWB. On the latter, Kay and the boys sang 

a medley arranged by Thompson that included the songs ñSmile at the Cockeyed World,ò 

ñWhen My Baby Smiles at Me,ò and ñSmile, Darn You, Smileò which prompted a slew 

of requests from listeners. As a result, KFWB launched of a new series called Kay 

Thompson and the Three Rhythm Kings on Sunday, October 2, 1932, at 7:30 P.M. 

Hollywood Citizen-News, 9/14/1932 and 9/28/1932; Los Angeles Times, 10/2/1932. 
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28 ñI stayed for the wholeò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

28 a heart condition: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

28 While Kay had been away: The Winnipeg Free Press (Winnipeg, Canada), 5/30/1932; 

KMOX Orchestra and Debutantes Vocal Trio, 10:30ï11:15 p.m., KMOX (CBS). By 

then, Kay Thompson had been replaced in the vocal trio. Radio and Entertainment, 

11/19/1932. Regulars on KMOX County Fair, a Saturday night radio series on KMOX 

Radio, St. Louis, are listed as ñTed Straeter at the piano and his Three Best Girls, Blanche 

Fink, Georgia Erwin and Louise LaRue, [who] harmonize perfectly for a bit of more 

dignified music.ò 
 

29 ñI donôt want to get marriedò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 

 

29 conductor Al Lyons: Born Eldred Weller Newton in San Francisco, Al Lyons first 

adopted the Hispanic-friendly stage name of Alberto De Leon upon joining the local 

Spanish Opera Company as a pianist. When that company went broke, he studied music 

in Boston, graduating from the New England Conservatory of Music. After that, he 

returned to California, streamlined his stage name to Al Lyons, and began looking for 

work as a conductor. In 1921, the Fanchon & Marco organization (founded by vaudeville 

dance team siblings Fanny ñFanchonò Wolff and Mike ñMarcoò Wolff) was just starting 

to produce variety shows at the Warfield Houses in San Francisco where Al became the 

companyôs first exclusive orchestra leader. Then, when Fanchon & Marco mounted a 

traveling show to tour the vaudeville circuit, Al Lyons and His Orchestra went along for 

the ride. Soon, Fanchon & Marco became the leading vaudeville booking supplier. It was 

expensive to move entire orchestras from city to city, so, as their operation expanded, 

Fanchon & Marco decided to anchor various orchestras in major cities while continuing 

to rotate its acts in and out. When Kay Thompson met Al Lyons in December 1932, he 

had been stationed for several months in St. Louis conducting his orchestra at the Fox 

Theatre for the revolving Fanchon & Marco headliners, performing live shows as lead-ins 

for feature film presentations. The live evening performances ended each night around 

9:30, after which Lyons and His Orchestra would then play dance music at either the 

Beaux Arts Room at the Coronado Hotel or the Meadowbrook Country Club. At that 

time, Lyons and His Orchestra featured crooner Clyde ñPatò Kelly and a harmony trio 

named The Rhythm Girls (Gayle Hinton and sisters Ruth and June Nicholson of Tulsa, 

Oklahoma). A few years down the road, Lyons would fulfill his own dream of conducting 

the Cocoanut Grove Orchestra on both his own radio show in 1935 and, two years later, 

on the silver screen in Hollywood Party (MGM, 1937), a Technicolor featurette starring 

Charley Chase and Elissa Landi, with cameo appearances by Clark Gable, Joan Bennett, 

Joe E. Brown and Anna May Wong. The original one-sheet poster for the film has a large 

credit that reads: ñAl Lyons and His Cocoanut Grove Band.ò West Coast Theatres 

Newsette, 10/22/1927; Metropolitan News (Los Angeles), 1/26/1928; Radio and 

Entertainment (St. Louis), 6/12/1932 and 10/22/1932; the Internet Movie Data Base 

(www.imdb.com). 
 

29 Mesmerized by: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
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29 ñHere I amò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

29 ñIôve got laryngitisò: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

29 ñIôll never forgetò: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 
 

29 Pulling herself together: Radio and Entertainment, 10/22/1932. Al Lyons and His 

Orchestra were heard over KMOX on The Mid-Week Frolic on Wednesdays at 10:30 

p.m. Radio historian Frank Absher found listings of Al Lyons and His Orchestra on 

another KMOX show on Saturdays at midnight. Both were broadcast live from the 

Coronado Hotel Beaux Arts Room in St. Louis. The Edwardsville Intelligencer 

(Edwardsville, Illinois) has listings for ñAl Lyons Orchestraò on KMOX at 12:20 a.m. in 

issues dated 12/12/1932 and 12/15/1932. 

 

 

Chapter Two: A Face for Radio 
 

30 ñStatue of Libertyò: From the authorôs 2002 interview with Bea Wain. 
 

30 ñNext came a wireò: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 

 

30 recruited by Don Leeôs KHJ: KHJ was a Los Angeles radio station owned by the Don 

Lee Network (located downtown in the Don Lee Building at 1076 West Seventh Street, 

between South Bixel and the present-day 110 Freeway). Having made a fortune from his 

chain of Cadillac, Pontiac and other General Motors automobile dealerships, Don had 

diversified his wealth by investing in the radio business. In the late 1920s and early 

1930s, Don bought up a number of independent radio stations, including KHJ in Los 

Angeles and KFRC in San Francisco, figuring there would be greater strength in 

numbers. His gamble paid off big. The Don Lee Network soon became the West Coast 

affiliate of the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS), with KHJ recognized as one of the 

most important satellites outside New York City. ñLee was a short, slender man, 

expensively dressed,ò observed Sylvester L. ñPatò Weaver (future president of NBC-TV). 

ñHe had a moustache and an aura of self-confidence, perhaps self-importance.ò In 

October 1932, the Thomas S. Lee Artists Bureau was founded as a branch of the Don Lee 

Network. The goal was to sign up a roster of exclusive staff artists to perform on KHJ, 

KFRC, and the handful of other West Coast radio stations owned by Don Lee, with 10% 

of the artistsô earnings payable as commission to Thomas Lee as their talent agent. As 

Thomas was Donôs son, nepotism ruled the day. Thomas was also known as something of 

a playboy. ñI had grown up with his son, Tommy,ò noted Weaver, ñwho was a sharp 

dresser and a sharp dancer. He drove the flashiest automobiles, in which there were 

always equally flashy girls [including Joan Crawford and Carole Lombard].ò Regarding 

business, the father-son setup was rife with conflicts of interest and double dipping, but in 

those days, it was perfectly legal. CBS and NBC had already been getting away with the 

scheme in New York for years so the Lee family merely emulated the system in order to 

pocket more cash for themselves. But who was complaining? This was during the 

Depression, when any paying job was considered a godsend. The Thomas S. Lee Artists 
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Bureau created several new full-time staff positions at KHJ to be filled by promising 

artists. On October 4, 1932, The Hollywood Citizen-News reported that KHJ was still ñin 

need of a blues singer in spite of the auditions which have been held.ò Kay Thompson 

was the most obvious choice, especially given that KHJ had been broadcasting her vocals 

with Tom Coakleyôs band six nights per week from September 26 to October 24, 1932. 

However, Kayôs other fall series commitments to KFWB (Kay Thompson and the Three 

Rhythm Kings) and KFI (Fun Factory) prevented her from signing an exclusive contract 

with KHJ. As of January 1, 1933, however, Kay was free to accept KHJôs offer to 

become a staff artist. Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat in 

the House; The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 

1994. Page 14; Variety, 11/1/1932; Hollywood Citizen-News, 10/4/1932. 
 

30 ñA horseshoe mustò: Ibid. 
 

30 into her La Marquise: Kayôs apartment address was 535 South Gramercy Place, 

between West Fifth and West Sixth Streets (north of Wilshire). The Don Lee Building 

was 3.39 miles east at 1076 West Seventh Street in downtown Los Angeles (south of 

Wilshire). 
 

30 A Cadillac dealership: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best 

Seat in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1994, page 14. 
 

31 Kay and Sterling were the first: Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 4/14/1933. 
 

31 ñThe first show on whichò: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The 

Best Seat in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1994, page 16. 
 

31 ñI was allowed to writeò: Ibid., page 24. 
 

31 Because Pat reminded her: Kay Thompsonôs nickname for Pat Weaver, ñWeaver 

Feathers,ò was confirmed by Bill Harbach and numerous other friends and colleagues. 

 

31 vaudeville performer Frank Jenks: Born in Des Moines, Iowa, in 1902, Frank Jenks 

began his career in the early 1920s as a trombonist, most notably for the Don Clark La 

Monica Orchestra, an outfit heard regularly on KNX in Hollywood from 1924 to 1925. 

During that period, the band recorded several sides for the Victor label, including some 

sessions with the young Bing Crosby and his childhood buddy and singing duo partner, 

Al Rinker, before they became two-thirds of the Rhythm Boys. Jenks grew tired of being 

an orchestra sideman so he reinvented himself as a comedian and singer on the vaudeville 

circuit, living out of suitcase. By the early 1930s, however, Jenks found himself 

temporarily sidelined in Hollywood by the radio biz, billed as ñthe Hot Shot of Hilarity.ò 

Bing Crosby recommended his old friend for the small role of the orchestra conductor in 

College Humor (Paramount, 1933), Jenksô movie debut. Because of her close ties to 

Jenks, Kay Thompson might have had the chance to get her face on screen, too, had it not 

been for her prior obligation to the stage show Low and Behold! By the time Kay left that 
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revue in June to resume her full-time duties at KHJ, Frankôs staff contract with the radio 

station had expired, though he would still perform with the station on a freelance basis 

when available. Although the duo of Thompson and Jenks was short-lived, the teamwork 

made an impact on both of their careers. Under Frankôs tutelage, Kay sharpened her 

comedic skills, and reciprocally, Kay reawakened Frankôs enthusiasm for music. Within a 

year, he dusted off his trombone and formed his own band, Frank Jenks and the Playboys, 

with hopes of hitting the vaudeville circuit again. By then, however, vaudeville was in 

decline. Frank eventually forged a successful career as a character actor in Hollywood. In 

1944, he and Kay would cross paths again at MGM, when he appeared in Two Girls and 

a Sailor, for which Kay did the vocal arrangements. In 1962, at age 60, Frank died from 

cancer, but he left an impressive resume of no less than 135 movies and at least as many 

television programs. Sies, Luther F. Encyclopedia of American Radio, 1920-1960. 

Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2000. Pg. 118 (listing 5429). 

 

31 joined California Melodies: While shooting College Humor at Paramount Pictures 

during April and May of 1933, Bing Crosby occasionally appeared as a guest on 

California Melodies, often performing free of charge, just to keep up his national 

exposure. It was there that Bing first met Kay, observed her in action and was duly 

impressed. They may have even sung together, but unfortunately, verification remains 

elusive since none of the programs appear to have survived. Six months later, however, 

Kay was invited to appear as a guest on The Bing Crosby-Woodbury Show and, soon 

after, became a regular. 
 

31 thirty-two-piece orchestra: According to Variety, 10/16/1932, Raymond Paigeôs 

thirty-two-piece KHJ orchestra included Felix Mills (sax), Albert Hay (organ), and J. C. 

Lewis (piano). Staff arrangers included Leigh Harlow. In addition to playing sax, Felix 

Mills also contributed arrangements. 

 

31 conducted by Raymond Paige: Raymond North Paige was born May 18, 1900, in 

Wausau, Wisconsin, but moved with his family to a small town in Montana, then to 

Chicago, then San Diego and finally ended up in Los Angeles where he attended college. 

A prodigy violinist, Raymond formed his first band at church when he was a teenager, 

then his own high school orchestra. Once he graduated, he played violin with orchestras 

at various vaudeville theaters around Southern California. It wasnôt long before he was 

waving the baton himself, earning a reputation as one of the most promising conductors 

in Los Angeles. He made his radio debut on KHJ and started conducting California 

Melodies for the station in 1930. Pat Weaver recalled, ñAfter an outstanding performance 

weôd call him óRimsky,ô but when we didnôt think he had been up to his own standard 

weôd call him óRay Fio Paige,ô in disrespectful reference to the band leader Ted Fio Rito. 

Paige took it well and gave as good as he got.ò Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat 

Weaver: The Best Seat in the House; The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994. Page 24; Broadcast Weekly, 4/22-28/1934. 
 

31 ñPaige was already wellò: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The 

Best Seat in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1994, page 24. 
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32 Touting its new: The picture of Kay Thompson that appeared in the March 11, 1933, 

edition of the Los Angeles Times was from a photo session conducted at the Dieckman 

Studio, 329 De Baliviere Avenue, St. Louis, Missouri, about a mile from the Fink 

residence at 17 Parkland Place, circa December 1932. 
 

32 the station would collect: Variety, 3/14/1933. 

 

32 such unknowns as Eve Arden: In the obituary for Eve Arden in The Philadelphia 

Inquirer, 11/13/1990, journalist Carrie Rickie postulated that Arden likely ñlearned her 

withering deadpanò from Kay Thompson while working together on Low and Behold! 
 

32 then billed as Eunice Quedens: In his autobiography, Leonard Sillman claims to have 

gotten Eunice Quedens to change her name to Eve Arden. In Ardenôs autobiography, she 

claims it was Lee Shubert who insisted on it for Ziegfeld Follies. Facts: The Low and 

Behold! program from May 1933 lists ñEunice Quedens.ò The Playgoer program for 

Ziegfeld Follies, 11/27/1933, Forrest Theatre, Philadelphia, lists ñEve Arden.ò 

 

32 nineteen-year-old chauffeur: Leonard Sillman recalled, ñIôd gone to a party one night 

given by Polly Moran at her beach house in Laguna. Arthur Caesar, the writer, talker and 

drinker, was there. Whenever Caesar and Polly got together the four-letter words would 

fly like flak. It was good wholesome obscenity if your ears were not inflammable. I saw a 

handsome young man sitting in a corner of the room, blushing like a lobster at the tone of 

the conversation. I sat with him because he seemed to be lonely in the midst of all the 

laughter; the mere fact that I seemed willing to split a kind word with him filled the boy 

with such gratitude that he immediately proceeded to tell me the story of his life. His 

father had been a successful Shakespearean actor, he told me. Then his father had died 

and all the friends of his fatherôs heyday seemed to vanishðall but Arthur Caesar, who 

had taken the boy into his own home and was raising him. But life with Caesar was hectic 

at best. What he was pining for, almost desperate for, was some sort of real family life. 

When I asked him if heôd like to come to my house and meet my family, he jumped at the 

chance. My mother and father took one look and fell madly in love with himé and my 

father sensed what the boyôs real frustration was. He offered him a job. As my chauffeur. 

The Los Angeles police had taken my driving license away because of various liberties I 

had taken with the speed and safety laws and my mother had been press-ganged into the 

job of driving me around. The young man looked like such a steady solid citizen that my 

father offered him a proposition that brought tears to the boyôs eyes. He would come and 

live with us and earn a salary by driving me around. This he did with efficiency and 

dispatch. When I was about to produce Low and Behold!, my chauffeur came to me and 

cried that the one ambition of his life was to follow in his fatherôs footsteps, to become an 

actor. He couldnôt sing, he couldnôt dance, he couldnôt act. But he was nice looking. 

Besides, he had a nice name and I wouldnôt insist he have to change it.ò Sillmanôs 

chauffeur was none other than the startlingly handsome Tyrone Power, Jr., the nineteen-

year-old son of the late silent screen star, Tyrone Power, who had died of a heart attack in 

1931. A sucker for decorative young males, Sillman promptly granted Tyroneôs wish and 

added him to the ensemble of Low and Behold! Legend has it that Tyrone was so broke, 

he regularly bummed sandwiches from Lorenz Hartôs kitchen in return for favors of the 

ñdonôt ask, donôt tellò kind. Despite his carefully-guarded image as a ladyôs man, Tyrone 
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reportedly played on both teams. When openly-gay writer-director Arthur Laurents was 

asked if he had ever ñsleptò with Tyrone, he confessed, ñI didnôt sleep with himé We 

didnôt do it standing up. But we certainly didnôt do it asleep. The end. Yes, once we did.ò 

Arce, Hector. The Secret Life of Tyrone Power. New York: Bantam, 1980. Pgs. 58-59; 

Hadleigh, Boze. In or Out: Gay and Straight Celebrities Talk about Themselves and 

Each Other. New York: Barricade Books, 2000. Page 186; The Coshocton Tribune 

(Coshocton, Ohio), 6/30/1959 (from Dorothy Kilgallenôs column, guest written by 

Leonard Sillman during her vacation).  
 

32 three days after: Los Angeles Times, 3/10/2008. Long Beach earthquake, March 10, 

1933, 5:54 p.m., estimated 6.3 magnitude, 115 deaths, 1,500 injured. 
 

32 ñThere are enough cleverò: Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 5/18/1933. 

 

32 choice bits in the show: In Low and Behold!, several members of the cast performed 

ñThe Things They Told Us Not to Do in Pasadena,ò an irreverent number satirizing the 

hoity-toity residents of a snobby suburb (a thinly veiled Pasadena), many of whom were 

season ticket subscribersða dangerous gambit of biting the hand that fed them. Kay, 

Tyrone Power, Charles Walters, Lois January, June Shafer and others would sing verses 

like: 

 

For they told us not to swear  

And of all things to beware 

Of anything that might be too risqué  

Pasadena is a small place 

But weôd have to have a slow pace  

And above all things not to get too gay.  

 

One critic reported that some locals found the number to be ñoffensive,ò but pondered, 

ñIf the cap doesnôt fit, why wear it?ò Another controversial sketch was called ñSex Must 

Go,ò about the mayor of a quiet suburb (read: Pasadena) searching for ways to abolish 

sex in his fair city. An eccentric professor provocatively named Dr. Pineus (played by 

Billy Griffith) develops a potion in a large, phallic test tube (MAYOR: ñDonôt point that 

thing at me!ò) that turns sex drive into an uncontrollable urge to exercise. He calls the 

formula the Pineus Athletic Impulse Culture. It is secretly pumped into the local water 

supply, with disastrous results: Instead of kissing before the cameras, a romantic acting 

duo swings golf clubs on a movie set (impersonations of Clark Gable and Jean Harlow); a 

dowager boxes with her handsome chauffeur; a movie house audience does jumping 

jacks during love scenes; etc. With the whole town preoccupied by various forms of 

physical exertion, the mayor and his aldermen beg Dr. Pineus for the antidote. The 

professor calmly assures everyone not to worry because, ñWhen the effects wear off, sex 

drive is quadrupled.ò A sexy female secretary enters the room and all the men chase her 

as she runs screaming up the aisle and out of the auditorium. As if that were not bawdy 

enough, another number had the cast doing a soft-shoe in their skivvies. As one critic put 

it, ñThere are those who would take exception to the boys and the girls of the chorus 

doing a brisk tap in their undies. If you look at their faces instead of their panties you will 

admit they are gaily immune to any personal sense of shamelessness. Flippancy, perhaps, 
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is its own protection.ò From Tyrone Powersô personal copy of the script to Low and 

Behold!; Pasadena Star-News, 5/29/1933. 

 

33 ña very funny routineò: Progress (Clearfield, Pennsylvania), 3/26/1953. 
 

33 Tyrone breaks his: Arce, Hector. The Secret Life of Tyrone Power. New York: 

Bantam, 1980, page 62. 
 

33 ñrumored to have been prot®g®s of Adolf Hitlerò: Two identical charmers, Paal and 

Leif Rocky, aka the Rocky Twins, had mysteriously amassed a huge fortune in Europe ï 

revenues supposedly derived from featured ñspecialty actò appearances at the Casino de 

Paris with Josephine Baker and Mistinguett; in a London revue for Charles B. Cochran; 

and in a Max Reinhardt production that toured all over the continent. They were known 

to prance around the stage practically naked, wearing only thongs to conceal their family 

jewels. At other times, they would dance in drag as Jazz Age beauties, dead ringers for 

Louise Brooks. The enormity of their bank account, however, did not quite balance with 

their fringe notoriety. ñNorwegian-born, and rumored to have been protégés of Adolf 

Hitler, they were pursued by international swingers of the day, admired as ómale 

courtesans,ôò wrote Samuel Marx and Jan Clayton in Rodgers & Hart: Bewitched, 

Bothered and Bedeviled. Apparently, wealthy male benefactors supplemented the boysô 

income. These ñsugar daddiesò included Lorenz Hart who, according to Ira Gershwinôs 

wife, Lee, gave them matching gold cigarette cases, among other lavish gifts. Described 

by Marx and Clayton as ñtwo incredibly handsome identical twins,ò the Rockys ñjoined 

the entourage that accompanied Larry [Lorenz Hart] around the town, to private parties 

and late-night clubs.ò Some of those soirées were thrown by Hart himself. ñWhen Larry 

gave those parties with butlers, and bartenders, and all the scotch and champagne you 

could drink, I never remember seeing [Hartôs songwriting partner] Dick Rodgers there,ò 

recalled screenwriter Leonard Spigelgass. ñSeveral women would be thereðthe fag hags 

as they are calledðthe ladies who like to be escorted by the homosexuals. And why 

not?ò And then there were infamous parties thrown by Lew Cody, star of The Gay 

Deceiver (MGM, 1926). Authors Marx and Clayton wrote that Codyôs Malibu beach pad 

had ña lighthouse tower that served as a beacon to attract transvestites, homosexuals in 

drag, and lesbians in mannish outfits. Many were world famous.ò According to ña former 

chorus boyò who frequently attended Codyôs affairs with Lorenz Hart, ñIt was understood 

that what went on was confidential, and you never saw a hint of anything in Louella 

Parsons or any other gossip column. That was an unwritten law. Everyone obeyed it! My 

God, if they didnôt, there would have been scandals that Hollywood would still be 

buzzing over.ò Actor-dancer Bennett Green (quoted in the Rodgers & Hart book) 

recalled, ñ[The Rocky Twins] were beautiful boys but absolute madmen. They loved to 

play unfunny jokes, phoning people all hours of the night just to annoy them. They were 

wild!ò Upon arriving in Los Angeles in 1932, the Rocky Twins performed at Club New 

Yorker in the Christie Hotel at 6724 Hollywood Boulevard (now owned by the Church of 

Scientology) and the Ship Café anchored at Venice Pier (a replica of Juan Cabrillo's 

galleon), two Prohibition-era speakeasies that specialized in androgynous performers 

during the Pansy Craze of the early 1930sðled by the popular, openly-gay headliner 

Gene (Jean) Mailin. Hollywood luminaries of all persuasions frequented these nightspots, 

including Charlie Chaplin, Tallulah Bankhead, Barbara Stanwyck, William Haines, Betty 
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Grable, Patsy Kelly and Lorenz Hart. Edmund Goulding, the celebrated director of Grand 

Hotel (MGM, 1932), which won the Academy Award for Best Picture, was ña habitu® of 

the popular Ship Caf® in Venice,ò it was noted in Mark A. Vieiraôs Sin in Soft Focus. 

Around the time that Grand Hotel opened in April 1932, Goulding spotted the Rocky 

Twins performing at Ship Café and immediately hired them as a specialty act in his next 

picture, Blondie of the Follies (MGM, 1932), starring Marion Davies, Robert 

Montgomery, Billie Dove and Jimmy Durante, shot that summer and released in August 

1932. In this ñpre-Codeò picture, the Rocky Twins kicked up their heels with Davies, all 

three wearing matching pirate kilts for maximum exposure. Next to the limp-wristed 

mincing of these pretty boys, Marion seemed positively butchðwhich was precisely the 

point. Androgyny was ñinò and the Rocky Twins were the darlings of the fad. Blondie of 

the Follies was the Rocky Twinsô motion picture debut in the United States but, 

according to their bio in the Low and Behold! program, ñThe boys have made several 

pictures for the Jacques Haickôs Company in France, and the Sascha films in Vienna.ò In 

Low and Behold!, there was a number called The Dollies and their Collies. Leonard 

Spigelgass explained it thusly: ñThe Rocky Twins did a burlesque of the Dolly Sisters, 

two stately Hungarian beauties who [were famous in Europe for performing] an intricate 

dance with a pair of Russian wolfhounds. The Rocky Twins imitated them with the same 

movements, the same elaborate costumes, wide-feathered hats, and tall, thin walking 

sticksé using a pair of mutts!ò According to the program, the Rocky Twins had actually 

appeared with the real Dolly Sisters at the Casino de Paris and their lampoon of the two 

ladies dated back several years. (A 1930 photograph of the Rocky Twins impersonating 

the Dolly Sisters appears in Mel Gordonôs book Voluptuous Panic: The Erotic World of 

Weimar Berlin.) The Rocky Twins also raised eyebrows for their disturbing friendship 

with Adolf Hitler who had just become Chancellor of Germany on January 30, 1933. 

After New York nightclub and Broadway engagements in 1934 and 1935, the Rocky 

Twins split up with Paal settling in Berlin where he co-starred in German movies under 

the name ñPaul Roschberg,ò including Hans H. Zerlettôs Es Leuchten Die Sterne (Tobis 

Filmkunst, 1938) released in the United States as The Stars Shine (American Tobis Corp., 

1938), in which he performed a comedic number called ñHands High or We Shoot!ò But 

no one in America was laughing. It was Paalôs continuing link to Hitler that got the press 

worked up into a lather. On February 9, 1939, Walter Winchell scooped, ñPaul [sic] 

Rocky (the Rocky Twins, whoopsy dancers) is now a German film idol! And a devoted 

chum of Adolf! His real handle is Paul Roschberg, a Joosh boy, and Hitler knows it!ò 

And later that year, on October 31, 1939, columnist Louella Parsons followed-up, ñAfter 

careful checking I was unable to find the Rocky Twins on the RKO lot. Rumor was one 

twin [Leif] stayed in this country, and the other [Paal], who was a close friend of Hitler, 

were working at RKO under the name Roshberg [sic]. But if it is true, no one seems to 

know it.ò Had ñPaul Roschbergò stayed in Germany, his undeniable status as a Jew and a 

homosexual would have become a political embarrassment for Hitler so it is presumed 

that he made a quiet departure before Nazi death camps were established in 1941. After 

World War II, ñPaul Roschbergò reemerged under his original stage name, ñPaal Rocky,ò 

to play bit parts in numerous Norwegian films during the 1950s, at least one of which he 

is credited for co-writing. The post-1930s activities of his brother, Leif, are unknown. 

Nevertheless, the Rocky Twins kept tongues wagging for decades. In 1973, 

photographer-designer Cecil Beaton wrote in his diary that he overheard fashion editrix 

Diana Vreeland trying to convince Andy Warholôs business manager that a movie should 
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be made about the Rocky Twins ñending up with a shot of them high-kicking up the stairs 

of the £lys®e Palace in the arms of Hitler.ò Marx, Samuel and Jan Clayton. Rodgers & 

Hart: Bewitched, Bothered and Bedeviled. New York: G. P. Putnamôs Sons, 1976, pages 

167-168, 170-171, and 239; Beaton, Cecil. The Unexpurgated Beaton: The Cecil Beaton 

Diaries As He Wrote Them, 1970-1980. New York: Carroll & Graf, 2005, page 367; 

Gordon, Mel. Voluptuous Panic: The Erotic World of Weimar Berlin. Venice, California: 

Feral House, 2006, page 120; Vieira, Mark A. Sin in Soft Focus. New York: Harry N. 

Abrams, 1999, pages 80-83; Damase, Jacques. Les Folies du Music-Hall: A History of 

the Music-Hall in Paris. London: Spring Books, 1970, page 153; from the LOW AND 

BEHOLD! program, Pasadena Community Playhouse, 5/16/1933; Wikipedia entry 

ñPansy Crazeò (www.wikipedia.org); Los Angeles Times, 11/7/1999; Fresno Bee (Fresno, 

California), 10/31/1939; Daily Times-News (Burlington, N.C.), 2/9/1939. 
 

33 spaghetti dinners: Sillman, Leonard. Here Lies Leonard Sillman, Straightened Out at 

Last. New York: Citadel Press, 1959, page 151; Damase, Jacques. Les Folies du Music-

Hall: A History of the Music-Hall in Paris. London: Spring Books, 1970, page 153. 
 

33 With the likes of: Pasadena Star-News, 5/30/1933; Modesto News-Herald (Modesto, 

California), 7/12/1933; Los Angeles Times, 11/7/1999; Vieira, Mark A. Sin in Soft Focus. 

New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1999, pages 80ï83. 
 

33 ñI had the unionsò: Sillman, Leonard. Here Lies Leonard Sillman, Straightened Out 

at Last. New York: Citadel Press, 1959, pages 158ï59. 
 

34 ñIf people donôt stopò: Ibid. 
 

34 ñWhat the hellò: Ibid., page 159. 
 

34 Settling back into: According to the Hollywood Citizen-News listings, The 76 

Gasoline All-Star Revue featured the following Kay Thompson performances: 

10/26/1933, ñFraternity Walkò (written by Ted Fio-Rito); 10/29/1933, ñAnnie Doesnôt 

Live Here Anymoreò (performed with the Three Rhythm Kings); 11/9/1933 (Kayôs 

twenty-fourth birthday), ñRhyme It in Rhythmò and ñSo Am Iò (both written by Hal 

Hopper of the Three Rhythm Kings); and 11/16/1933, ñHere Lies Loveò (piano concerto 

performed by Kay Thompson). 
 

34 ñboyfriendò: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat in the 

House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994, 

page 53. 
 

34 ñThat was the first timeò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

34 ñwon a prizeò: CBS publicity bio of Kay Thompson, 6/20/1934; Los Angeles Evening 

Herald and Express, 3/20/1935; Newark N.J. Evening News, 3/20/1935. 
 

35 ñan unusually goodò: Los Angeles Times, 9/1/1933. 
 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 32 
 

35 After each live show: Los Angeles Times, 8/28/1933. 

 

35 on various radio shows: On Monday August 27, 1933, Kay Thompson and Frank 

Jenks began hosting another radio show called NRA Talk that made a bit of history. In a 

1964 article for the Chicago Tribune, CBS Television executive producer Lester A. 

Weinrott explained, ñThe year was 1933 and I was a young writer-director-producer for 

radio station KHJ in Los Angeles. KHJ was the keystone of the Don Lee Broadcasting 

network, which in turn was the Pacific coast outlet for the Columbia Broadcasting 

System. President Roosevelt had created the NRA [The National Recovery 

Administration to stabilize the economy following the Depression] and appointed as its 

head, Brig. Gen. Hugh óIron Pantsô Johnston. The general decided to popularize the NRA 

thru a network radio program on CBS [called NRA Talk]. As low man on the stationôs 

creative totem pole, I was nominated to produce the show. The program manager told me 

I could have Raymond Paige and his orchestra, Kay Thompson, who was then doing a 

singing double act with the late Frank Jenks, and various other performers from the 

stationôs talent pool. Then came the shocker. óGeneral Johnston wants the following stars 

to appear: Greta Garbo, Mary Pickford, and Charlie Chaplin. Get them!ô ordered the 

program manager. I tried. Garboôs manager, Harry Edington, turned me down cold. 

Pickfordôs manager said ómaybeô and I couldnôt even get thru to Chaplinôs manager, Alf 

Reeves. In desperation, I announced my plight to Don Lee, owner of the radio network.ò 

With Leeôs clout, a number of stars were booked as guests including Bing Crosby, 

George Burns and Gracie Allen, Al Jolson, Kate Smith, and Will Rogers. That was all 

fine and well but Weinrott, who was a big fan of Chaplin, would not be satisfied until his 

idol appeared on the show. He kept bugging his boss until finally Lee said, ñWeôll go 

have a talk with Charlie.ò In one of his fleet of Cadillacs, Lee drove Weinrott to 

Chaplinôs ñBreakaway Houseò on Summit Drive in Beverly Hills where the actor agreed 

to sit down for a chat. They had high hopes of convincing the silent screen icon to make 

his radio debut on NRA Talk. What Don and Lester did not know was that Chaplin had 

actually been heard on radio once before, on The Dodge Brothers Hour, an NBC-Radio 

broadcast on March 29, 1928ða credit that Chaplin preferred to forget. ñEmerging from 

the locked studio,ò it was reported in Variety at the time, ñChaplin remarked he nearly 

died while doing it, through mike fright, and was much worried as to how he had done.ò 

The trade paper concluded, ñRather see Charlie in make-up, than hear Charles from now 

on." Devastated, Chaplin had steadfastly avoided radio ever since. ñHe turned us down,ò 

lamented Weinrott, ñexplaining that he had never talked in his character of the little 

trampé The world had accepted the little tramp as a pantomimist, Chaplin said, and the 

world expected him to remain silent. For Chaplin to speak would shatter the illusioné A 

radio appearance was out of the question. We prepared to leave. Charlie saw us to the 

door. Then suddenly he said heôd decided that his appearance on the [NRA Talk] program 

was important. He would deliver a speech.ò The big day came on Monday, October 23, 

1933. During rehearsal, Chaplin ñwas obviously very nervous and as his hands shook his 

papers rattled.ò Kay Thompson piped up with a friendly suggestion: ñIôve got a trick that 

always helps me,ò she whispered in Charlieôs ear. ñGlue the pages of the script to 

cardboard.ò Chaplinôs eyes lit up, he smiled at her warmly, then summoned Lester to 

implement the clever remedy. ñWhen the manuscript was ready,ò Weinrott continued, ñI 

decided that if he were to rest it on a music stand, it would be easier for him. I borrowed 

[conductor Raymond Paigeôs]é Finally it was broadcast timeé and a look of panic 
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came into his eyes. Someone had returned the conductorôs music stand to the podium and 

substituted an ordinary music stand for it. I quickly returned it to Chaplinôs place in front 

of the microphone. He caressed the stand and said: óThank you. This stand has a familiar 

and friendly feel.ô As I took my place in the directorôs booth, Chaplin beckoned to me. 

Entering the studio again, I asked him what was wrong. óYouôre going to stand next to 

me during the broadcast, arenôt you?ô he asked. I promised to do so and we went on the 

air.ò And, from all accounts, Chaplin did just fine. Chicago Tribune, 12/6/1964; Oakland 

Tribune, 10/22/1933; Variety, 4/4/1928 and 4/11/1928; Newark Advocate and American 

Tribune (Newark, Ohio), 8/26/1933. 
 

35 ñStars of Lowò: Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 9/12/1933. 
 

35 the Brunswick record: ñMy Galveston Gal,ò Brunswick test, November 1933, was 

released for the first time on the 2003 CD collection Kay Thompson: The Queen of Swing 

Vocal & Her Rhythm Singers, 1933 to 1937 (Baldwin Street Music, BJH-313). 

 

35 Crosby, then the most popular: From September 30 to October 5, 1933, Bing Crosby 

appeared on six Parade of Champions programs at KHJ, backed by Raymond Paige and 

his orchestra. Considering Kay Thompsonôs ubiquitous schedule at the station, mostly 

with Paige as her maestro, it is quite possible that she popped up on one or more of those 

broadcasts. As soon as Parade of Champions ended, Woodbury Soap offered to sponsor 

Crosby in another series at KHJ, The Bing CrosbyïWoodbury Show, on which Thompson 

would become a regular. 
 

35 directed by staffers: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat 

in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 

1994, page 31. 
 

35 ñBing tapped his footò: Los Angeles Times, 2/27/1935. 
 

35 ñas a result ofò: Los Angeles Times, 12/11/1933.  

 

35 signed as regulars: One week after making Kay Thompson and the Three Rhythm 

Kings regulars on the series, Bing Crosby added another quartet to the line-up: the Mills 

Brothers, his African-American co-stars from The Big Broadcast of 1932, progressively 

mixing races in an era that was still uneasy about such things. 

 

35 a thirteen-week commitment: The radio industry traditionally divided a year into four 

ñseasonsò of thirteen weeks each. A ñyearò would not always be based on the calendar, 

but rather on the start date of a particular program. 
 

36 While Crosby was raking: For The Bing CrosbyïWoodbury Show, Crosby would be 

paid $1,750 per show for thirteen weeks, out of a total weekly production budget of 

$5,810. Time, 1/1/1934, reported that Crosby earned $275,000 for singing in 1933. 

 

36 first was Lennie Hayton: Born in Manhattan in 1908, George Leonard ñLennieò 

Hayton had been a pianist since the age of six and at 20 became the prolific arranger for 
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bandleader Paul Whiteman, creating one hundred fifty-eight new arrangements within the 

first year. At that time, Whitemanôs outfit included the Rhythm Boys, the singing trio 

whose members were Bing Crosby, Al Rinker and Harry Barris. In 1930, Whiteman 

played the lead in the Universal movie, The King of Jazz, which featured the Rhythm 

Boys, giving Bing Crosby his first screen appearance. After a long gig at the Cocoanut 

Grove, Bing left the Rhythm Boys to pursue a solo career, both on radio and in the 

movies. Fifteen Minutes with Bing Crosby (9/2/1931ï7/20/1932) was Bingôs first radio 

show as a solo artist, heard several nights a week on CBS from New York, sometimes 

sponsored by Cremo Cigars. As one-half of the piano duo, Hayton & Schutt, Lennie 

Hayton created all the arrangements Crosby sang. Then, Lennie went with Bing to the 

West Coast for the Paramount musical, The Big Broadcast of 1932, in which Bing was 

now the leading man, supported by the popular trio, The Boswell Sisters, and the 

African-American quartet, The Mills Brothers. From original compositions by Harold 

Arlen, Lennieôs arrangements on that film went uncredited. Next, Lennie formed his own 

sixteen-piece orchestra, which Bing used for his New York-based CBS radio program, 

The Music That Satisfies (1/4/1933ï4/15/1933) sponsored by the Liggett & Myers 

Tobacco Company, makers of Chesterfield Cigarettes. Lennieôs handpicked sidemen 

included such soon-to-be-stars as Tommy Dorsey on sax, his bother Jimmy Dorsey on 

trumpet, Manny Klein on trumpet, Phil Wall on piano, and Eddie Lang on guitar. Boosted 

by Bingôs new movie star status, the program soared. ñI owe a lot of my success to 

Lennie,ò Bing told Radio Stars that same year. ñHe made a new Crosby of me.ò With 

Bingôs Hollywood career exploding, it became increasingly difficult to maintain a 

bicoastal schedule, so Bing proposed that Liggett & Myers relocate the Chesterfield 

program to Los Angeles. He also demanded a whopping raise. The sponsor refused on 

both counts, so Bing took a hike. Lennie and his band stayed behind in New York, but 

that would prove to be only temporary. In August 1933, Bing insisted on bringing Lennie 

to Los Angeles to serve as the credited musical supervisor on the Crosby-Marion Davies 

movie Going Hollywood (MGM, 1933). Subsequently, Crosby was hired by Woodbury 

Soap to host a new broadcast series, The Bing CrosbyïWoodbury Show, beginning 

October 16, 1933, supported by Lennie Hayton and his orchestra. Radio Stars, 11/1933 

and 12/1933; Hollywood Citizen-News, 1/2/1933; Time, 1/1/1934; Tower Radio, 4/1934.  
 

36 Lennieôs replacement: Bandleaders following Lennie Hayton on The Bing Crosbyï

Woodbury Soap Show who worked with Kay Thompson were Gus Arnheim (began 

1/15/1934) and Carroll Lofner of the Beverly Wilshire Orchestra (began 3/5/1934). 
 

36 The behind-the-scenes drama: Before The Bing Crosby-Woodbury Show had even 

begun, Bing Crosby was making waves with his employers. There was a contretemps 

over what song would be the theme for the opening of the show: Woodbury Soapôs 

standard Loveliness or Crosbyôs usual In the Blue of the Night. Lennon & Mitchell, the ad 

agency representing Woodbury, sent one of its top producers, Dale Winbrow, to reign in 

Crosbyôs ego and remind him who was funding the show, but Crosby refused to work 

unless his song prevailed. Crosby also insisted that Winbrow be barred from the studio. 

In a fatal show of weakness, Woodbury backed down and Winbrow returned to New 

York with his tail between his legs. By December, Bing had muscled Woodbury into 

handing over complete control of the series, as well as the entire $6000 weekly budget, a 

move that did not sit well with industry powerbrokers. If Crosby were allowed to get 
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away with wholesale extortion, what would stop other stars from following suit? Bingôs 

behavior was so out of line that William Paley, chairman of CBS, intervened by sending 

in one of his big guns. In its December 12, 1933, issue, Variety reported: ñBurt 

McMurtrie, of CBS, left for Hollywood late last week to remain as long as the Woodbury 

broadcasts emanate from there. The network feels its presentation needs personal 

handling locally.ò A native of Spokane, Washington, McMurtrie first met Crosby when 

he produced The Paul Whiteman-Old Gold Hour (CBS-Radio, 1929-1930). For Crosbyôs 

Woodbury broadcasts, Burt was assigned as producer, writer, and lion tamer, but he was 

no match for Bing. Giddins, Gary. Bing Crosby: A Pocketful of Dreams, The Early Years: 

1903-1940. New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2001, page 342; Variety, 10/31/1933 

and 12/12/1933. 
 

36 to the weekly tune: Hammond Times (Hammond, Louisiana), 2/21/1934. 
 

36 Spier was the golden boy: William ñBillò Hannam Spier was born in New York City 

on October 16, 1906 (a conflicting report lists his birthdate as December 5, 1906). His 

Jewish father, Louis Spier, owned a coal contracting firm, while his Presbyterian mother, 

Florence Hannam Spier, was a stay-at-home mom. Bill was the baby of the family, with 

two older brothers, Carleton and Harry. Carleton Spier became a top executive at the 

BBDO advertising agency. Harry Spier became a professional pianist; he lived in the 

Carnegie Apartments next to Carnegie Hall. Harry played for a singer named Reinald 

Werrenrath who starred in the radio concert series The Old Company Program (NBC, 

1928-29), with conductor William Wirges, sponsored by Old Company Coal. (It is 

unclear if Old Company Coal was Louis Spierôs ñcoal contracting firm.ò) When 

interviewed for this book, Billôs first cousins, Anna Spier Lichtenstein and Richard Spier, 

still had fond childhood memories of Bill. ñThey had a house off Grand Avenue and 

Kingsbridge Road in the Bronx,ò Anna recalled, ña street off the main street, where they 

had nice private houses. The Warners were there down the street, the movie people. My 

father was Billôs Uncle Isaac, or Uncle Ike. My father would take us from one family to 

the other on the weekends, and weôd visit my Uncle Lou, who was Billôs father. We used 

to go there on Sundays.ò Richard Spier added, ñBillôs brothers, Carleton and Harry, were 

already grown and no longer living at home. Bill was a teenager, about 10 years older 

than I was and he would entertain my sister and I.ò Anna explained, ñThere was a game 

room upstairs and Bill would take my brother, Richard, and I up there and play tricks on 

usðcard tricks, magic tricks.ò Indeed, the art of illusion was no passing fancy. Billôs 

sleight of hand became a lifetime hobby he later shared with buddies like Orson Welles 

and conductor Richard Himber as fellow members of the Society of American Magicians 

(SAM), founded in 1902 at Martinka's famous magic shop in New York City. Still active 

over a century later, the organizationôs membership has included such famous masters as 

Harry Houdini, Harry Blackstone, Jr., Siegfried & Roy, and David Copperfield. Bill Spier 

might very well have pursued a career as an illusionist were it not for his other great 

passion: music. Bill would naturally have been attracted to Kay Thompsonôs world 

because he was a consummate pianist and shared her fondness for music of all types. An 

authority on classical and opera, Bill started his career as a writer for Musical America 

magazine at the ripe old age of 17. For the magazine, he wrote articles and a regular 

column called ñGothamôs Important Music.ò His bylines appeared mainly from October 

1927 through February 1929. Then, Spier got sucked into radio. In a 1970 interview, Bill 
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recalled that in the spring of 1929, his oldest brother, Carleton, ñwas a copy chief at 

Batten, Barton, Durstine, and Osborn, the great advertising agency in New York. And the 

agencyðBBDO to shorten itðhad inveigled the Metropolitan Opera Company into 

signing up an exclusive contract with the agency to use its artists. Roy Durstine, the vice 

president of the agency, was having lunch with my brother and said that he had now done 

this great thing but now he was suddenly confronted by the problem of making programs 

that would fit into an hour and nobody knew enough about the opera lingoðhow long 

was Una Furtiva Lagrima from Elisir dôAmore, or was that a fast or a slow one from 

Rigoletto. He needed someone to arrange programs with his conductors and with the 

singers and the artists, and my brother said, óWell, my kid brotheré [is] a music critic at 

Musical America magazineéhe knows everything about music and he might be your 

man. Anyway, I had lunch and got lured into radio, never to quit.ò Billôs extremely 

successful navigation of The Atwater Kent Hour firmly established his indispensable 

place within the Radio Bureau of the advertising agency. Bond Bread Bakers, another 

BBDO client, agreed to underwrite a special radio presentation of music from around the 

world, but in those days, remote broadcasts from different points on the globe was not yet 

possible. So, the agency would have to send someone to various foreign destinations to 

record local orchestras. ñThe representative of the Radio Bureau [at BBDO] who was 

selected to go originally was Bill Spier,ò wrote his boss, Roy S. Durstine, in a general 

office memo dated August 13, 1929. ñLate last week we were all overjoyed and amazed 

to hear that Mary Scanlan [a secretary at BBDO] and Bill were just on the point of 

announcing their engagement. The wedding is going to occur before Bill sails in the near 

future so Mr. and Mrs. William Spier will be our representatives in Europe.ò They 

werenôt kidding, either; within a week, they were hitched. On August 21, 1929, the 

newlyweds sailed the Atlantic on this ambitious two-month business trip, which also 

served as their honeymoon, and they did not travel lightly. With them were forty-four 

trunks containing ñportableò sound recording equipment, plus two technicians to operate 

and maintain the apparatus. Ninety recordings were staged with leading orchestras in nine 

countries, concluding in the U.S. for a finale with John Philip Sousaôs band, recorded on 

November 6, the conductorôs seventy-fifth birthday. This unprecedented expedition was 

breathlessly chronicled in The New York Times, whetting appetites well in advance of 

hearing the results. Edited into a two-hour special, Bond Bakersô Music from Europe was 

broadcast on Thanksgiving Day 1929 and was instantly proclaimed as perhaps the 

greatest radio event ever to hit the airwaves. From then on, Bill Spier was the golden boy 

of the agency. He helped launch one of the most popular of all radio series, The March of 

Time (1931-1939) for Time magazine, another client of BBDO. ñBill was a very nice guy, 

very creative,ò recalled publicist Gary Stevens, who at the age of 15 was a voice (or 

ñmumblerò in radio slang) on The March of Time. Gary described Bill as ña Melvyn 

Douglas type.ò Other ñmumblersò Bill hired for The March of Time included Orson 

Welles (who made his radio debut under Spierôs direction), Joseph Cotten, Agnes 

Moorehead, and others who later formed the Mercury Players. Bill formulated 

programming for a multitude of other BBDO clients, including The General Motors 

Family Hour for General Motors (as well as its short-lived 1934 spinoff, Pontiac Surprise 

Party starring Kay Thompson and the Three Rhythm Kings); and, in 1939, Tune-Up Time 

for Ethyl Gasoline, starring Kay Thompson and Her Rhythm Singers. He also created The 

Columbia Workshop, an anthology series for which he occasionally directed programs. In 

1940, he left BBDO to join CBS as head of development where he created pilots for 
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Forecast, spawning such series as Kay Thompson and Company, Duffyôs Tavern, and 

Suspense. For Suspense, he ended up taking the reigns as both director and producer of 

the anthology series, populating the show with major name guest stars each week. It 

became an enormous success. In 1946, Spier launched another smash radio series, The 

Adventures of Sam Spade, starring Howard Duff, which Spier also directed, produced, 

and developed the scripts with a battalion of writers. With two hit series going at the 

same time, Spier was considered the top director-producer in radio. Soon, he added even 

more radio series to his slate: The Clock (1948); The Philip Morris Playhouse (1948-

1949); and The James & Pamela Mason Show (1949). In the 1950ôs, he became involved 

in the burgeoning television business, creating such CBS-TV shows as Omnibus (for 

which he hired a young Stanley Kubrick as assistant director); Medallion Theatre, and 

Willy (a Desilu Production starring his third wife June Havoc). Spier wrote episodes of 

Dragnet (NBC-TV), Peter Gunn (NBC-TV), The Thin Man (NBC-TV), Steve Canyon 

(NBC-TV), The Lineup (CBS-TV), The Clock (ABC-TV), Bourbon Street Beat (ABC-

TV), Dante (NBC-TV), and The Twentieth Century-Fox Hour: Deception (CBS-TV). 

Most memorably, Spier wrote two two-part specials for The Untouchables (ABC-TV) 

entitled ñThe Unhired Assassinò and ñThe Big Train.ò The latter pitted Eliot Ness against 

Al Capone and was so popular, it was assembled into a feature-length film and released 

theatrically in the United States and abroad as The Alcatraz Express (1961). For theatrical 

movies, Spier directed Lady Possessed (Republic, 1952) starring James Mason and 

Spierôs then-wife, June Havoc (featuring the song ñMore Wonderful Than Theseò co-

written by Spier and ex-wife Kay Thompson); and he scripted The Devilôs Widow (aka 

Tam Lin) (American International, 1972) starring Ava Gardner and directed by Roddy 

McDowall. He was married to Mary Scanlan (1929-1939); Kay Thompson (1942-1947); 

and June Havoc (1948-1973, his death). With his first wife, Spier fathered three children: 

Peter William Spier (born November 1931, died in 1963 of a heart attack); Greta (born 

December 20, 1933; Kiernan is her married name; she has 6 children); and Margaret 

(born September 6, 1939; Angeli is her married name, she has 6 children). Bill Spier died 

of a heart attack on May 30, 1973, at age 66. Sources: New York Times, 11/24/1929; the 

William Spier / June Havoc radio interview by hosts Dick Bertel and Ed Corcoran, 

broadcast 11/25/70, on WTIC Radio, Hartford, Connecticut; the Roy S. Durstine 

memorandum came from the collection of Greta Spier Kiernan, the daughter of William 

Spier and Mary Scanlan Spier. 
 

37 and Pinto Colvig as: Radio Guide, 3/3/1934. 
 

37 ña brilliant noveltyò: Ibid. 
 

37 On subsequent installments: Ibid. 
 

37 Expensive Hollywood guest: Hammond Times (Hammond, Louisiana), 2/21/1934; Los 

Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 2/17/34; Variety, 3/20/1934. 
 

37 ñto free up timeò: Los Angeles Times, 3/22/1934; Radio Guide, 3/24/1934. 
 

37 ñEverything is rosyò: Los Angeles Times, 3/24/1934. 
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37 ñI expected to loveò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

38 Kay received a telegram: In June 1934, bandleader Tom Coakleyôs regular female 

vocalist, Virginia Haig, came down with tonsillitis and was forced to take a leave-of-

absence in order to have a tonsillectomy. Tom needed a temporary replacement so he sent 

Kay Thompson a telegram, begging her to come perform for two weeks with his 

orchestra which was by then anchored for several months in San Francisco in the Rose 

Room at The Palace Hotel. Viginia Haig recalled, ñI had to take time off and have my 

tonsils removed and when I came back to the Palace Hotel, Kay was occupying my room. 

In fact, Kayôs sister Blanche was visiting and I remember they were both in my room. 

She was very nice but didnôt look anything like Kay. I went in and Kay was lying in bed. 

I said, óOh, Kay, I bought a new gown in Oakland at I. Magnin.ô My mother lived in 

Oakland so thatôs why I was there. Kay said, óOh, did you really? Whatôs it like?ô And I 

told her and she said, óOh my God! I bought one just like it and I wore it last night!ô I 

could have killed her. She was tall and slender and Iôm short. She said, óDonôt worry 

about it, honey. It was Monday night and not many people were here.ôò 

 

38 Rose Room at the Palace: Majestically dominating a two-and-a-half-acre city block at 

the southwest corner of Market and New Montgomery Streets, the Palace Hotel first 

opened in 1875 but was seriously damaged in the devastating 1906 San Francisco 

earthquake. It was gutted and re-built from the ground up, reopening in 1909. Still 

thriving today, the Palace is a beloved San Francisco landmark with nearly six hundred 

guest rooms. Favored as the hotel-of-choice by visiting American Presidents and world 

leaders, the hotel has the unfortunate distinction of being known as the place where 

President Warren G. Harding died while in office on August 2, 1923. Sarah Bernhardt 

and Oscar Wilde were among the establishmentôs many celebrated guests. In 1909, 

Maxfield Parrish was commissioned by the hotel to paint ñThe Pied Piper of Hamelinò 

mural which became the centerpiece of the Pied Piper Barðdeclared by Esquire 

Magazine to be among ñThe Worldôs Seven Greatest Bars.ò During Prohibition, the 

enormous work of art was relocated to the Rose Room, an elegant space for dancing, with 

old-ivory toned woodwork, rose-colored velvet and silk hangings under an iridescent 

stained-glass ceiling. The Rose Room was situated adjacent to the spectacular Garden 

Court lounge, also noted for its massive glass atrium. Valued at several million dollars, 

the Parrish masterpiece was still hanging in the Rose Room when Kay Thompson sang 

there with Tom Coakleyôs orchestra in 1934. ñOver our bandstand was the Parrish mural 

called óThe Pied Piper,ôò confirmed Virginia Haig. ñI have a picture of us on the 

bandstand underneath it. I was thrilled about that.ò Soon afterwards, however, the mural 

was moved back to the Pied Piper Bar, where it still hangs today. 

 
38 Tom and his guys: The personnel in Tom Coakleyôs orchestra during his gig at the 

Palace Hotel in 1934 included Dudley Nix (vocals); Frank Barton (trumpet, vocals); 

Virginia Haig (vocals); Carl Ravazza (clarinet, saxophone, violin, vocals); Armand 

Camgros (clarinet, saxophone, violin); George Kinney, Stan Brent, and Jack Vance 

(clarinet, saxophone); Joe Coates, Bill Moreing, and Frank Hauser (violin); Bud Bardo 

(trombone); Bud Gregg (piano); Ham Richards (guitar); Carl Schwedhelm (bass); and 

Jimmy Emerson (drums). Source: Bob Arnoldôs liner notes for the 2001 CD An Evening 

with Tom Coakley and His Orchestra (1933ï1935), Vintage Music Productions (VMP-
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0031). Though not listed, it appears that blind pianist-arranger Glenn Hurlburt may have 

also been among the musicians. 
 

38 ñKay Thompson was bookedò: Los Angeles Herald-Express, 6/16/1934. 
 

38 ñKay Thompson will be heardò: San Francisco Call-Bulletin, 6/19/1934. 

 

38 ñon the Merrymakers broadcastò: Although Kay Thompsonôs national exposure on 

the Crosby and Pontiac programs fell by the wayside, KHJ kept her busy on such 

regionally sponsored series as The Merrymakers Hour (then sponsored by S&W Fine 

Foods), Union Oilôs Rhythm Revue with Arthur Jarrett & His Orchestra (for which Pat 

Weaver was the writer, producer, and master-of-ceremonies), plus her own sustained 

program, The Kay Thompson Show. On these programs, Thompson performed such songs 

as ñMissouri Miseryò (E. Y. ñYipò Harburg-Dana Suesse), ñThe Three Little Pigs Are 

Pork Chops Nowò (Benny Davis-James Hanley), and her critically acclaimed ñpiano 

fantasy renditionò of the 1929 song ñLiza (All the Cloudsôll Roll Away)ò (George 

Gershwin-Ira Gershwin-Gus Kahn). In 1944 at MGM, Kay further honed her special 

arrangement of ñLiza (All the Cloudôll Roll Away)ò for Ziegfeld Follies, though it was 

ultimately discarded. This special arrangement, featuring ñadditional music and lyrics by 

Kay Thompson,ò was registered for copyright with the Library of Congress Copyright 

Office on April 3, 1944; filed under the author name of ñKay Thompson, pseudonym of 

Catherine F. Spier.ò (Source: 1944 Catalog of Copyright Entries, by Library of Congress 

Copyright Office, Washington, D.C., 1944, page 595, item #370013.) [In 1946, Judy 

Garland and Vincente Minnelli named their baby daughter, Liza Minnelli, after ñLiza 

(All the Cloudsôll Roll Away)òðand designated Kay Thompson as her godmother. In 

2008, Thompsonôs special arrangement of ñLiza (All the Cloudsôll Roll Away)ò was 

performed by Jim Caruso, Cortés Alexander, Tiger Martina, and Johnny Rodgers, 

accompanied by Billy Stritch and orchestra, during the tribute to Thompson in Liza 

Minnelliôs Tony Award-winning Broadway show Lizaôs at the Palaceðimmortalized for 

posterity on the cast recording, television special, and DVD.] In the spring of 1934, 

Thompson was also re-assigned to California Melodies, now produced by Pat Weaver, 

and this time with her Three Rhythm Kings tossed in for harmonic measure. The plus-

size singer Kate Smith, who later adopted God Bless America as her theme song, was the 

May 20 guest star on California Melodies. Kate took an immediate liking to Kay and 

years later would frequently feature Kay Thompson and the Williams Brothers on her 

own television shows. Kay also made occasional guest appearances on The Shell Show, a 

variety program sponsored by Shell Gasoline, performed in front of a live audience at the 

KHJ Radio Playhouse in Los Angeles. Rush Hughes was the emcee and the regular line-

up included Edith Evans and the comedy team Yahbut & Cheerily (comedy writers 

Jennison Parker and Bill Wright). Although Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Joan Bennett, 

Billie Burke and Edward Everett Horton were on the guest list, the most significant 

acquaintance Kay made while doing The Shell Show was the conductor for this series, 

Georgie Stoll, who would later become an Oscar-winning music director at MGM where 

he and Kay would collaborate on numerous musicals. Born in Minneapolis, Minnesota, 

on May 7, 1905, Georgie Stoll shared a similar background with Raymond Paige, 

beginning his career as a violinist before becoming a maestro. His proper name was 

George E. Stoll, but even as far back as 1934, everyone just called him ñGeorgie.ò 
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Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat in the House; The 

Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994, page 33; 

Oakland Tribune (Oakland, California), 3/31/1934; San Francisco Call-Bulletin, 

6/19/1934.  

 

38 on KFRC, Don Leeôs San Francisco: KFRC, which stood for ñKnown For Radio 

Clearness,ò was headquartered in the plush Don Lee Cadillac Building at 1000 Van Ness 

Avenue (at OôFarrell Street), San Francisco, a seven-story structure built in 1921 which is 

today a registered landmark. The impressive lobby began as a showroom for Cadillac 

automobiles. ñRising like a monumental platform in a noble's country estate is the lobby's 

most impressive feature: a double staircase of carved and molded wood, looking so 

important you think it ought to lead to the main events,ò wrote Gerald D. Adams in The 

San Francisco Examiner, ñ[but] the stairway led to offices. Supporting the stairway are 

the four Bernini-esque spiral columnsða design called Solomonic fluting, according to 

project preservationist architect Jay Turnbull, who says the name derives from 

architecture of the biblical days of King Solomon. The stairway's ornamentation includes 

colorful, hand-set tile work, which also decorates a fountain that is almost altar-like in its 

setting. One of the most eye-catching features is the lobby ceiling, a lavish series of 

golden coffers adorned with rosettes, stars and cruciformsé Turnbull cites his belief that 

the building's original owner took his cue from motion picture theater designers of that 

era. óDon Lee,ô he says, ówanted an aura of romance, similar to that of going to the 

movies.ôò If going to the movies was what Lee had in mind, then he would be happy to 

know that today, his magnificent lobby serves as the entrance for the AMC Van Ness 14 

multiplex cinemas. San Francisco Examiner, 7/27/1998. 
 

38 and overseen by Pat: Pat Weaver recalled, ñThe Blue Monday Jamboree was a two-

hour theatrical presentation that took place before great crowds of radio fans in our 

largest auditorium studio every Monday night after the news. It was a music-comedy 

variety show with a full orchestra, several featured singers, and a dozen comedy skits. It 

was thus similar to our Merrymakers show in Los Angeles... [and was] the stationôs 

[KFRC, San Francisco] biggest hit.ò Conductor Meredith Willson recalled, ñYou could 

shoot a gun in any street in California on that night and never hit anybody on account of 

they were all at home listening to The Blue Monday Jamboree. I canôt think of anything 

thatôs ever been done on the radio that we didnôt do first on that program.ò Weaver, Pat, 

with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat in the House; The Golden Years of 

Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994, page 38; Willson, Meredith. 

And There I Stood with My Piccolo. New York: Doubleday, 1948, pages 135ï36; 

Oakland Tribune, 6/18/1934.  
 

38 ñI was terribleò: Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
 

38 ñYou can imagineò: Ibid. 
 

38 ñIt was do or dieò: Ibid. 
 

38 ñI cannot singò: Radio Stars, 10/1935. 
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38 it got plenty of ink: Press stories around that time noted that Thompson ñlikes to travel 

by planeò and ñwrites songs in her spare time but never submits them to publishers.ò Her 

ñfavorite actorsò were Paul Muni, Katharine Cornell and Helen Hayes; her ñfavorite 

hobbiesò were ñbooks and dogs;ò and her ñmost valuable possessionò was ñher Scotch 

terrier puppy,ò Mr. Chips. Radio Stars, 10/1935. 

 

39 broadcast daily by NBC: The daily coast-to-coast exposure that Tom Coakleyôs band 

was getting on NBC stations would not have been economically viable prior to the 

summer of 1934. In July of that year, due to mounting pressure from the networks, 

AT&T finally reduced its $800 west-to-east routing surcharge down to $200 for national 

broadcasts originating from Los Angeles and down to only $175 for those coming out of 

San Francisco. An immediate beneficiary of the new pricing policy was The Tom Coakley 

Show, broadcast six nights a week. Instead of a prohibitive $4,800 weekly line fee, going 

coast-to-coast would now only cost NBC $1,050 per week, an expense the network was 

willing to absorb. The Coakley programs were a direct line feed from the Rose Room in 

the Palace Hotel, though some sources claim that occasional programs were 

transcriptions recorded in a studio, pretending to be ñliveò from the hotel ballroom. 

[Conflicting sources claim that Coakleyôs transcriptions were recorded at MacGregor & 

Sollie and/or at Transco Studios (Transcription Company of America), both located in 

San Francisco.] Vocalist Virginia Haig insists this information is inaccurate: ñNo, I donôt 

remember that at all. It was all live at the Palace in the Rose Room.ò Recordings of 

several shows have survived, including Kay Thompsonôs renditions of ñI Can't Give You 

Anything But Love,ò ñThe Man I Love,ò ñHere Come the British,ò ñCall It a Day,ò and 

ñStrike Me Pink.ò For Kayôs rendition of ñI Canôt Give You Anything But Love,ò the 

announcer said: ñRecently revised and with distinct success by virtue of a setting in 

contemporary style with Miss Kay Thompson and the trio, óI Canôt Give You Anything 

But Love.ôò This song was early evidence of a typical Thompson vocal harmony 

arrangement, highlighted by her rousing, confident scat. Aside from vocalizing with his 

band, Kayôs keyboarding got noticed, too. Most enthralling was ñCall It a Day,ò an 

instrumental concerto showcasing Kayôs virtuoso piano arrangementða rare recording 

that spotlights Kayôs skills as both a classical and jazz pianist. ñStrike Me Pinkò (Lew 

Brown-Ray Henderson), the title song of the 1933 Broadway show starring Jimmy 

Durante and Lupe Valez, was introduced on the September 16 broadcast as follows: 

ñListeners and patrons of the Palace Hotel alike have applauded the Coakley music and 

among the important contributions Tom has made to the air is the engagement of Miss 

Kay Thompson as a featured artist of these programs. Miss Thompson opens the program 

today singing óStrike me Pink.ôò During Kayôs charming rendition of the song, she 

playfully adapts the lyrics and sings, ñThereôs no doubt, youôre gonna bring out the 

Coakley in me.ò Variety, 7/10/1934, 8/7/1934, 8/28/1934 and 9/4/1934; Los Angeles 

Evening Herald-Express, 4/15/1935. ñStrike Me Pinkò and ñI Canôt Give You Anything 

But Loveò are commercially available on the 2003 CD compilation, Kay Thompson: The 

Queen of Swing Vocal & Her Rhythm Singers, 1933 to 1937 (Baldwin Street Music BJH-

313). 
 

39 the initials of owner: West, Los Angeles Times Magazine, 11/12/2006. 
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39 archrival: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat in the 

House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994, 

page 22. 
 

39 using a pseudonym: San Francisco Chronicle, 6/23/1934. 
 

39 ñKay Thompson is singingò: San Francisco Call-Bulletin, 6/22/1934. 
 

39 ñJudy Richò: No one knows for sure how Kay Thompson came up with the 

pseudonym ñJudy Richò in June 1934, but there was a very likely source for the first 

name. Just three months earlier, the Victor label had released a new record that was 

currently one of the most popular songs in America: ñJudyò (Sammy Lerner-Hoagy 

Carmichael), recorded by Hoagy Carmichael for the Victor label on March 9, 1934 

(Victor 24627). Coincidentally, we do know for a fact that one year later, thirteen-year-

old Frances Gumm borrowed the song title when she adopted her stage name ñJudy 

Garland.ò San Francisco Chronicle, 6/23/1934. 

 

39 not only fired her: In a 1948 interview in the New York Daily News, Kay Thompson 

claimed that, in 1934, she had been personally fired by Don Lee because she ñcouldnôt 

sing loud enough.ò Kay could be accused of many things, but lack of volume was not one 

of them. In fact, Kay earned a life-long reputation of being a belter, of the Ethel Merman 

School of Subtlety. File Kayôs fabricated explanation under ñrubbish.ò The truth was she 

was fired because she was caught singing under a pseudonym on a rival station (KECA, 

NBCôs San Francisco affiliate) while under exclusive contract to the Don Lee Network 

(CBSôs West Coast affiliate). Just two months after firing Thompson, Don Lee died on 

August 30, 1934. No doubt distraught over several August news leaks that CBS was 

secretly scheming to shift its affiliation from Leeôs chain to rival West Coast stations, the 

radio mogul was stricken by ñacute indigestionò while dining in Los Angeles at the 

Ambassador Hotel with his son, Thomas, and his third wife, Geraldine, whom he had just 

wed in June 1934. He was only 53-years-old. As if this were not enough to cripple the 

business, inheritance claims from two former wives and various lovers haunted the Don 

Lee Network for years. San Francisco Call-Bulletin, 6/22/1934; San Francisco 

Chronicle, 6/23/1934; Variety, 9/4/1934; New York Daily News, 4/5/1948; Weaver, Pat, 

with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat in the House; The Golden Years of 

Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994, page 22. 

 

39 canned the Three Rhythm Kings: Los Angeles Times, 7/16/1934. 
 

39 ñThere is no thrillò: Tower Radio, 3/1935; Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 

 

39 notices were good: In addition to positive reviews, Thompson got plenty of anecdotal 

ink in gossip columns. On August 19, 1934, the San Francisco Chronicle reported: ñKay 

Thompson was scheduled to sing the first number on a transcontinental program the other 

afternoon with Tom Coakleyôs band at the Palace Hotel. But, five minutes before the 

broadcast, there was no sign of Kay. A hurried phone call was made to her hotel room, 

and just as the band was playing the theme song, Kay came rushing into the Rose Room. 

Her hair was in disarray, one sock was on and the other was off, and she was still 
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fastening up part of her scanty attire. It seems her watch had stopped and the telephone 

call had caught her singing in the bath tubïall unaware that she was about due on the air.ò 

San Francisco Chronicle, 8/19/1934. 
 

39 ñWhen she singsò: Los Angeles Times, 8/12/1934. 
 

40ñIn love?ò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 

 

40 Victor Records invited: Prior to 1934, Tom Coakley and his band had recorded for the 

Brunswick label without much success. But now that his outfit was heard daily on NBC 

radio stations across the country, it was perfect synergy for him to record for Victor 

Records since both NBC and Victor were owned by the same parent company, RCA. And 

the cross-pollination worked. ñTom Coakley comes in for his share of praise today from 

E. Wallerstein and Miss Eva Black, officials of Victor Recording Company now visiting 

here,ò it was reported on August 16, 1934, in The San Francisco Call-Bulletin. 

ñWallerstein and Miss Black point out that the weekly sales report on Victor recordings 

has carried the name of Tom Coakley in second or third place for several months. 

Coakleyôs recording of óIôll String Along With Youô is selling second to Duke 

Ellingtonôs óCocktails for Two.ôò Wallerstein and Blackôs mission in San Francisco was 

to produce more Coakley recordings for Victorôs pipeline. Naturally, they attended his 

live performances at the Palace Hotel where they became exposed to the chirping of Kay 

Thompson and were duly impressed. As a result, Kay was invited to be the featured 

vocalist on some of Coakleyôs sessions for Victor but there was an obstacle. Special 

ñloan-outò permission for Kayôs participation had to be granted from the Brunswick 

label, which still held exclusivity over Kayôs recording career, even though it was doing 

nothing with her. Luckily, Brunswick played ball but would only allow Kay to do one 

side. Recorded on September 25, 1934, ñTake a Number from One to Tenò (Mack 

Gordon-Harry Revel) became Thompsonôs first commercially-released record. The 

credits on the disk read ñTom Coakley and his Palace Hotel Orchestra, Vocal Refrain by 

Kay Thompson (Victor 24744-A).ò The location of the session has not been verified. 

Coakley had previously recorded disks for the Brunswick label in the San Francisco 

studio of transcription producers MacGregor & Sollie at 865 Mission Street (between 

Fourth and Fifth Streets). For at least some of his recordings for the Victor label, 

however, Coakley would take his band by bus to record sides at Victorôs Los Angeles 

studio. ñTake a Number from One to Tenò was released the following month and an 

October 23 review in Variety called it ña brace of brisk foxtrotologyé Coakley, new to 

Victor, is a brisk dance dispenser and he delivers.ò Kayôs performance was a cover 

version of Lydia Robertiôs original vocal in the movie College Rhythm (Paramount, 

1934) starring Joe Penner, Jack Oakie and Lanny Ross, a follow-up to College Humor 

(Paramount, 1933) starring Jack Oakie and Bing Crosby. Coincidentally, Kayôs former 

vaudeville partner, Frank Jenks, appeared in both movies as ñthe bandleader.ò Kayôs 

voice was not heard on the flip side of the 78 rpm disk. It featured another song from the 

same movie, ñLetôs Give Three Cheers for Loveò (Mack Gordon-Harry Revel), 

performed by ñTom Coakley and his Palace Hotel Orchestra, Vocal Refrain by Frank 

Barton (Victor 24744-B).ò ñI remember having so much fun with Frank Barton,ò Virginia 

Haig recalled. ñFrank and I loved each other dearlyðnot a romantic thing, just brother-

sister-like love. We had the same sense of humor. One time we were on a bus going to 
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Los Angeles to record a record. When everyone was sleeping, Frank and I would go up 

and down the aisle selling, óPeanuts?! Root beer?!ô Waking them all up, they hated us! 

(laughs) Not very funny, huh? Well, it was funny at the time. We got a big kick out of it.ò 

Sales figures for ñTake a Number from One to Tenò are not known but one of Coakleyôs 

Victor recordings from the following year, ñEast of the Sun (and West of the Moon)ò 

(Brooks Bowman), landed at No. 1 on the Billboard chart for two weeks in 1935, 

spurring interest in his entire back catalog of disks. The San Francisco Call-Bulletin, 

8/16/1934; Variety, 10/23/1934. 
 

40 ña brace of briskò: Variety, 10/23/1934. 
 

40 radio star Jane Froman: Variety, 6/26/1934. 

 

40 her manager, Danny Winkler: Manager Danny Winkler is perhaps best remembered 

today for his association with the notorious Johnny Roselli, Al Caponeôs ñman in 

Hollywood.ò When Roselli served time in prison in the 1940s, Winkler wrote him 

regularly to keep him up on the latest industry gossip. But long before all that, in 1925, 

Danny had started out his career in the music publishing business as vice president and 

general manager of DeSylva, Brown & Henderson, ñthe most successful songwriting-

publishing trio from the mid 1920ôs until 1930,ò founded by songwriters Buddy DeSylva, 

Lew Brown, and Ray Henderson. Danny was a ñsong plugger,ò peddling song 

compositions to be performed on radio which fueled sales for sheet music and 

phonograph records. Forging strong personal friendships with Fred Waring, Rudy Vallee 

and many other key bandleaders and entertainers had made Winkler top in his field. 

Danny was related to Bob Winkler, of the King & Winkler Booking Agency, a vaudeville 

circuit specialist who, coincidentally, had just signed The Gumm Sisters on July 5, 1933, 

an act that included 11-year-old Frances Gumm, later known as Judy Garland (The 

degrees of separation between Kay and Judy would narrow as time went on). Danny 

realized that if he could shepherd songs straight to the top, why not talent, too? He had all 

the right connections at his fingertips. So in 1932, Danny resigned his position at 

DeSylva, Brown & Henderson to join the Music Corporation of America (MCA) as an 

agent in their radio and music division. Then in January 1933, Danny partnered with 

another well-known agent, Charlie Morrison, to form the personal management firm 

known as the Morrison-Winkler Corporation, with offices in the Park Central Hotel on 

Seventh Avenue (at Fifty-fifth Street, across from Carnegie Hall). (In the 1940s, Charlie 

Morrison gave up the management business, moved to Los Angeles and opened the 

Mocambo, the fabled nightclub on Sunset Boulevard where Kay Thompson and the 

Williams Brothers would sometimes perform.) Singer Jane Froman caught Dannyôs 

attention at the time she was just starting out in the early 1930s, singing for Paul 

Whitemanôs band in Chicago. Danny convinced Jane to come to New York in 1933. In 

less than a year, Jane had become a major radio attraction. She landed a spot in The 

Ziegfeld Follies of 1933 on Broadway, and movies were just around the corner. 

Rosemary and Priscilla Lane were just a couple of wannabe singers when they came to 

try out some songs at De Sylva, Brown & Henderson. Danny liked what he heard, got 

Fred Waring to hear them, which resulted in the girls joining The Fred Waring-Ford 

Dealers Radio Show. The up-and-coming comic Milton Berle, heartthrob singer Arthur 

Jarrett, and conductor Lennie Hayton were other clients who were hitting the big time 
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with the help of Morrison-Winkler. Danny cultivated a friendship with Fred Waring and 

they often played golf togetherðthough because Danny was Jewish, he was frequently 

refused admittance at country clubs that did not allow Jews to be members or guests. 

Radio Stars, 12/1933; Radioland, 5/1935; Variety, 5/3/1932, 8/9/1932, 1/31/1933 and 

9/26/1933; Radio Guide, 12/30/1933; Songwriters Hall of Fame website 

(www.songwritershalloffame.org). 
 

40 No longer with CBS: Variety, 7/24/1934 and 9/11/1934. 

 

40 a kiss to George Kinney: When asked whatever became of George Kinney after Kay 

Thompson left San Francisco, Virginia Haig replied, ñGeorge did well. He didnôt stay in 

Tom Coakleyôs band or music for that matter. He left the business and moved to Los 

Angeles and worked for one of the big airline manufacturers [possibly Northrop 

Grumman]. My daughter, Lynn, and I went to see him one time. He lived in a lovely 

home overlooking the oceanðI was impressed. He had a woman make lunch for us. I 

donôt know if she was working there all the time or not. I donôt know if George ever did 

marry. He passed away, but I donôt recall when.ò 

 

41 ñrefused to signò: Los Angeles Times, 12/22/1934. 

 

41 ñI have never forgotten youò: Letter dated 4/24/1953, from Kay Thompson to Burt 

McMurtrie. From the authorôs collection. 

 

41 Winkler orchestrated: Fred Waring and Danny Winkler were long-time friends, 

frequently golfing together at various country clubs, many of which did not allow Jews. 

Fred had to ñbootleg Danny in because he was Jewish,ò recalled Virginia Waring in her 

biography of her late husband. They would hit up the hottest nightspots in New York 

together to check out the pulse of what was happening in the music scene. In 1932, Fred 

had taken Danny to hear Duke Ellington at the Cotton Club, then asked him, ñWhat do 

you think?ò Danny replied, ñFred, I canôt tell you that I like it because I donôt.ò Waring 

warned him, ñI want you to listen to it because it is the next trend.ò Years later, Danny 

reflected, ñFred was always a notch ahead of what his competitor was doing.ò Waring, 

Virginia. Fred Waring and the Pennsylvanians. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 

1997, pages 109, 164. 
 

41 ñWhat if I told youò: Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
 

41 ñFred Waringôs programò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

41 ñHeôd heard meò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

41 ñIf you can findò: Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
 

41 ñI didnôt know a soulò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

41 Each girl had to be: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
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42 ñbecause I wanted to goò: Popular Songs, 9/1936. 
 

42 ñWhen you come backò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

42 ñYou two kidsò: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 
 

42 ñYouôre hiredò: Radio Stars, 11/1935. 
 

42 Three Texas girls: Radio Stars, 9/1934; Radio Stars, 12/1934; Tower Radio, 8/1935. 

ñDot, Kay and Emò were sometimes billed as ñDot, K. and M.ò 
 

42 She recommended Elizabeth: Al Rinker and Elizabeth Newburger were married on 

October 25, 1938. 
 

42 a larger apartment on Park Avenue: Radio Stars, 10/1935: ñRight now she lives on 

Park Avenue with her two sisters.ò According to the New York Times, 10/15/1936, Kay 

moved from Park Avenue to 520 Madison Avenue in October 1936. 
 

42 ñThe most nightmarishò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 
 

43 ñKay had a rock-solidò: Kay Thompsonôs choir for Fred Waring included Janet 

Ayres, Emily Castle, Edith Craighead, Betty Dwyer, Connie Hale, Dorothy Jenkins, 

Elizabeth Newburger (who later married Al Rinker), Lillian OôMara, Julia Rogers, Emily 

Sivley, Blanche Thompson, Marian Thompson, Kay Wroe, and Helen Zanker (who later 

married Art MacFarland from Waringôs Pennsylvanians). Members confirmed by Peter 

T. Keifer, coordinator of Fred Waringôs America Collection at Pennsylvania State 

University. 
 

43 Waring informed Thompson: Tower Radio, 8/1935. Henry Ford (1863ï1947) was the 

founder and chairman of the Ford Motor Company in Detroit. According to Tower Radio, 

12/1934, ñA year ago, the industrialist was indifferent to radio.ò But during 1934, Ford 

opened his wallet to radio, spending $100,000 to broadcast the World Series, plus 

sponsoring Sunday night concerts by the Detroit Symphony Orchestra as well as Fred 

Waringôs program. 
 

43 Ford was charmed: Tower Radio, 8/1935. 

 

43 back to the grindstone: By early 1935, Kay and her female choir had their grind down 

pat. On Friday mornings, all the participants in Fred Waringôs show would gather in the 

rehearsal space known as the ñBig Roomò at Waringôs offices in the Hammerstein 

Building to review the previous nightôs broadcast. Over a loudspeaker, a recording of the 

show would be played straight through, from beginning to end. Everyone listened as Fred 

paced and jotted notes down on a pad. ñKay Thompson and her girls scarcely seem to 

breathe when the choral numbers are heard,ò it was reported in Radio Guide. Afterwards, 

Fred would address his criticisms to the assemblage, pointing out each flaw, one by one. 

ñOne of the choral singerôs voices dominated the others,ò Fred said at one such meeting, 

with Kay silently nodding her head in agreement. The dissection of the 60-minute 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 47 
 

program would last well over an hour, with little discussion. After a lunch break, the 

department heads would meet with Fred for the rest of the afternoon ñskeletonizing the 

next weekôs broadcast.ò  It was during these meetings that Kay would suggest potential 

songs for her group, with an ear toward complimenting the show as a whole, in terms of 

theme and variety. By the end of the day, Fred made the final decision on the numbers, 

who would perform them and in what order. His minions were then released to work 

independently on their own individual assignments. At her apartment over the weekend, 

Kay and her girls would work long hours, developing the arrangement for their chosen 

selection. ñI love to take a ballad and turn it into a swing number,ò Kay recalled. ñI make 

the arrangements while we are rehearsing. In this way, working with the choir, I find its 

needs and make them, and the swing idea, harmonize in the arrangement. Itôs a hard way, 

but itôs been very successful with me.ò Kayôs way of working was purposefully 

structured to not have any structure. More like a jam session, she would work her way 

through a composition, improvising different chord combinations, on a trial and error 

basis. She would sing the lyrics but come up with another tune altogether, off the top of 

her headðthen sing it counter to the original melody. She would divide the parts among 

the girls, and hone the harmonies. At the same time, Kay layered in vocal aerobics, such 

as sliding or stretching words, varying the volume from hushed to belting. And 

amazingly, nothing was ever written down. It was all memorized. On Monday, the choir 

shifted from Kayôs apartment to a small rehearsal studio in the Hammersmith Building, in 

close proximity to the larger room where Fred worked with his orchestra. Instead of 

singing with the band, the chorus would practice to Kayôs piano accompaniment. ñOften 

Fred drops his baton and races over to the studio occupied by the girls' glee club,ò it was 

reported. ñKay Thompson, blonde hair falling in wisps over her forehead, flashes a quick 

smile at him as he enters, and signals her charges to go through their paces. Sixteen 

voices blend in harmony, and the maestro nods his head in approval before he races back 

to the large auditorium, or perhaps to the tiny studio used by Stella and Her Fellas, 

another vocal cog in the Waring machine.ò Waringôs top arranger, Leo Arnaud, who 

would later work with Kay at MGM in the 1940s, had the complicated task of 

coordinating how the orchestra would fit in with Kayôs group as well as the other vocal 

talent. The splintered rehearsals would continue through Tuesday and Wednesday. On 

Thursday, everyone moved to the cavernous Hudson Theatre (141 West 44th Street, east 

of Broadway) for final rehearsals and the eveningôs live broadcasts. This would be the 

only day in which the vocalists would finally be united with the orchestra. Kayôs mike 

fright was ever present, no secret to her chorus members. ñOn Fred Waringôs show,ò 

Elizabeth Newburger Rinker remembered, ñKay got so nervous beforehand that she 

threw up. Then she went right on and sang.ò Kayôs weapon against her own crippling 

insecurity was outward bravado. The program would be performed twice before a large 

studio audience at 8:30 P.M. for the East and 11:30 P.M. for the West. If there were no 

needed adjustments, the performers would have a break between showsða welcomed 

respite, but they did not have time to stray very far from headquarters. In those days, 

most announcersô introductions would precede the first note of music. Waring, however, 

would strike up the band, then introduce the name of the song and the performers during 

the instrumental prelude. Trying to do too many things at once contributed to Fredôs 

infamous knack for flubs. On Fats Wallerôs ñOh Susannah, Dust Off That Old Piano,ò he 

announced the song would be sung by ñKay Thompson and the girls,ò but when the 

singing started, it was the Menôs Glee Club. At the next break in the song, Fred earnestly 
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stated the obvious, ñThat wasnôt Kay and the girls. That was the boys.ò For ñI Get a Kick 

out of You,ò Fred informed the audience that the song was by Cole Porter, from the 

Broadway show Anything Goesðso far, so good. But when he got around to introducing 

the singers, he said, ñHereôs óI Get a Kick out of Youô and Kay gets a kick with the 

girlséò As the unintentional Sapphic inference sank in, a flustered Fred quickly added, 

ñéout of you!ò Kay was not always at her best either. During the first few weeks, her 

arrangements were often tentative and unfinished. ñSometimes Iôm Happyò had its 

moments, but petered out toward the end, with such a wimpy ending, the audience barely 

knew when it was time to applaud. ñI Get a Kick out of Youò begged to be uptempo, yet 

Kay oddly kept it down a notch, in a mid-tempo, bluesy range. ñExactly Like Youò was 

downright drearyða song Kay later reinvented to much better effect. ñI Got Rhythmò 

could have used a lot more of it during the climax. As time went on, though, Kay got her 

bearings and blossomed in all her radiant colors. Arrangements became more elaborate, 

the jazz more jazzy, and the endings built to big finishes. Even in those formative weeks, 

Kayôs penchant for shifting tempos within an arrangement was in full swing. Comic 

production numbers, such as ñHi Ya Duchessò and ñThereôs Gonna Be the Devil To 

Pay,ò were given extended treatments, replete with solo bits divided up among the chorus 

members. At least one of Fred Waringôs Pennsylvanians got into the act, too. Drummer 

Poley McClintock, who had a ñfrog-voiceò that sounded just like Popeye, became an 

honorary member of Kayôs chorus during ñHi Ya Duchessò on March 7, 1935. When the 

chorus sang, ñSee her royal carriage?ò Poley replied in his guttural rasp, ñShe got that 

from the Duke, of course!ò Startled, the audience roared with laughter. At the very end, 

Poley croaked, ñHi ya Duchy!ò It was so unexpected, so off the wall, so insane, it got a 

huge reaction and the fun was infectious. After that, Kay regularly invited Poley to 

interject his two cents into such songs as ñThereôs Gonna Be The Devil To Payò 

(ñBeelzebub! Beelzebub! Beelzebub!ò ñKeep óem waitinô, Iôm goinô skatinô!ò ñOhhhhhh, 

Lucifer!ò), and ñRhythm Is Our Businessò (various hollers). In ñLouisiana Hayride,ò 

during a roll call for all aboard, Kay queries, ñColonel Stoopnagle?!ò but it was Poley, 

not the famous comic, who bellowed back, ñI is here!ò It was somewhat confusing 

because, in fact, the comedy team Stoopnagle and Budd had been appearing semi-

regularly on the show around that time. But, according to Peter T. Kiefer, coordinator of 

Fred Waringôs America Collection at the Pennsylvania State University, ñThe time that 

óLouisiana Hayrideô was done, Stoopnagle and Budd had temporarily left the program. 

I'm certain that it is Poley McClintock who answered. I think it was an inside joke. In 

fact, some of the other names Kay Thompson called do not match up with performers on 

the show.ò Popular Songs, 9/1936; Radio Guide, 6/1/1935; Tower Radio, 10/1934. 
 

43 Fordôs highly vocal anti-Semitism: Starting in 1920, Henry Ford published anti-

Semitic editorials in his own newspaper, The Dearborn Independent, in which he 

denounced jazz as ñmoron music.ò ñThe mush, the slush, the sly suggestion, the 

abandoned sensuousness of sliding notes, are of Jewish origin,ò wrote Ford, warning that 

composers like Irving Berlin were ña menaceò because ñJews did not create the popular 

song; they debased it.ò His anti-Semitic rants were even quoted in Adolf Hitlerôs Mein 

Kampf (Seckler and Warburg, 1925) and later, on the occasion of Fordôs 75th birthday in 

1938, the industrialist was awarded the Grand Cross of the German Eagle, ñthe highest 

medal that Nazi Germany could bestow on a foreigner.ò Lewis, David Lanier. The Public 

Image of Henry Ford: An American Folk Hero and His Company. Detroit, Michigan: 
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Wayne State University Press, 1976, pages 116, 135; Logsdon, Jonathan R. Power, 

Ignorance and Anti-Semitism: Henry Ford and His War on Jews. Thesis from Hanover 

College, Department of History at http://history.hanover.edu/hhr/99/hhr99_2.html. Also: 

Ford, Sr., Henry. The Independent Jew: The Worldôs Foremost Problem. Philadelphia: 

Liberty Bell Publications, 2004, page 136. (Compilation of the four volumes of collected 

editorials that Henry Ford published in 1921 and 1922 through his own Dearborn 

Publishing imprint.) From the webpage on Henry Ford posted on Wikipedia at 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Ford. 

 

43 did a proud story: The St. Louis Globe Democrat did a proud story on the four 

hometown girls who had hit the big time in New York with Fred Waring. The article 

reported, ñKay, Marian and Blanche Thompson are sisters, and the fourth is Julia Rogers, 

daughter of Mr. and Mrs. George Priest of St. Louis who was a chum of the Thompson 

trio during her girlhood.ò Julia had no hesitation identifying her parents and admitting 

that ñRogersò was her stage name. In stark contrast, there is no mention of Leo and Hattie 

Fink, nor the Fink family name. St. Louis Globe Democrat, 3/21/1935. 
 

43 Jule sought: From comments Jule Styne made to interviewer Jack Eigen on the late-

night talk radio program The Chez Show (WMAQ, Chicago, nightly at 11:15 p.m.) circa 

4/1957. Undated recording courtesy of Jack Mattis; Taylor, Theodore. Jule: The Story of 

Composer Jule Styne. New York: Random House, 1979, pages 61ï64. 
 

44 ñKay Thompson, in myò: From comments Jule Styne made to interviewer Jack Eigen 

on the late-night talk radio program The Chez Show (WMAQ, Chicago, nightly at 11:15 

p.m.) circa 4/1957. Undated recording courtesy of Jack Mattis. 

 

44 one measly number per broadcast: List of songs performed by Kay Thompson and 

Her Choir on The Fred WaringïFord Dealers Radio Show: ñWistful and Blueò 

(12/27/34), ñI Got Rhythmò (1/5/35), ñExactly Like Youò (1/10/35), ñCuban Love Songò 

(w/ Menôs Glee Club, 1/10/35), ñSometimes Iôm Happyò (1/17/35), ñI Get a Kick out of 

Youò (1/24/35), ñStardustò (w/ Stu Churchill & Menôs Glee Club, 1/24/35), ñOh 

Susanna, Dust off That Old Pianoò (2/14/35), ñPut On an Old Pair of Shoesò (2/14/35), ñI 

Get a Kick out of Youò (2/21/35), ñJerichoò (w/ Menôs Glee Club, 1/31/35), ñYouôve Got 

Me Doinô Thingsò (w/ Menôs Glee Club, 2/7/35), ñIôm Running in Circlesò (2/28/35), 

ñHi Ya Duchessò (3/7/35), ñOh Susanna, Dust off That Old Pianoò (3/14/35), ñSheôs a 

Latin from Manhattanò (3/21/35), ñI Lost My Rhythmò (3/28/35), ñIôm Running Around 

in Circlesò (3/28/35), ñRockinô Chairò (4/4/35), ñLullaby of Broadwayò (part of big 

production number, 4/11/35), ñIôm Livinô In A Great Big Wayò (4/11/35), ñWay Back 

Homeò (w/ Menôs Glee Club, 4/18/35), ñMy Heart Stood Stillò (4/18/35), ñIt Must Have 

Been a Devil in the Moonò (4/18/35), ñThereôs Gonna Be the Devil to Payò (4/25/35), 

ñMy Heart Stood Stillò (4/25/35), ñWhatôs the Reason?ò (5/2/35), ñSheôs a Latin from 

Manhattanò (5/9/35), ñLouisiana Hayrideò (5/16/35), ñWhatôs the Reason?ò (5/23/35), 

ñIôll Never Say Never Againò (6/6/35), ñThe Lost Chordò (w/ Stu Churchill & Menôs 

Glee Club, 6/6/35), ñThereôs Gonna Be the Devil to Payò (6/13/35), ñRhythm Is Our 

Businessò (6/20/35), ñOh What a Little Moonlight Will Doò (w/ Menôs Glee Club, 

6/20/35), ñIôll Never Say Never Again, Againò (6/27/35). 18 of these songs are available 

on the marvelous CD collection, Kay Thompson and Her Girls Choir from the Fred 
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WaringïFord Dealers Radio Programs 1935, produced by Fred Waringôs America 

Collection, The Pennsylvania State University, Peter Keifer, Coordinator. 
 

44 ñA few weeks agoò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 

 

44 romance between Kay and Don: For at least a brief period, Kay Thompson and Don 

Forker did resume dating in New York in early 1935. At the same time, Pat Weaver had 

given up San Francisco for New York and, like Forker, heôd gotten a job at the Lord & 

Thomas advertising agency to create radio shows for such clients as Bourjois Toiletriesð

for which heôd launched the NBC variety series Evening in Paris Roof. With so much in 

common, Forker and Weaver would often go on double-dates with Thompson and her 

sister Blanche. Weaver recalled, ñ[On] Fifty-second Street, near Sixth Avenue, there was 

an intimate boîte where Louis Prima and his troupe entertained. I used to take Kay 

Thompson, her boyfriend, Don Forker, and her sister, Blanch [sic], to hear Prima.ò The 

Pat WeaverïBlanche Fink coupling didnôt last very long because it was soon announced 

that sheôd decided to marry her hometown sweetheart, Clement Robinson Hurd, a 

newspaper copy editor for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, in a New York ceremony on June 

28, 1935. The New York Times reported on the lavish showerïluncheon Kay had thrown 

for her sibling at the Park Lane Hotel, attended by all the members of her Melody Girls 

chorus plus Stella Friend and the Lane sisters, Rosemary and Priscilla. Even members of 

Tom Coakleyôs orchestra, including vocalist Virginia Haig, were invited to the affair. 

Haig recalled, ñWe went on tour and we were in Philadelphia when Kay invited us to 

come to New York for a cocktail party. We did and had a great time. Her sister, Blanche, 

was with her and about to get married.ò When asked if George Kinney, Kayôs former 

flame from Coakleyôs orchestra, had also come to the party, Haig said, ñYes, I believe he 

did.ò With Blanche off the market, Thompson set up Pat Weaver with Jerilyn Jones, 

Blancheôs replacement in the Melody Girls. Apparently, romance was in the air that 

summer. That very same month, Lennie Hayton married Helen ñBubblesò Gifford, 

former Ziegfeld girl and ex-wife of sports announcer Ted Husing, at a New Jersey 

wedding attended by Kay. Lennie also gained a ten-year-old stepdaughter in the process, 

Peggy Husing. (A few years later, Helen would die tragically of a sudden cerebral stroke, 

leaving Lennie to raise her child as a single parent.) Also that summer, the Los Angeles 

Evening Herald-Express reported that agent Danny Winkler was ñthreatening to mergeò 

with Geraldine May Lee, the ñwidow of radio and automobile magnate, Don Lee.ò 

Caught in the crossfire of Cupidôs arrows, Kay was suddenly sporting ña large solitaire 

diamond on her fourth finger of her left handò according to the Los Angeles Evening 

Herald-Express on July 2, 1935. ñ[She] says thereôs nothing to itðbut you know how 

such things are.ò It turned out the ring had been given to her by one of Lennie Haytonôs 

band members, an ace trombonist by the name of Jack Jenney. Variety, 6/19/1934; Los 

Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 4/15/1935, 7/2/1935, and 8/7/1935; New York Times, 

6/25/1935; Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat in the 

House; The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994, 

page 53.  
 

44 The tobacco giant: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The Best Seat 

in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 

1994, pages 102ï5. 
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44 In March 1935: Radio Guide, 3/30/1935; New York Times, 4/14/1935. 
 

44 Forker essentially stole: Willson, Meredith. And There I Stood with My Piccolo. New 

York: Doubleday, 1948, page 139. 
 

45 ñJust to quiet him downò: Ibid. 
 

45 ñWho is going toò: From the authorôs 2002 interview with Elizabeth Newburger 

Rinker. 
 

45 a compromise was struck: New York Journal, 3/26/1935. 

 

45 Waring let them go: When Kay and her choir were not renewed for The Fred Waringï

Ford Dealers Show, spin in the press named money the scapegoat. ñKay Thompson and 

her girls left the Waring show,ò it was reported in Radio Mirror, ñbecause expenses just 

had to be cut to meet the extra cost of Stoopnagle and Budd.ò  Frederick Chase Taylor as 

ñColonel Lemuel Q. Stoopnagleò and Budd Hulick as ñBuddò were a popular comedy 

duo who had headlined their own CBS variety shows for years.  During a brief spell in 

1935, when they found themselves between sponsors, they joined Waringôs program to 

add some satirical nonsense to the mix. Although Stoopnagle and Budd did not come 

cheap, Kayôs pink slip had absolutely nothing to do with balancing the budget. Waring 

got rid of her because she was headlining The Lucky Strike Hit Parade on a competing 

networkðwhich he considered to be an act of betrayal. In a fed-up mood, Kay Thompson 

told reporters that she planned to retire within five years, live on a boat with her dog, Mr. 

Chips, and sail around the world. Blanche and Marian piped up that they didnôt buy a 

word of such talk from their sister, insisting that sheôd still be singing at 50. Kay retorted, 

ñThatôs the trouble with me. I probably will. And nobody will be listening!ò The 

comments turned out to be eerily prophetic because in 1962, at age 52, Kay chucked it all 

and fled to Rome where her only constant companion was her pug dog, Fenice. Tower 

Radio, 8/1935. 

 

45 offbeat arrangements: In 1935, a reporter for Radio Guide spent a week observing 

Kay Thompson in action at NBC for The Lucky Strike Hit Parade and had this to say: ñIt 

is a revelation to watch Kay at work. The rehearsals for her Hit Parade program were 

frequent and demanding. They went on all week with a final seven-hour plug on 

Saturday, the day of the broadcast. She sparkles; she is vivid with the flame and force of 

living, a veritable reservoir of energy.ò As an example, the July 27, 1935, installment of 

The Lucky Strike Hit Parade consisted of the following Thompson performances: 

ñChasing Shadows,ò the No. 1 song of the week, sung by Kay, solo; ñThe Lady In Red,ò 

ranked No. 5, sung by Kay with the Three Rhythm Kings; at No. 7, a reprise of her last 

song for Fred Waring, ñIôll Never Say Never Again, Again,ò sung by Kay without her 

chorus this time around; and ranked No. 14, Kayôs great big ensemble number, ñIôm 

Livinô in a Great Big Way.ò ñIôm Livinô in a Great Big Way,ò music by Jimmy McHugh 

and lyrics by Dorothy Fields, originated in the 1929 Broadway show Hello Daddy, sung 

by Billy Taylor. In 1935, it had been resurrected for the RKO movie Hooray for Love, 

performed by Fats Waller and Bill ñBojanglesò Robinson. For The Lucky Strike Hit 
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Parade, the song was completely reinvented by Thompson into four distinct ñchapters,ò 

replete with her brand-new lyrics, performed by Gogo DeLys, Johnny Hauser and Kay 

herself, backed by her Three Rhythm Kings and fourteen Melody Girls. Of curious note, 

the third ñchapterò was sung by ñBaby Movie Star,ò a spoof of Baby Rose Marie and 

Shirley Temple, warbled in a ñwiddle baby goilò voice by Gogo DeLysða precocious 

ancestor of Eloise, perhaps? The number began with the announcer, Ben Grauer, saying, 

ñWeôre turning the musical pages of a make-believe radio magazine. Page one, the 

headline reads, óMiss Gogo DeLys Declares That Everything Is About As It Should Be!ô 

Listen, sheôll read the article for you.ò Accompanied by piano and light orchestration, 

Gogo sang the first ñchapterò of Kayôs lyrics, including the lines: 

 

Got a big grand piano, 

And Iôm learning to play.  

I for one think itôs fun,  

Livinô in a quiet little way. 

 

When DeLys finished her section, the announcer continued, ñPage two, Johnny Hauser 

writes a few words about farm life in New Jersey.ò Then, Johnny sang the second 

ñchapter,ò orchestrated in country twang, with lyrics that included: 

 

Got a coop full of chickens, 

And a barn full of hay. 

On my little old farm,  

Iôm livinô in a great big way. 

 

ñAnd here we are at page three,ò the announcer continued, ñand look what we find, an 

interview with a famous baby movie star.ò As the orchestration switched to a tinkling 

music box motif, DeLys became ñBaby Movie Star,ò whining such lyrics as:  

 

Got a Mickey Mouse watch, 

Got a lot of time to play. 

But believe it or not,  

Iôm livinô in a great big way. 

Iôve got a picture of Rosie, 

But the thing that I like the best, 

Is a great big hat with feathers, 

A present from my best pal, Auntie Mae West! 

 

Then, the announcer said, ñPage four, óKay Thompson, The Girl with Rhythm to Burn,ô 

writes her own story and illustrates it with her own original brand of vocalizing.ò The 

orchestra floors it with Kay and her whole gang stepping into high gear as follows: 

 

KAY:  

Got a tap in my fingers, yes sir,  

Got a rhythm in my song, whoa. 

Bada dada tada,  

Iôm livinô in a great big way. 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 53 
 

 

THREE RHYTHM KINGS (briefly borrowing the familiar tune):  

Way down upon the Swanee Riveré 

 

KAY:  

Thatôs where rhythm was born! 

 

THREE RHYTHM KINGS:  

Yes maôam! Thatôs where rhythm was born! 

 

(later at the climax) 

 

MELODY GIRLS:  

Livinôé 

Livinô iné 

Livinô in a great ï 

 

KAY (shouts): 

Enormous! Colossal! Gigantic! Tremendous! 

 

MELODY GIRLS and THREE RHYTHM KINGS: (big finish)  

Livinô in a greatébigéWAAAAAY!!! 

 

As the studio audience exploded in applause, it was mighty clear that Kay was a force to 

be reckoned with. Radio Guide, 11/23/1935; Thompsonôs special lyrics to ñIôm Livinô in 

a Great Big Wayò (Jimmy McHugh-Dorothy Fields, additional words and music by Kay 

Thompson), were transcribed from a recording of The Lucky Strike Hit Parade (NBC-

Radio, 7/27/1935); ñRosieò refers to Baby Rose Marie, considered ñradioôs first genuine 

starò by John Dunning, author of On the Air: The Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio. The 

precocious child was the star of her own radio show, Baby Rose Marie, beginning at the 

age of 3, in 1926. The show continued until 1935 when she ñretired,ò but was brought 

back by popular demand in 1938. As Rose Marie got older, she played ñBaby Rose 

Marieò as a character, much the same way that Fanny Brice played ñBaby Snooks,ò 

posing for publicity photographs and making appearances dressed as a baby. In the 

1950s, Rose Marie was finally able to shed the typecasting when she played a regular 

adult supporting character on The Dick Van Dyke Show. 

45 One of the more notable: Fred Astaireôs recording of ñCheek to Cheekò reached No. 1 

on August 10, 1935, and was performed that night on The Lucky Strike Hit Parade. 
 

45 ñHe was dancing onò: Silverman, Stephen M. Dancing on the Ceiling: Stanley Donen 

and His Movies. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996, page 238. 
 

46 ñtable microphonesò: Radio Guide, 8/10/1935. In the March 6, 1937, issue of Radio 

Guide, there is a photograph of Astaire on page 23 with microphones at his feet. 
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46 Forced to use: Radio Mirror, 12/1935. In addition to Jack Jenney, Lennie Hayton also 

brought three other key sidemen to Los Angeles: Charles Margulis (trumpet), Frank 

Signarelli (piano), and Harry Bluestone (violin). 

 

46 Jenney was a handsome: The son of John Mordecai Jenney and Ada Cox Jenney, 

Truman Elliott ñJackò Jenney was born May 12, 1910, in Mason City, Iowa, but grew up 

in nearby Cedar Rapids. In a 1939 radio interview, Jack explained, ñFather and mother 

were musiciansðthe only teachers I ever had.ò At the age of seven, John started his son 

on a trumpet, but the youngster didnôt have enough dexterity in his fingers, so little Jack 

switched to a trombone. By the age of twelve, Jack was professionally playing trombone 

as a member of his fatherôs group, John Jenney and His Grandioso Band. In 1928, fresh 

out of Indianaôs Culver Military Academy, Jack joined Austin Wylieôs band, then Mal 

Hallettôs group. From 1931 to 1933, Jack played trombone for the Isham Jones Orchestra, 

which recorded five tunes with Bing Crosby in Chicago in 1932. Jackôs trombone solo on 

Bingôs hit recording of ñSweet Georgia Brownò (recorded 2/28/1932) made a major 

impression that had kept him in demand ever since. It was Crosby who introduced Jack to 

his protégé, Lennie Hayton, so they all owed quite a lot to Bing, Kay included. 

Consequently, Kay and Jack shared a number of mutual friends and had much in 

common, including their ages, both twenty-five-years-old when they got acquainted that 

summer of 1935. Finding time to date wasnôt easy, however, due to his busy work load. 

On May 30, 1935, the famed Dorsey Brothers Orchestra was performing at the Glen 

Island Casino on the Long Island Sound in Westchester, New York, when siblings 

Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey got on each othersô last nerve, the scene of their infamous 

break-up. Tommy walked out, leaving Jimmy to carry on the orchestra by himself. 

Tommy, perhaps the most famous trombonist of all-time, was not an easy guy to replace, 

but it was Jack Jenney who was called to the rescue. After his nightly radio commitments 

were done, Jack would race out to Glen Island to fill-in Tommyôs substantial trombone 

solos, alongside bandmate Glenn Miller. ñWhen it came to ballads,ò swing historian 

Campbell Burnap once wrote, ñJenney could match anyone in the businessðincluding 

Tommy Dorsey.ò Jenney was easy on the eyes, too. ñJack was a very handsome man,ò 

swooned singer Bea Wain in a 2002 interview for this book. ñExtremely attractive and he 

looked great in tails.ò Alec Wilder added, ñThere was an extra elegance. [Jack] could 

wear full formal evening wear without looking like an Italian wedding.ò Regarding 

Jenneyôs demeanor, Wilder observed that he was always ñlaughing, not too bright, 

intense about his horn, easily irritated by conductors and inferior players and 

arrangements, and with child-like mixed with street-arab characteristics.ò The whole 

package was an aphrodisiac to Kay, but her brakes screeched to a halt when Jack let it 

slip that he had a young son named John. ñMy motherôs name was Clara Jesina,ò Jackôs 

son, John, recalled, ña 100% bohemian girl. Around 1928, she married my father, Jack, at 

her familyôs homeð1938 Park Avenue, Cedar Rapids, Iowaðthe house where I would 

later live. I guess it was an inexpensive way of getting married, to do it right there.ò The 

daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Charles J. Jesina, Clara had graduated from the local 

Washington High School and had been working for the Equitable Life Insurance 

Company when she fell in love with Jack. She gave up her career to go out on the road 

with him, but the thrill of living out of a suitcase quickly evaporated. ñMy mother 

couldnôt keep up with my father,ò John explained. ñShe didnôt like all the traveling 

around, plus she had a little baby boyðthat was me. I was born July 30, 1929 [Daddy 
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Jack Jenney was only nineteen-years-old at the time]. She left me with my grandparents a 

lot, but she finally just got tired of all the traveling. They were divorced around 1933 or 

ô34. [sic; Actually, Jack and Clara separated in Chicago around that time, but the divorce 

was not made official until later. The marriage license between Truman Elliott Jenney 

and Catherine Louise Fink lists Jenneyôs divorce from Clara to be ñJuly 1936,ò due to 

ñincompatibility.ò] My mother got custody of me and she and I moved back to Iowa to 

live with my grandparents in a tiny town outside Cedar Rapids called Swisher. I was 

Jackôs only child and he was supposed to pay $100 a month in child support, which was 

big money in those days, but he could afford the payments because he played trombone 

all the time.ò Relieved to learn that Jack was in the process of getting a divorce from 

Clara, Kay cautiously allowed Jackôs courtship to proceed. Down Beat, 1/1/1946; Stone, 

Desmond. Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself: A Life of the Composer. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1996, page 67; Liner notes by Campbell Burnap from the 1996 CD 

collection, Jack Jenney: Stardust (HEP Records CD 1045); Interview with Jack Jenney, 

conducted by Ruth Moss, from an unidentified Boston radio program on June 24, 1939, 

available on the 2003 CD The Jack Jenney Orchestra Live at the Totem Pole Ballroom, 

June 23, 1939, issued by the Jack Jenney Music Festival, courtesy of Paul Hemmer.  

 

46 according to family legend: Jack Jenneyôs son, John, recalled, ñMy dad had two 

brothers, Bob and George. Jack was the oldest, George was the middle one, Bob was the 

youngest. Their fatherðmy Grandpa John Jenneyðsold music instruments. He loved 

music and he formed a little band and they used to play during halftime at sporting events 

and go up and down the Mississippi to play Dixieland jazz in the riverboats.ò Aside from 

being a regionally well-known musician, the older John was an instructor of brass 

instruments at Dubuqueôs Columbia College (now Loras College) who would eventually 

manage branches of the C. G. Conn Instrument Company in Waterloo, Iowa, and later in 

Hartford, Connecticut. For the Jenney patriarch, horns were his life. ñWould you 

believe,ò the younger John noted, ñthat another fellow from Mason City, Meredith 

Willson, wrote The Music Man about my Grandpa John? Well, itôs true. They were good 

friends. Of course, you know Meredith Willson added a lot to it and made a helluva show 

out of it, but my Grandpa John was the inspiration.ò In his lifetime, Meredith Willson 

never named names, but he admitted his title character in The Music Man, Harold Hill 

(immortalized on Broadway and in the movie by Robert Preston), was an amalgam of 

several real-life men he had known in his past. There is every reason to believe that Jack 

Jenneyôs father was one of them. And, there was no shortage of irony in the fact that in 

1935, Jack Jenney was playing trombone on The Lucky Strike Hit Parade, a series 

inspired by Willsonôs Top Ten radio program.  
 

46 ñson of the Music Manò: From the authorôs 2002 interview with Elizabeth Newburger 

Rinker. 
 

46 ñJenney could matchò: Liner notes by Campbell Burnap from the 1996 CD collection 

Jack Jenney: Stardust (HEP Records, CD 1045). 
 

46 ñhighly chargedò: From the authorôs 2008 interview with Robert Wagner (who was a 

friend of Hughie McFarland). 
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46 by express train: After the Astaire-less Lucky Strike Hit Parade broadcast on 

September 7, 1935, Kay Thompson, Lennie Hayton, and the others packed their bags for 

California. Because the journey by train would take five days, there was no time to 

properly prepare and rehearse a new show for September 14. So, in the Hit Parade 

timeslot on that date, NBC aired a special West Coast program promoting the premiere of 

a new motion picture entitled The Big Broadcast Of 1936 (Paramount) with stars from the 

movie providing the entertainment for that week, including Bing Crosby, Ethel Merman, 

Jack Oakie and Charles Ruggles. Los Angeles Times, 9/10/1935; Los Angeles Evening 

Herald-Express, 9/11/1935, 9/12/1935, and 9/14/1935; Williams, John R. This Was Your 

Hit Parade. Rockland, Maine: Courier-Gazette, Inc., 1984, page 4. 

 

47 ñshe really wanted to be in moviesò: In Radio Stars, Kay Thompson remarked, ñYou 

know, thereôs a funny thing. You take the thousands of girlsðand a lot of them talented, 

tooðwho go to Hollywood with only one ambition. To break into movies. And they 

never get to first base. Yet, because I didnôt want to break into movies, I had a dozen 

offers. Hollywood is so provincial. They think movies and live movies and talk movies. 

After Iôd been there a while I knew I didnôt want any part of the movies.ò Regardless of 

what defense mechanisms Thompson invoked for the press, there was nothing she wanted 

more than to be a movie star. Radio Stars, 11/1936. 

 

47 ñIôm not the maternalò: Radio Stars, 11/1936. 

 

47 were busy jamminô: While in Los Angeles for Lucky Strike Hit Parade, Kay 

Thompson and Lennie Hayton co-hosted the commencement of the autumn Radio Show 

Convention, with a ceremony held at the J. W. Robinson Department Store on September 

23, 1935. A photograph from the event appeared in the Los Angeles Times showing a 

state-of-the-art 'High Fidelity' Philco radio console flanked by Thompson and Hayton. 

And, a solo photo of Thompson appeared in the Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express. 

Los Angeles Times, 9/27/1935; Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 9/26/1935.   
 

47 ñI vowedò: Astaire, Fred. Steps in Time. New York: Harper, 1959, page 212. 

 

47 hauled right back to New York: While Kay and the others traveled back to New York 

by train, Jack Jenney drove east, dropping off his son, Little John, in Iowa. Jackôs mother, 

Ada, however, did not get out of the car. It turned out that she and her husband had 

separated and now she wanted to go live with her son for a while in New York City. 

Although Jack spent most nights at Kayôs apartment, he maintained a place in the Hotel 

Lismore at 253 West 73rd Street (between Broadway and West End Avenue). Under the 

circumstances, Jack had little choice but to acquiesce to his motherôs requestðand like 

most mothers, she would spoil her son by doing the cooking and the cleaning. 
 

47 ñto become too closelyò: Radio Mirror, 8/1936. 

 

47 strict new creative guidelines: George Washington Hill manifesto read as follows: 1.) 

Cut out all effort to produce a show in a piece or a number. Play the number as it made 

the original hit, without variations or new ideas. 2.) Make the voice fit the music. Do not 

attempt to fit the music to the voice. Then if the voice fits in, put it in. If it doesnôt fit in, 
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leave it out. 3.) On introducing hot numbers, play them in original style that made them 

hits, regardless of their age. [There was a brief period of time when Hill did not even 

allow the names of singers to be identified on the airðonly the song titlesða guideline 

that was eventually rescinded after a deluge of listenersô complaints.] Radio Guide, 

4/25/1936. 
 

47 ñI donôt want attentionò: Newman, Kathy M. Radio Active. Los Angeles: University 

of California Press, 2004, page 180. 
 

48 everyone was fired: For the overhauled Your Hit Parade, Lennie Hayton was replaced 

by Al Goodman. In a press statement, Goodman said, ñMy job has always been to give 

the American public what it wants. I am going to do it. I will break my neck to give the 

public their Hit Parade and I visualize my determination by the change in name.ò Despite 

sucking up to his new boss, Goodman didnôt last six monthsðjust another expendable 

cog in George Washington Hillôs Your Hit Parade meat-grinder. The Los Angeles Times, 

11/9/1935. 

 

48 four new songs: Kayôs first Brunswick record was: ñYou Hit the Spotò b/w ñYou Let 

Me Downò (Brunswick 7560), recorded 11/11/1935, released 11/30/1935. Her second 

Brunswick record was: ñDonôt Mention Love to Meò b/w ñOut of Sight, Out of Mindò 

(Brunswick 7564), recorded 11/11/1935, released 12/7/1935. Source: Brunswick Artistôs 

Card for ñKay Thompson and The Boys,ò courtesy of Michael Feinstein. 

 

48 For the sessions: Lord, Tom. The Jazz Discography, vol. 22. W. Vancouver, B.C.: 

Lord Music Reference, Inc., 1999, page T333. The band for the Kay Thomson and Her 

Boys Brunswick session, 11/11/1935, included Jack Jenney (director, trombone); Chuck 

Campbell and Jack Lacey (trombones); Charlie Margulis, Rudy Weinstein, and Manny 

Klein (trumpets); Toots Mondello, Alfie Evans, and Eddie Powell (clarinets, alto sax); 

Larry Binyon (clarinet, tenor sax); Frank Signorelli (piano); Dick McDonough (guitar); 

Artie Bernstein (bass); and Johnny Williams (drums). 

 

48 series of guest appearances: The first of Kayôs prerecorded installments of The Harry 

Richman Dodge Show was aired in most markets on Sunday, January 19, 1936. It began 

with a brief instrumental of Harry Richmanôs signature song, ñPuttinô On the Ritz.ò Then, 

Harry said, ñNow weôre going to present an outstanding personality of stage and radio, 

Miss Kay Thompson, and what she can do to a song is something to write home about. 

Thatôs why Iôm going to sing my song first.ò After that reverse introduction, Richman 

sang ñA Treat for the Eyes.ò When it was over, Kay said, ñNice work Harry. Youôre 

setting an awful pace for me.ò Harry responded, ñYouôll never make me believe that, 

Kay. But speaking of paces, Dodge is setting a sensational pace in the motor car 

worldéò After several more platitudes about the sponsor, Kay was finally allowed to 

squeeze in her first number, ñIôve Got a Feeling Youôre Fooling.ò Her performance was 

relaxed and confident but the same cannot be said of the pitching between songs. At 

every possible chance, the script called for Harry and Kay to banter ad nauseam about 

Dodge cars. In those days, commercials were often ham-fisted, an insincere style that 

seems ridiculous by todayôs standards. Even back then, however, not everyone fell for it. 

A review in Variety wagged its finger that ñthe plugging is as aggressive as any of 
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Chryslerôs knockdown sales jobs,ò and Richard Himber, a well-known radio bandleader, 

had openly lambasted these heavy-handed appeals, calling them ñbroadcastoroil.ò But the 

marketing experts for Dodge were pleased as punchðclearly fond of the ñhit ôem over 

the headò approach. Impressed with Kayôs automotive charm, the bullish marketeers 

signed a separate deal with her to appear as the Dodge spokeswoman for a print 

advertising campaign (with a free car as a perk). One of Kayôs Dodge ads appeared in the 

May 1936 issues of McCallôs and Better Homes & Gardens magazines. Strangely, there 

were no pictures of the automobiles, leaving it up to the imagination what the cars looked 

like. Instead, there were three ghastly headshots of ñKay Thompson, famous star of radio 

and stage.ò The ad is headlined by Kayôs quote: ñWhat a gorgeous car! And so 

economical!ò Copy continues below each not-so-flattering portrait, along the lines of, 

ñYouôve probably heard me rave on the air about the new Dodge óBeauty Winnerôé and 

I am enthusiastic about it.ò Far from being a ñBeauty Winnerò herself, Kay must have 

rolled her eyes all the way to the bank. No stranger to the hawking game, Kay had her 

own product to sell on that first Dodge broadcast. Promoting her Brunswick record, Kay 

performed ñDonôt Mention Love to Me,ò  featuring a less effective trumpet solo in place 

of the original discôs mellifluous trombone solo by Jack Jenney. Despite the shot in the 

arm, Kayôs platter of ñDonôt Mention Love to Me,ò backed with ñOut of Sight, Out of 

Mind,ò was not resuscitatedðan unfortunate but typical fate in the exceedingly elusive 

world of hit records. On another installment of The Harry Richman Dodge Show, Kay 

dutifully promoted her other Brunswick disc by singing ñYou Hit the Spotò from that 

movie Collegiate which was about to open in theaters. Although the installment was 

transcribed on January 16, 1936, in advance of the filmôs opening on January 22, for 

inexplicable reasons beyond Kayôs control, the installment was not aired until March 28, 

long after the movie and her Brunswick disc were dead and buried. Next up was more 

ñbroadcastoroil,ò and it was quite a mouthful. The Rexall ñMagic Hourò Original One-

Cent Sale Radio Programs were five 15-minute doses to be ingested on weekday 

afternoons for one week in late-April 1936. Set to be transcribed in February, Kay signed 

on as the featured vocalist. The music would be provided by Don Voorhees & His 

Orchestra, whom Kay had met at CBS when Don was conducting the music for Bill 

Spierôs The March Of Time. Also on the transcriptions would be the Songsmiths 

(Randolph ñTubbyò Weyant, Scrappy Lambert, Leonard Stokes, and Robert Moody), the 

latest casualties from Your Hit Parade. Rounding out the line-up would be baritone 

Conrad Thibault, announcers Basil Rysdael and Fred Uttal, plus young actress Eunice 

Howard as ñLittle Miss Penny,ò Rexallôs One-Cent Mistress of Ceremonies. To promote 

the show, a free brochure was handed out at all the Rexall Drug Stores around the 

country, describing Kay as ñthe latest sensation among sensational blues singers,ò touting 

her former association with Bing Crosby. The money was fairly good but the sad truth 

was that the Dodge and Rexall shows were no Hit Parade. Kay had gone from one of the 

top-rated hours on network radio to low-rent, syndicated fillers that were little more than 

glorified commercials. Variety, 2/26/1936; Radio Guide, 8/27/38; Other Kay Thompson 

numbers on installments of The Harry Richman Dodge Show: Episode No. 7: ñSolitudeò 

and ñAfter Youôve Gone,ò recorded 1/22/1936, aired on 2/23/1936; Episode No. 13: ñIf 

This Is Love, I Donôt Want Loveò and ñYou Hit The Spot,ò recorded 1/16/1936, aired on 

3/29/1936.  

 

48 ads in magazines: Better Homes and Gardens, 5/1936; McCallôs, 5/1936. 
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49 left him for Mark: In 1936, Mark Hanna was an agent with the Leland Hayward 

Agency (located at 654 Madison Avenue at Sixtieth Street). Writer Ernest Lehman 

recalled, ñ[Mark Hanna] was a celebrity agent in his own light, with an eccentric (read 

eclectic) list of clients. I recall that during the same time he was representing me [in the 

early 1940s], his list included novelist John OôHara, Broadway columnists Dorothy 

Kilgallen and Louis Sobol, bandleader Benny Goodman, and Brooklyn Dodgersô 

manager Leo Durocher. (Yes, I kid you not.)ò Lehman further described Hanna as ña 

saturnine, silver-haired, elegantly dressed man in his mid-50s, who was so much more 

colorful than any of the make-believe figures I was trying to turn into a writing career 

that I wonder why I never attempted even once to óuseô him as a character in a short 

story.ò Written By, June/July 2001, printed excerpts from Ernest Lehmanôs unpublished 

autobiography How the Hell Should I Know? Tales from My Anecdotage. 

 

49 in the King Cole Room: New York Times, 2/12/1936 and 2/13/1936; New Yorker, 

2/15/1936; Port Arthur News (Port Arthur, Texas), 2/19/1936. 

 

49 By then, the Melody Girls: With Thompson unable to find work for her fourteen-

member Melody Girls choir, the ladies began to disperse. Kayôs sisters, Marian and 

Blanche, were among the first to leave. Three more returned to their old professions. 

Member Elizabeth Newburger Rinker recalled, ñWhile Kay was gone to Los Angeles for 

Hit Parade, one of these girls in the chorus, Lillian OôMara, wanted to pull the remaining 

nine members of the group together and head it. She was involved with an announcer and 

probably got the idea from him. Anyway, she tried to organize this group. When Kay 

came back and found out what was going on, that was the end of Lillian as far as Kay 

was concerned. In fact, Kay wouldnôt have anything to do with any of them, except me 

because I wouldnôt do it. Nothing to do with loyalty to anything, I just didnôt want to do 

it.ò With Elizabeth a no-go, Lillian and the seven other Melody Girls stuck together, 

renaming themselves the Eight Lovely Girls, and got a job on Gulliver, Ed Wynnôs CBS 

radio show, starting February 13, 1936. On May 12, Wynn and the Eight Lovely Girls 

switched networks to NBC where the show was rechristened Ed Wynnôs Grab Bag. 

Underscoring just how incestuous the business could be, NBC assigned Lennie Hayton to 

conduct the orchestraðwith Jack Jenney playing trombone. You can bet Lennie and Jack 

got an earful from Kay about her disloyal charges (though their act of ñbetrayalò was no 

different than what Thompson had done to Fred Waring). After Ed Wynnôs Grab Bag 

ended on August 12, 1936, the Eight Lovely Girls disbanded and were never heard from 

again. ñThe girls all disappeared,ò recalled Elizabeth Newburger Rinker. ñThey didnôt 

stay in the business or anything.ò Meanwhile, Elizabeth freelanced in the neutral zone 

until Thompson formed the Rhythm Singers in the spring of 1936. Elizabeth was the only 

carryover from Kayôs original Melody Girls choir. Popular Songs, 9/1936; Dunning, 

John. The Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio. New York: Oxford University Press, 1998, 

page 218. Also, information gleaned from an NBC press release and photo of Ed Wynn 

with the Eight Lovely Girls, dated 5/14/1936.  

 

49 Three Rhythm Kings had gone: In 1938, the Three Rhythm Kings (Chuck Lowry, Hal 

Hopper, and Woody Newbury) joined the Pied Pipers, an octet that included Jo Stafford 

and the former members of the Four Esquires. In 1940, the Pied Pipers (minus Newbury) 
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backed up Frank Sinatra on his No. 1 hit ñIôll Never Smile Again.ò Although membership 

frequently changed, the group had a successful recording career throughout the 1940s, 

with Lowry a constant and Hopper present off and on. 
 

49 Even Kayôs sisters: Kayôs younger sister Marian abandoned the Melody Girls and 

resumed art school in New York, with ambitions of becoming a fashion designer. To pay 

the rent, she took a part-time job working in an upscale furniture store. Kayôs older sister 

Blanche married her St. Louis hometown sweetheart, Clement Hurd, on June 28, 1935. 

Blanche and her husband were over the novelty and hubbub of New York City and 

decided to settle down in St. Louis to raise a family. (Their first child, Julie, was born on 

May 1, 1936; their second child, John, was born on October 12, 1939.) Disappointed that 

her sister had given up a career to become, of all mundane horrors, a mother and 

homemaker, Kay simply announced to the press that Blanche had gone home ñto write a 

novel.ò In an interview for this book, Blancheôs daughter, Julie, confirmed that although 

her mother enjoyed writing, she never wrote a book or published anything. Julie was also 

unaware of any fashion designing from her Aunt Marian. Julie said that, in later life, Kay 

was known to admonish her sisters, ñNeither one of you did anything with your talents.ò 

When Kay passed away in 1998, her estate went to her only surviving sibling, Blanche. 

When Blanche died on May 31, 2002, the estate was passed on to her children, Julie Hurd 

Szende and John Hurd. Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
 

49 The components would: Chicago Daily Tribune, 7/30/1960. Later replacements in 

Kayôs Rhythm Singers included Dorothy Kirsten, a New Jersey girl who had been 

singing with the Kate Smith Chorus and eventually became a star soprano for the 

Metropolitan Opera. Suzanne ñDaisyò Eaton was one of Kitty Finkôs college sorority 

sisters from Kappa Kappa Gamma. 
 

50 For the twelfth: Bea Wain, born in New York on April 30, 1917. At the age of six, 

Bea got her start on The Childrenôs Hour (on a station that later became NBC). On May 

1, 1938, Bea married radio announcer Andre Baruch, with Jack Jenney as an usher. After 

working with Kayôs group, Bea forged a successful solo career. 
 

50 Ken Lane was not only: Ken Lane was a Brooklyn native who had started out as a 

piano player for the George Marlowe Music Publishing firm. ñGetting that job was a real 

break for me,ò Ken later told a reporter. ñMy main job was taking songs around to people 

like Bing Crosby and Kate Smith. Iôd demonstrate the songs, hoping they would sing 

them on the radio. It also gave me a chance to sing. I was a second tenor and I sang with 

Kay Thompson for a while.ò Ken would later lead his own choral group, do vocal 

arrangements for Columbia Pictures, and become the accompanist for Frank Sinatra 

(1944-1952), then for Eddie Fisher (1952-1957), and finally for Dean Martin (1957-

1970s). The Daily Courier (Connellsville, Pennsylvania), 8/29/1970. [See additional 

endnotes on Ken Lane listed for page 184 under the trailing phrase ñgracefully bowed 

out.ò]  

 

50 her all-star team: Prior to the launch of CBS-Radioôs The Chesterfield Radio 

Program on May 1, 1936, Kay Thompson and Her Rhythm Singers made an 

unannounced, surprise radio debut on Sunday, March 29, 1936, not on CBS, but rather on 
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a rival NBC show, Is Swing the Thing? In her diary, Rythym Singer Virginia ñJitchyò 

Vass noted: ñCame home after rehearsal just long enough to rest a minute and then went 

back to NBC and went on the air with Kayðbut got no money for it! Shucks!ò Well, 

considering the stellar line-up, no wonder they did it for free: Benny Goodman, Red 

Norvo, Ray Noble, Meredith Willson, guitar duo Dick McDonough and Carl Kress, 

Casper Reardon swinging on the harp, and vocalist Mildred Bailey, sister of Kayôs chorus 

member, Al Rinker. The review in Variety cheered, ñAs a round-up of swing stars, this 

program was the best to date.ò Four days later, Kay and her new choir sang Blue Moon 

and Knock Wood on Rudy Valleeôs hugely popular NBC program, The Fleischmannôs 

Yeast Hour, Thursday night at 8 P.M., with each chorus member raking in $22.50, their 

first paycheck as a group. Variety, 4/8/1936; and from Virginia ñJitchyò Vass Scottôs 

unpublished diary, made available to the author exclusively for this book, courtesy of 

Jitchy and her husband, Robert Scott. 

 

50 named Hugh Martin: Born August 11, 1914, Hugh Martin was a prodigy pianist from 

early on. At the age of five, he was the youngest student at the Birmingham Conservatory 

of Music. He formed a jazz band to back up his piano and got a gig in Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil, where he met Carmen Miranda, long before Hugh did the vocal arrangements for 

her Broadway musical Streets of Paris (Broadhurst Theatre, 1939-40), co-starring Bud 

Abbott and Lou Costello. In 1936, however, all Hugh wanted in the whole wide world 

was to work for Kay Thompson. ñKay had an apartment,ò Hugh explained. ñI showed up 

at 9 oôclock one morning.ò Tousled and still in her nightclothes, Kay answered the door 

on that early morning in March 1936. ñDonôt you know show people sleep till noon?ò 

Kay told Hugh. Apparently, the audition time had been set for 9 P.M., not A.M. ñIôd 

waked her up and she was furious,ò Hugh recalled. Kay told Hugh to come inside and 

wait. As she disappeared to make herself more presentable, Jack Jenney emerged holding 

an electric razor. ñI think she had been in bed with Jack Jenney at the time,ò Hugh 

surmised. ñThey were living together and not married yet, but at least she eventually 

married him and that made it all right.ò Feeling ever so slightly awkward, Hugh made an 

attempt at idle conversation by admiring Jackôs shaver. ñIôll sell it to you cheap,ò Jack 

said, not exactly the response Hugh was expecting. ñIôd never had one,ò Hugh recalled, 

ñso I bought it. All I can tell you about Jack Jenney is that he played a superb trombone 

and he sold me a pretty good shaver.ò As the men were concluding their deal, Kay 

reappeared and asked Hugh, ñCould you come back at noon and accompany a gentleman 

who wants to audition for me at 12?ò Hugh replied, ñIôll be glad to.ò And thatôs how 

Hugh Martin met Ralph Blane. ñRalph came up there at noon,ò Hugh recalled. ñI played 

for his audition that day and Kay took me. It was just the best break I ever had.ò In a 

1971 interview with author Hugh Fordin, Kay fondly recalled that first meeting with 

Hugh Martin. ñHe said, óIôll be the pianist.ô And so he picked up quite a bit of training 

there,ò Kay remembered. ñThen, I auditioned Ralph and loved Ralphôs voice and we 

became friends from that moment on.ò Born July 26, 1914, in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, 

Ralph Blane discovered he could sing at Northwestern University, Chicago, and 

coincidentally had made his professional singing debut in Kayôs hometown with the St. 

Louis Opera Company. Unfortunately, the big break for Ralph in the Big Apple would 

have to waitðKay was dead set on hiring three male singers who were an existing group. 

Even so, Kay had unwittingly enabled the introduction and birth of one of the greatest 

songwriting teams of all time: Martin & Blane. But, while fame and fortune waited in the 
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wings, Blane would occupy his time by starring on Broadway in Leonard Sillmanôs latest 

incarnation of Low and Behold!, now entitled New Faces of 1936, opposite Imogene 

Coca and Van Johnson. Coronet Magazine, 4/1943; and from Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 

interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California 

Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and 

courtesy of Hugh Fordin. Portions of the interviews appear in Hugh Fordinôs book The 

World of Entertainment! Hollywoodôs Greatest Musicals: The Freed Unit at MGM (New 

York: Doubleday, 1975). 

 

50 comic novelty songs: According to Radio Guide, 11/21/1936, for the song ñIôm an Old 

Cowhand (From the Rio Grande)ò (Johnny Mercer), Kay Thompson added a new verse 

for her chorus member Al Rinker, formerly of the Rhythm Boys (which he had founded 

with his friends from Spokane, WashingtonðBing Crosby and Harry Barris): 

 

Iôm a rhy-thm-m man 

From old Spokane 

I used to sing with Bing 

Until he learned to sing 

Now we both sing on the ra-di-o 

Bingôs in the money and steals the show 

Iôd rather be Bing if youôd like to know. 

 

The original hit song, sung by Bing Crosby, was from the movie Rhythm on the Range 

(Paramount, 1936), starring Crosby. 

 

51 at 485 Madison: Kay Thompson and Her Rhythm Singers were assigned rehearsal 

space at CBS, 485 Madison Avenue (between Fifty-first and Fifty-second Streets), on the 

sixteenth floor, adjacent to the office of André Kostelanetz, and diagonally across the hall 

from the office of future movie maestro Bernard Herrmann. Radio Guide, 4/30/1938. 
 

51 ñliving in sinò: From the authorôs interviews with Hugh Martin, Bea Wain, and 

others. 
 

51 ñKay is so thrilledò: From Virginia ñJitchyò Vass Scottôs unpublished diary, made 

available to the author exclusively for this book, courtesy of Jitchy and her husband, 

Robert Scott. 

 

51 debut on May 1: The Chesterfield Radio Program was produced by Phil Cohan, 

directed by Fred Bethel, and written by Kay Swift, all CBS employees. David Ross was 

assigned to be the announcer and the decision was also made to add a male singer to the 

regular cast, a handsome, blond baritone named Ray Heatherton, born in New Jersey in 

1909ðthe same year as Kay Thompson. In the early 1930s, Ray won a radio talent 

contest on CBS-Radioôs The Atwater Kent Hour, and from there had gone on to sing with 

Paul Whitemanôs band on CBSô The Old Gold Show. He would later father entertainer 

Joey Heatherton, but in 1936, he was single and quite the heartthrob among many of the 

girls in the chorus, despite his somewhat diminutive height. ñHe was very little,ò Bea 

confirmed. ñHe used to stand on a box.ò And sure enough, in a group photo, it appears 
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that he towers over Kay until you realize he is standing on the riser behind her. Size 

didnôt matter. In the diary of Virginia ñJitchyò Vass, the four familiar phases of 

unrequited idol worship are right there in black and white: First, there was the blushing 

he-actually-noticed-me moment: ñRay Heatherton is so cute. He talked to me for a while 

and was I thrilled.ò Second, there was the desperate how-can-I-get-him-talking-to-me-

again moment: ñI persuaded Kay to join the Book of the Month Club and lo and behold, I 

also roped Ray Heatherton in tooéat least he promised.ò Third, there was the impatient 

heôs-not-my-type-anyway moment: ñFound out Ray Heatherton is Catholicðso all is 

over!!!ò And finally, the back-to-square-one moment: ñRay talked to me a while today 

and even though he is Catholic, heôs awfully cute.ò Luckily, Jitchy found true love not 

long after in the form of Robert Scott, a handsome actor, a persistent suitor, and, ñpraise 

the Lord, a Protestant!ò A year after beginning The Chesterfield Radio Program, 

Heatherton made his Broadway debut in Babes in Arms, which opened April 14, 1937. 

He would later play the beloved childrenôs character, ñThe Merry Mailman,ò on radio 

and TV in the 1950s. He died in 1997. From Virginia ñJitchyò Vass Scottôs unpublished 

diary, made available to the author exclusively for this book, courtesy of Jitchy and her 

husband, Robert Scott. 

 

51 ñshe was the Statue of Libertyò: Although Kay Thompson and Jack Jenney were 

staples of the showbiz party circuit, Kay always found time to socialize with her chorus 

members. According to the diary of Rhythm Singer Virginia ñJitchyò Vass, dated June 

15, 1936: ñKay came to dinner and we had the most fun and the best fried chickenðoh, 

sheôs so cute. If I had just half the personality!!!!! Aunt Annie and Aunt Alice thought 

she was awfully cute and she thought they were.ò Rhythm Singer Bea Wain likewise 

recalled: ñKay used to come up to my house for dinner. We lived in the Bronx. She took 

a bite of something and said she had broken a tooth, but she didnôt. She had caps on her 

teeth and it was just a cap that had come off. Kay always had a nickname for everybody 

and she called me B. R., for Beatrice Ruth, my full name. I have a picture that she gave 

me, autographed: óTo B. R., ócause she makes my teeth fall out.ôò Kay was a generous 

gift giver, although distributing autographed pictures of oneself might be thought of as a 

tad egocentric. Jitchyôs diary, July 3, 1936: ñKay gave each of us a pair of hose and a 

funny picture of herself.ò Elizabeth Newburger Rinker remembered that picture vividly, 

ñof Kay standing outside the theater where we worked, by the stage door. A snapshot. 

She had a hat on. It was summer. She was just standing on the sidewalk.ò But not all the 

gifts were utilitarian or self-aggrandizing. Jitchyôs diary, August 20, 1936: ñMy 

Birthday!! 21 years old, whew! Just as we were sitting down to dinner, in came flowers 

for meðI opened and found 2 beautiful orchids from Kay. God bless herðnot only that 

but a check for $25 also!!!!ò August 21: ñWent down for the show and of course thanked 

Kay profusely for her lovely, lovely giftsðhonestly sheôs the sweetest person Iôve ever 

known.ò Then there was a party for Jitchy on Saturday night, August 22: ñKay (thereôs 

no limit to her) brought four bottles of champagne! Oh, sheôs so cute I wish sheéò 

Curiously, Jitchyôs pen just doodles after that last dangling phrase, leaving her wish 

undeclared. It seems pretty clear, though, that she had something of a crush on her 

mentor, and the feeling appears to have been mutual. From Virginia ñJitchyò Vass Scottôs 

unpublished diary, made available to the author exclusively for this book, courtesy of 

Jitchy and her husband, Robert Scott.  
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51 two nights a week: Kay Thompsonôs workload was Herculean. As an example, the 

Wednesday, July 15 Chesterfield Radio Program called for Kay to sing ñAinôt It Rightò 

(solo), ñI Donôt Want To Make Historyò (with her Rhythm Singers), and a medley (with 

Ray Heatherton), all from her own original arrangements. Plus, she had the Friday show 

to do, with completely different material. However, no matter how invincible she may 

have appeared on the outside, Kay still had an Achillesô stomach. ñUpchuck,ò Bea 

grimaced. ñThat was her word. Iôd never heard that expression before. Kay was nervous 

before the showsðreal nervous. We had bathrooms backstage and she would throw up in 

the sink. If I ever felt that I had to throw up, I couldnôt talk afterward, much less sing a 

show. I donôt know how she did it.ò According to the diary of Virginia ñJitchyò Vass, 

July 15, 1936: ñHad rehearsal of course, then after dinner, back for the broadcast. Kay 

was sick so we were kinda nervous ï all right, though!ò The pressure of doing two shows 

a week was starting to take its toll on everyone. Jitchyôs diary, July 16: ñHad long drawn 

out rehearsaléKay got kinda upset today cause Kosty was upset cause [the sponsor] 

didnôt like the program last night. Sheôs afraid weôre gonna lose our jobs any time. Came 

back for another rehearsal tonight.ò July 20: ñTook our costumes and went down to have 

pictures madeðwaited two hours for Kay. Spent from 2 oôclock till 8 at the 

photographers. Hope the pictures are good. It was so hard on us that Jessie [Mahr] fainted 

and finally when we got thru, Kay announced that after we got a little dinner, we had to 

come right back to rehearsalðwellðwe didðbut all of us looked like tramps and hagsð

and felt worse. Didnôt get much done consequently. Got home 12:15. Flopped.ò July 22: 

ñHad to get up at the ócrackô and go down to [Kayôs]. Guess what? Yes, we sang all day 

till dinner timeðateðthen went on the air [the fourth week in a row of double shows]. 

Kayôs voice was practically gone.ò Chorus membersô pipes were getting ragged, too. 

Daisy Eaton got strep throat and had to leave to have her tonsils removed. Elizabeth 

Newburger missed a week or two due to laryngitis. Kayôs sister, Marian, still in New 

York but focusing on her art, was drafted as an occasional substitute. Kay tried to give 

her team a day off now and then, but even that backfired. August 19: ñWent back to work 

today. Weôd forgotten most of our songs and Kay was madðsaid she wasnôt gonna give 

us any more days off. Oh well. I didnôt do anything anyway!ò To make matters worse, 

André Kostelanetz bowed out of three weeks of broadcasts in August (six shows). Opera 

singer Lily Pons demanded that RKO bring her beloved Kosty to Hollywood to conduct 

for her performances in That Girl from Paris, both for the prerecording sessions as well 

as on-screen. (Pons and Kostelanetz would also headline at the Hollywood Bowl on 

Friday, August 7, 1936.) So, Kostelanetzô assistant and violinist, Harry Hoffman, was left 

behind in New York to fill-in for The Chesterfield Radio Program. Jitchyôs diary, August 

5: ñThings donôt seem to go so smoothly ócause Kosty is not here.ò According to an 

article in The Atlanta Constitution, Kay wrote a new ñscrewy melodyé to celebrate 

Kostelanetzô return from Hollywood last week. There was first a verse and chorus of 

straight lyrics, then a little nonsensical elaboration on the idea with dialog and sound-

effects. It was finished with a return to the chorus. Kay arrives at the funny middle part 

by taking the whole group into conference on it. The girls and the three young men sit 

around, shoot ideas back and forth, and finally come out with something. Kay says those 

meetings are worth 10 hours of sleep, theyôre so relaxing.ò By the time Kostelanetz 

returned, some changes were already afoot. August 25: ñHad to go down for early 

rehearsal with Kosty. We were all certainly glad to see him [back from Hollywood]! 

Found out that itôs pretty certain weôre going [back to just] once a week all fall.ò At the 
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end of September, the Wednesday show was shifted to a classical format, starring Lily 

Pons. Although Kay and her crew were disappointed, there was also a certain sense of 

relief. With only one show per week on Friday nights, they could breathe again. The 

Atlanta Constitution (Atlanta, Georgia), 9/6/1936; and from Virginia ñJitchyò Vass 

Scottôs unpublished diary, made available to the author exclusively for this book, 

courtesy of Jitchy and her husband, Robert Scott. The July 20, 1936, photo session 

mentioned above yielded a group picture that was used for a promotional postcard that 

appears in the photo section of this book (No. 7).  Postcard reads ñKay Thompson, Ray 

Heatherton, Rhythm Singers, Chesterfield Radio Program, Columbia Network Coast-to-

Coast, Every Wednesday and Friday.ò Front and center is Kay Thompson, with Ray 

Heatherton beside her, standing on a step to make him seem taller. The Rhythm Singers, 

top row, left to right: Virginia ñJitchyò Vass (Scott), Jude Freeland (Barnum), Louisa 

ñWeezieò Vass (Gould), Bea Wain (Mrs. Andre Baruch), Al Rinker, Ken Lane, Johnny 

Smedburg, Elizabeth Newburger (Mrs. Al Rinker), Suzanne ñDaisyò Eaton (Silloway), 

Loulie Jean Norman (Price), Marjorie Miller (years later killed in plane crash in the 

Pacific), Beverly Freeland (the second Mrs. Gordon Jenkins), and Helen Jackson 

(English). Lower row, left to right: Jessie Mahr (the first Mrs. Gordon Jenkins), Eula 

ñMarionò Jernigan, and Sally Vass (Waters).  

 

51 unique vocal arrangements: Critics were impressed with Thompsonôs artistry. In the 

Los Angeles Times, Dale Armstrong wrote, ñKay Thompsonôs vocal work with André 

Kostelanetz is something to write home about. Clever, tuneful, interesting and at times 

inspired. Last weekôs óKay for Presidentô routine was unusually good.ò On the May 15, 

1936, installment of The Chesterfield Radio Show, Kay had a field day reinventing ñJoan 

of Arkansawò (Herbert Stodhart-Oscar Hammerstein). However, not every song was fun. 

According to the diary of Virginia ñJitchyò Vass, dated May 13-14, 1936, ñRehearsed for 

Chesterfield. Found out that we have to change our song for next week so we can sing a 

corny song that Ginger Rogers wrote. Kosty kind of likes her and thatôs whyé after 

dinner we had to go back to help Kay arrange our new Ginger Rogers songðwe stayed 

till pretty lateðbut cut up more than anything else. I donôt think the songôs so cute.ò 

Adding a last-minute song was highly unusual. Normally, the programs were 

collaboratively planned well in advance. ñEssential for presenting popular music was 

expertise in arranging,ò Kostelanetz later wrote in his autobiography. ñThere were 

usually orchestrations available because most of the popular songs we played had come 

from musicals, and those orchestrations were for the theaterôs pit orchestra. But they were 

conventional to the point of dullness, so we started fresh with the sheet music.ò 

According to a report in Microphone, ñAndré Kostelanetz called a preliminary 

conference where he and his óboard of strategyôðthe most talented arrangers in radioð

discuss the type, selection and grouping of the numbers.ò The enclave of arrangers 

included Kay Thompson, Gordon Jenkins, Carroll Huxley, Herbert Quigley, and Charles 

Henderson (composer of ñDeep Is the Nightò and ñCarefreeò) who doubled in the 

orchestra as drummer and pianist respectively. Another arranger was George Bassman 

(composer of ñIôm Getting Sentimental Over Youò) who went on to become a staff 

arranger and composer at MGM, where he worked on such films as The Wizard of Oz, 

and later collaborated again with Thompson on several movies. ñThe arrangers would 

bring their work to me,ò Kostelanetz remembered, ñand I would go over it, making 

suggestions and refinements. The only real problem we had was selecting materialðthere 
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was so much to draw from.ò The report in Microphone continued: ñOnce the basic 

program is decided upon, the more technical labor beginsðseveral score people are 

called into service. The number of pages of manuscript music turned out for the program 

is never less than 1,300 and is usually more. Then begins the editing, additions and blue-

penciling. The next step is the work of three assistant arrangers. It takes them three 15-

hour days to assemble the single score. With the score whipped into shape, three copyists 

spend three more 15-hour days extracting from the arrangements the parts for each of the 

45 instruments. Final rehearsals begin at 9 A.M. on the Thursday before the [Friday 

night] broadcast. The entire group continues through till 6 that night and takes up where it 

left off on Friday afternoon [continuing up to the 10 P.M. live performance].ò Kayôs off-

the-wall arrangements, and her penchant for never writing anything down, presented its 

own set of obstacles. Many wondered if she could even read music. When entertainer and 

music historian Michael Feinstein later posed this question to her, Kay responded, ñOh, 

darling, I read music. I just think so fast I don't have the time to write it down. I have 

other people do that for me.ò As rehearsal pianist, Hugh Martin would have to memorize 

Kayôs hyper, ever-changing arrangements, then play them for Kostelanetzô arrangers and 

copyists far enough in advance so that all could be written down and orchestrated. And, 

as you might have guessed, Kay was not immune to last-minute revisionsðnor was 

Kostyðwhich kept everyone on their toes right up to airtime. ñIt was hard to go wrong 

with such music available and the performing and arranging talent to present it,ò 

Kostelanetz recalled. ñNot only did the listening public respond but composers did, too.ò 

Los Angeles Times, 8/16/1936; Microphone, The Original U.S. Radio Newspaper, 

8/7/1936; Gay City News, 12/14/2006; Kostelanetz, André, with Gloria Hammond. 

Echoes: Memoirs of André Kostelanetz. New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1981, 

pages 77-79; and from Virginia ñJitchyò Vass Scottôs unpublished diary, made available 

to the author exclusively for this book, courtesy of Jitchy and her husband, Robert Scott.  

 

51 Cole Porter, Richard: Kostelanetz, André, with Gloria Hammond. Echoes: Memoirs 

of André Kostelanetz. New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1981, page 79. 
 

52 ñto approximate a bandò: Tormé, Mel. My Singing Teachers: Reflections on Singing 

Popular Music. New York: Oxford University Press, 1994, page 164. 

 

52 ñKayôs tag endingsò: Ibid., page 165. 

 

52 ñmarvelous Andr®ò: Minnelli, Vincente, with Hector Arce. I Remember It Well. New 

York: Doubleday, 1974, page 86. Gordon Jenkins married not one, but two of Kayôs 

chorus membersðfirst Jessie Mahr, and later Beverly Freeland. 

 

52 by the end of September: Beginning the first week of October, reduced to just one 

show a week, the members of Kay Thompsonôs Rhythm Singers had more time to 

moonlight. Not only did the Vass Sisters have their regular Saturday morning show, but 

Bea and the Bachelors (Bea Wain, Al Rinker, Ken Lane, Johnny Smedburg) continued to 

sing as a quartet whenever possible. ñWe used to rehearse Bea and the Bachelors in one 

of Irving Berlinôs rehearsal rooms,ò Bea recalled. ñAnd in another studio, there were four 

guys rehearsing also, the four Modernaires. They were very good and we were very good. 

But they used to annoy us because theyôd rehearse loud and weôd rehearse loud, and so 
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on. Finally someone came to us and said, óInstead of competing with each other, why 

donôt you just join each other?ô So we did. We put an octet together, which was also quite 

wonderful. Seven boys and a girl. And then somebody came to us and said, óYou know, I 

think Fred Waring could use you. Why donôt you go up and talk to him?ô So we did. We 

went and auditioned for Fred and he hired us right away. He was on the Ford program, he 

called us the V-8, which was the name of a car. And Andre [Baruch] was announcing that 

showðthatôs how we first got together [and later married]. The eight of us were doing 

the Ford show with Fred and at the same time the four of us from Bea and the Bachelors 

were doing the Chesterfield show with Kay. It was a very busy time. Well, as you know, 

Kay had had experience with Fred Waring. We used to tell Fred, óWe have to leave. 

Weôre rehearsing too long. We gotta go do the Chesterfield rehearsal.ô He used to raise 

his voice and say, óYou tell Kay Thompson that sheôs a so-and-so-and-so-and-so, and 

what does she want with my singers?!ô He used every curse word in the book and we 

went back and told her! And sheôd say, óOkay, you tell him what I say: blah blah blah!ô I 

mean this was a big hate thing between themé he hated her. He resented every second 

and she didnôt take any crap from him. And we were in the middle, running back and 

forth between rehearsals, and he didnôt make it easy for us because he knew where we 

had to go. He gave us a very hard time. But later, when Andre [Baruch] and I were 

married [on May 1, 1938, with Jack Jenney as one of the groomsmen], we became friends 

because Fred and [my husband] were such good friends. We saw each other quite a bit.ò 
 

52 settled on Hal Kemp: In an interview for this book, Bea Wain said, ñHal Kemp really 

was sweet. He had a great band, if you like that kind of music. Fourteen men. We 

rehearsed with him on Long Island, in Forest Hills. Thatôs where he had a rehearsal hall. 

We took the train. We used to go to a drugstore and bring sandwiches back, but before 

we could eat them, the guys in the band would grab the bags and eat them. We got very 

upset at that. I used to eat cream cheese and jelly sandwiches on toast. That was my 

standard, all the time. So, Loulie and I went to the drugstore and the guy looked at me 

and said, óCream cheese and jelly on toast?ô And I said, óNo. Toothpaste and jelly on 

toast.ô If you put the white toothpaste out nicely, it can look like cream cheese. Of course, 

when we got back to rehearse, they took our bags and soon found out what they were 

eating, and they never took our sandwiches again.ò Radio Guide, 5/1/1937, lists the roster 

of Hal Kempôs band: Hal Kemp (saxophone); C. B. Van Nordstrandt (piano); Edgar C. 

ñSkinnayò Ennis (drums, vocals); Jack Shirra (bass); Phillip Fent (guitar); Ralph 

Hollendeck, Clayton Cash, and Mickey Bloom (trumpets); Wendell ñGusò Mayhew and 

Edward Kuczborski (trombones); Harold H. Dankers (first saxophone); Ben Williams 

(saxophone, clarinet, flute); H. K. ñSaxieò Dowell (saxophone, clarinet); and Bob Allen 

(vocals). Additional source: Radio Guide, 12/19/1936.  

 

52 her impressive rankings: Interest in Kay Thompsonôs lifestyle was a clear indication 

that her celebrity status had risen from newcomer to trendsetter. When Radio Guide, 

9/12/1936, published a collection of ñHot Weather Drink Recipes,ò Kayôs favorite 

concoction shared equal billing with the beverage formulas of such top radio stars as 

George Burns and Gracie Allen: 

 

Kay Thompsonôs Peach Punch: 1 cup sugar, 2 cups water, ¼ cup orange juice, 2 

cups sliced peaches and juice, ¼ cup lemon juice. Boil water and sugar together 1 
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minute, then set to cool. Force peaches through sieve. Add other ingredients and 

cooled syrup. Chill thoroughly, dilute with mineral water. 

 

Radio Mirror, 8/1936, published ñKay Thompsonôs Secrets for Summer Lovelinessò 

featuring her extensive lecture on personal hygiene and grooming. ñMy particular 

problem is my forehead,ò Kay revealed. ñOne of my idiosyncrasies, as youôve probably 

noticed already, is talking with my eyebrows.ò It is not clear how radio fans would know 

that, but hey, if Fred Astaire could dance on the radio, Kay Thompson could certainly 

manage to convey some arched expressionism over the airwaves. ñThat comes partly 

from facial expressions necessary in putting over popular songs,ò Kay explained, ñand 

partly from a childhood habit of trying to keep my eyes wide open, because I thought 

they were too small and light! Well, this constant use of the eyebrows encourages deep 

horizontal lines in the forehead, so I pay special attention to that when using my tissue 

cream, by massaging it generously into this part of my face.ò She suggested frequent 

baths, especially during the hot summer months, plus the use of ñwitch hazel for 

occasional quick cleansings during the day before re-powdering. These new pine and 

olive bath oils are such a help! They protect the natural oils of the body from the too-

frequent contact with water, and they sooth the nerves. That last is a fundamental thing, 

because I believe relaxation is everything. You canôt have a pleasant-looking face 

without relaxed, happy nerves.ò (Interestingly, ointments-as-tranquilizers was on Kayôs 

mind two decades later in her first Eloise book; after Eloise and her pug dog Weenie have 

been spooked in a dark closet by imaginary monsters, she makes Nanny put ñwitch hazel 

and cotton on all of our toenailsò to calm their nerves.) Deodorant was deemed absolutely 

essential. ñItôs not simply a question of making oneôs self more alluring and irresistible,ò 

Kay sniffed, ñbut itôs also a question ofðwell, of being a good neighbor, if you want to 

put it that way! As a matter of fact, while weôre on the subject, Iôll have to admit Iôd be 

very glad to get up on a soapbox and lecture the men about deodorants, too!ò At the end 

of the article, the reader was informed that for ñmore about Kayôs cosmetics,ò a free 

leaflet was available by sending a self-addressed-stamped-envelope to the magazine. 

Wouldnôt that be a kick to find? (Regrettably, as of this writing, no copy of the leaflet 

featuring Kay Thompsonôs cosmetic tips has turned up.) Radio Mirror, 8/1936; Radio 

Guide, 9/12/1936; Thompson, Kay. Eloise. Illustrated by Hilary Knight. New York: 

Simon & Schuster, 1955, pages 62-63.  
 

53 The year-end Hearst: Varietyôs First Annual Radio Directory 1937ï38. New York: 

Variety, Inc., 1937, pages 31ï32. 
 

53 Renamed Itôs Chesterfield Time: Itôs Chesterfield Time featuring Kay Thompson and 

Hal Kemp lasted twenty-six weeks, from January 1 to June 25, 1937. Kayôs numbers 

included ñWhy,ò ñPennies from Heaven,ò ñOne in a Million,ò ñThe Story of the 

Dixieland Band,ò ñIôm Hating Waiting Around,ò ñToo Marvelous for Words,ò ñBoo 

Hoo,ò ñWhoa Babe,ò and ñHow Deep Is the Ocean.ò She performed ñIt Had to Be Youò 

on January 29, 1937, a song she would record for the Victor label on April 15, 1937. 

ñHeôs a Gypsy from Poughkeepsieò was introduced on the show by Kay, resulting in her 

photo being featured on the cover of the published sheet music. Kayôs last appearance 

with Kemp on June 25, 1937, included her performances of ñSummertimeò and ñThat 

Foolish Feeling.ò 
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53 launched on January 1: Starting January 1, 1937, the leaner and meaner Itôs 

Chesterfield Time hit the airwaves, with a new theme song, ñCelebrating Time,ò written 

and performed by Kay: 

 

Letôs let the show begin, 

Letôs bring the singers in, 

Letôs give the band a chance, 

Letôs start the song and dance. 

Iôm certain youôll take us to your heart, 

Letôs raise the curtain, letôs start! 

 

There were also some personnel changes in the lineup of Rhythm Singers. Dorothy 

Kirsten, a New Jersey girl who had been singing with the Kate Smith Chorus, joined 

Kayôs group and eventually became a star soprano for the Metropolitan Opera. Kirsten 

would later sing a duet with Bing Crosby in the movie Mr. Music (Paramount, 1950). On 

January 2, 1937, Kay Thompson and Her Rhythm Singers starred in a CBS radio special 

honoring its new affiliate stations in California: KNX-Los Angeles and KSFO-San 

Francisco (replacing the Don Lee Networkôs KHJ and KFRC). Broadcast live from New 

York and Los Angeles, the East Coast portion was introduced by network chairman 

William S. Paley and, in addition to the music of Kay and her group, the program also 

featured the comedy of Milton Berle, George Burns and Gracie Allen, plus an opera 

number performed by Nino Martini with an orchestra conducted by Rubinoff. Hollywood 

was represented by Al Jolson, Eddie Cantor, Nelson Eddy, Cecil B. DeMille, Jack Oakie, 

Gertrude Niesen, and Martha Raye. Illustrated Daily News (Los Angeles), 1/2/1937; 

Chicago Daily Tribune, 7/30/1960. 
 

53 ñI rehearse my groupò: Microphone, Original U.S. Radio Newspaper, 2/6/1937. 

 

53 Thompsonôs popularity was at: Another barometer of Kay Thompsonôs success could 

be measured by the company she kept. After terrible floods in the Midwest, New Yorkôs 

Mayor LaGuardia staged an all-star charity fundraiser at Radio City Music Hall on 

February 11, 1937, to aid the American Red Cross. Kay shared the spotlight with many of 

her future chums: Milton Berle, Noël Coward, Ethel Merman, Jimmy Durante, Helen 

Hayes, Bob Hope, Bert Lahr, Beatrice Lillie, and Vincent Price, with music conducted by 

Guy Lombardo, André Kostelanetz, Rubinoff and Fred Waring. The two-hour gala was 

carried over CBS and both the Red and Blue NBC networks, an unprecedented 

cooperative event. New York Times, 2/11/1937; Los Angeles Times, 2/11/1937. 
 

53 Other than the occasional: Chesterfield cigarette ads featuring Kay Thompson and 

Hal Kemp appeared in Playbill (the week of May 3, 1937, back cover, for all Broadway 

shows) and numerous other magazines and newspapers around the country in April and 

May 1937. 
 

54 Although Kay was announced: Los Angeles Times, 1/13/1937. 
 

54 more luxurious apartment: New York Times, 10/15/1936. 
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54 ñKay took an entireò: Radio Mirror, 10/1937. 
 

54 Indeed, Mr. Chips: Los Angeles Evening Herald-Express, 8/6/1935. 
 

54 ñThe woodwork isò: Microphone, Original U.S. Radio Newspaper, 2/6/1937. 
 

54 Kay eloped with Jack: The Kay ThompsonïJack Jenney marriage license was dated 

January 25, 1937; their marriage certificate was dated January 27, 1937. Thompsonôs 

hometown paper, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, reported on January 27 that the marriage 

had taken place on January 26. On January 24, Jack Jenneyôs hometown newspaper, the 

Waterloo Sunday Courier (Waterloo, Iowa), announced that the Thompson-Jenney union 

had taken place on January 23, 1937. 
 

55 giving Holiday her: Billie Holidayôs version of ñCarelesslyò was No. 1 for three 

weeks, beginning on May 15, 1937. 
 

55 ñKay Thompson certainly spoiledò: San Antonio Light (San Antonio, Texas), 

5/24/1937. 
 

55 ñhe thought they were awfulò: New York Daily News, 4/5/1948. 
 

56 On June 12, he booked: In addition to ñWhoa Babe,ò Kay would also perform her 

Victor release, ñIt Had to Be You.ò 
 

56 ñfamous óSimone Simonô breakò: In 1936, Twentieth Century-Fox mogul Darryl F. 

Zanuck had imported a gorgeous, pouty French starlet by the name of Simone Simon to 

star in her first Hollywood movie, Girlsô Dormitory, followed by a string of others 

(ironically including Love and Hisses, the sequel to Wake Up and Live, again starring 

Walter Winchell and Ben Bernie as themselves, with Simone supplanting Alice Faye as 

the rising starlet). The studioôs publicity machine had been working overtime, landing 

Simone on the covers of countless fan magazines, establishing her as the hottest ñitò girl 

of the moment. Today she is perhaps best remembered for Val Lewtonôs suspense classic, 

Cat People (RKO, 1942). In 1936 and early 1937, Simone Simon had been dating the 

legendary composer George Gershwin. Kay was a friend of George and his brother-slash-

songwriting partner, Ira, having performed many of their songs, including I Got Rhythm 

and Summertime. Kay had recently become friendly with the entire coterie of chums who 

swirled around the Gershwins, including Vincente Minnelli, Harold Arlen, Yip Harburg, 

Howard Lindsay, Russel Crouse, even her CBS producer buddy, Bill Spier. And, Kayôs 

main squeeze, Jack Jenney, had known George since 1934 when he played trombone for 

Music by Gershwin, a CBS radio series hosted by the composer. Could Kayôs ñfamous 

óSimone Simonô breakò have been meant as a wink to the crush George had on the 

starlet? Tragically, and quite unexpectedly, a month after Kay performed Whoa Babe, 

George died from a brain tumor, on July 11, 1937. ñSimone, Simone, Simone,ò was not 

the only girlôs name Kay used as filler. ñLucille, Lucille, Lucille,ò also pops up in Whoa 

Babe, although her significance, if any, remains unsolved. One might suspect that it 

refers to the most famous ñLucilleò of all, Lucille Ball, but in 1937, she was just starting 
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to make a name for herself in movies and radio. Ball did have a supporting role in That 

Girl from Paris with Lily Pons and André Kostelanetz, a January 1937 release that Kay 

surely would have seen, but if Kayôs ñLucilleò had been inspired by a high-profile 

celebrity, that person would more likely have been a singer by the name of Lucille 

Manners. On February 5, 1937, Lucille Manners had, with significant controversy, 

replaced Jessica Dragonette on the Cities Service Concerts, a radio program of 

remarkable popularity and longevity, lasting from 1925 to 1956. After several successful 

years on the program, Dragonette had demanded a raise that the sponsor would not cough 

up, so out the door she went, replaced by Lucille Manners, who understandably had a 

bumpy start trying to win over disgruntled listeners. Mannerôs show was broadcast 

weekly on Fridays at 8 P.M., immediately preceding Itôs Chesterfield Time, so perhaps 

therein lies a connection. Hugh Martin believed the choice was random: ñI sincerely 

believe Kay picked that name out of the blue just because she liked the sound. To this 

day, I can still sing you óLucille, Lucille, Lucille,ô from óWhoa Babe.ô In another 

arrangement she garnished a jazz riff, óEloise, Eloise, Eloise.ô This was long before she 

wrote the childrenôs book. I remember singing óEloise, Eloise, Eloiseô and I could sing it 

for you note for note, but I've drawn a total blank of which song it was in.ò Previously 

unreported, this golden nugget adds yet another brick to the foundation of Eloise. So far, 

no Thompson radio performance from that period has surfaced with an ñEloise, Eloise, 

Eloiseò break. Let the search begin. Downbeat, 5/1936 and 7/1937. 
 

56 ñplenty hotò: Down Beat, 7/1937. 
 

56 starring Alice Faye: Radio Guide, 6/19/1937. 

 

56 were no longer required: On Sunday, June 20, 1937, five days before her last Itôs 

Chesterfield Time show on CBS, Kay accepted an invitation to guest star on NBCôs The 

Magic Key of RCA Hour, hosted by Milton Cross, featuring the 30-piece NBC Symphony 

Orchestra conducted by Frank Black. Spearheaded by Kayôs former boyfriend, Don 

Forker of the Lord and Thomas advertising agency, the series offered a progressive 

mixture of ñsymphony musicians and opera stars with purveyors of swing.ò It certainly 

seemed like an ideal environment for Thompson until egos clashed. The New York 

World-Telegram reported, ñJust an hour before Kay Thompsonôs scheduled appearanceé 

the lady walked out of the studio after an argument with Frank Black. Kay wanted the 

trumpet section to walk down in front and play immediately behind her Rhythm Singers 

choir. Frank explained this was impossible because the next number was a symphonic 

work and the trumpeters could not get back to their places in the brass section in time to 

blend into the music properly. Rather than upset her arrangement Miss Thompson refused 

to go on the air. The Southernaires quartet was rushed in to fill the gap.ò With 

unemployment looming large, Kayôs temper was apparently on a very short fuse. After 

the broadcast, however, Forker smoothed things over and Thompson was rescheduled to 

appear on the July 4 installment along with nine-year-old soprano Bobby Breen plugging 

his latest movie, Make a Wish (RKO, 1937). Kay could have immediately segued into 

another popular CBS series if she had accepted an offer of $1000 per week to join 

Community Sings, a musical-comedy variety show sponsored by Gillette Razors that had 

launched Milton Berleôs radio career. But, she turned it down. There was also talk of 

teaming up with her Saturday Night Swing Club buddiesðLeith Stevensô orchestra and 
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host Lanny Rossðfor a new CBS series ñbeginning the latter part of July or in early 

August.ò But nothing came of that either. Dunning, John. On the Air: The Encyclopedia 

of Old-Time Radio. New York: Oxford University Press, 1998, page 422; Los Angeles 

Times, 6/17/1937; Oakland Tribune (Oakland, California), 7/1/1937; New York World-

Telegram, 6/21/1937; Albuquerque Journal (Albuquerque, New Mexico), 6/20/1937; 

Atlanta Constitution (Atlanta, Georgia), 7/4/1937. 
 

56 boarded the Queen: The Queen of Bermuda was built in 1933, weighed 22,575 gross 

tons, and measured 580 feet in length. Private toilets were featured in each cabin, a rarity 

at that time. The usual cruise lasted six daysðforty hours each way from New York to 

Bermuda and back, with four days spent anchored at the island. In the mid-1930s, trips 

cost as little as sixty-two dollars per person. 

 

 

Chapter Three: Hooray for What? 
 

57 ñThe screaming and the sobbingò: From the authorôs 2002 interview with Hugh 

Martin. 
 

57 an offer of $5,000: Liberty, 12/25/1937. Joe DiMaggio and the other guest stars in 

Manhattan Merry-Go-Round were all paid $5,000 each, favored nations. 
 

58 named John H. Auer: The John H. Auer information was taken from the American 

Film Institute Catalog listing for Manhattan Merry-Go-Round, posted on the AFI website 

(www.afi.com). The credited director of Manhattan Merry-Go-Round was Charles 

Reisner, who would later direct the Marx Brothers in The Big Store (MGM, 1941); his 

films Meet the People (MGM, 1944) and Lost in a Harem (MGM, 1944) featured vocal 

arrangements by Kay Thompson. 
 

58 replacements were quickly: The fifteen-member lineup of Kay Thompsonôs Rhythm 

Singers in Manhattan Merry-Go-Round (Republic Pictures, 1937) included Hugh Martin, 

Al Lane (brother of former Rhythm Singer Ken Lane), Al Rinker, Elizabeth Newburger 

(soon to be Mrs. Al Rinker), Bea Wain, Jessie Mahr, Beverly Freeland, the four Mullen 

sisters, and four unidentified female singers. 
 

58 for two new songs: ñAll Over Nothing at Allò and ñI Owe Youò were composed 

expressly for Manhattan Merry-Go-Round by Peter Tinturin and Jack Lawrence. 
 

58 ñWe need starsò: Dialogue from Manhattan Merry-Go-Round (Republic, 1937), 

screenplay by Harry Sauber. 
 

58 ñJoe DiMaggio?! The ballplayerò: Ibid. 
 

59 ñThis is hotterônò: Cramer, Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Heroôs Life. New York: 

Simon & Schuster, 2000, pages 99 (photo of Kay Thompson and Joe DiMaggio) and 111.  
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59 ñRepublic Studios jumpedò: San Francisco Examiner, 11/18/1937. 
 

59 ñparaded into camera rangeò: New York Times, 12/31/1937. 
 

60 a second movie appearance: Radio City Revels, filmed in November and December 

1937, released on February 11, 1938, by RKO. 
 

60 Just before Kay signed: After Alice Faye and Kay Thompson were a no-go, Jane 

Froman ended up appearing as the vocalist with Hal Kempôs band in Radio City Revels 

(RKO, 1938). 
 

60 ñhad an apple orchardò: Meyerson, Harold, and Ernie Harburg. Who Put the 

Rainbow in ñThe Wizard of Ozò? Yip Harburg, Lyricist. Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 1993, page 104. 
 

60 ña gas so terribleò: Ibid., page 105. 
 

61 ñIôll go into the chorusò: Castelluccio, Frank, and Alvin Walker. The Other Side of 

Ethel Mertz: The Life Story of Vivian Vance. New York: Berkley Boulevard Books, 2000, 

pages 78ï79. 
 

61 ñhave been engaged for theò: Chicago Daily Tribune, 8/14/1937. 
 

62 ñI thought she might beò: Castelluccio, Frank, and Alvin Walker. The Other Side of 

Ethel Mertz: The Life Story of Vivian Vance. New York: Berkley Boulevard Books, 2000, 

page 82. 
 

62 At a rehearsal space: Jablonski, Edward. Harold Arlen: Happy with the Blues. New 

York: Doubleday, 1961, page 114; New York Times, 8/21/1973. The chorus listed in 

Playbill for Hooray for What! on November 30, 1937, included Hugh Martin, Ralph 

Blane, Johnny Smedburg, William Chandler, Harold Cook, Ford Crane, Frank Howard, 

Castle Williams, Peggy Badey, Bidda Blakely, Constance Carr, Carrol Clarke, Beverly 

Hosier, Meg Mundy, Dagmar Nilsson, Wynelle Patterson, Barbara Towne, Virginia 

Vonne, and Armance Wilkins. 
 

62 ñI had to take themò: De Mille, Agnes. Dance to the Piper. Boston: Little, Brown and 

Company, 1951, page 181. 
 

62 finale showstopper: ñDown with Loveò would later become the title song and 

inspiration for the movie Down with Love (Twentieth CenturyïFox, 2003) starring Renée 

Zellweger and Ewan McGregor. The song was performed for the movie by Michael 

Bubl® and Holly Palmer, arranged and produced by Marc Shaiman. Judy Garlandôs cover 

version of the song was also utilized in the film. 
 

62 ñGodôs Countryò: Godôs Country was used again in Babes in Arms (MGM, 1939), 

sung by Judy Garland, Mickey Rooney, Douglas MacPhail, Betty Jaynes, and chorus. 
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62 ñNapoleonôs a Pastryò: Shaw, Arnold. Letôs Dance: Popular Music in the 1930s. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1998, page 138. ñNapoleonôs a Pastryò was used 

again years later in the Arlen-Harburg stage musical Jamaica, starring Lena Horne in her 

Broadway debut. 
 

63 ñbecame friendly with Edò: Castelluccio, Frank, and Alvin Walker. The Other Side of 

Ethel Mertz: The Life Story of Vivian Vance. New York: Berkley Boulevard Books, 2000, 

page 88. 
 

63 tryout set to open: New York Times, 10/8/1937. 
 

63 Minnelli began popping: Minnelli, Vincente, with Hector Arce. I Remember It Well. 

New York: Doubleday, 1974, page 100. 
 

63 ñWe were all treatedò: De Mille, Agnes. Portrait Gallery. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 1990, pages 102ï3. 
 

63 ñThe dress rehearsal lastedò: Ibid., page 102. 
 

63 ñThen with no warningò: Minnelli, Vincente, with Hector Arce. I Remember It Well. 

New York: Doubleday, 1974, page 100. 
 

63 ñVincente Minnelli took to hisò: De Mille, Agnes. Portrait Gallery. Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1990, page 103. 

 

63 ña striking blonde girlò: Boston Herald, 10/31/1937. 
 

64 ñThe next morningò: Ibid. 
 

64 a midnight rehearsal: PIC, 1/1938. 
 

64 ñThis isnôt trueò: De Mille, Agnes. Portrait Gallery. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 1990, page 104. 
 

64 ñBuds Wonôt Budò: ñBuds Wonôt Budò was later recorded and filmed by Judy 

Garland for the movie Andy Hardy Meets Debutante (MGM, 1940) but ended up being 

cut from that production, too. Garland recorded the song for the Decca label, released in 

June 1940. The song finally made it to the silver screen when Ethel Waters sang it in 

Cairo (MGM, 1942). 
 

64 to punch up his lines: Joke writers Parke Levy and Alan Lipscott received no credit 

for Hooray for What! However, an advertisement was taken out in Hollywood Reporter 

on December 13, 1937, that read: ñHooray for What??????? Hooray for who wrote those 

Belly Laughs for Ed Wynn in the New York Winter Garden Smash HOORAY FOR 

WHAT!!!!!!! Now working on óRight The Wayô with Tamara, Guy Robertson and Joe 

Lewis.ò 
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64 On Friday night, November 5: PIC, 1/1938. 
 

64 ñThat will be your lastò: De Mille, Agnes. Portrait Gallery. Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin Company, 1990, page 104. 
 

65 ñThompson had throat troubleò: PIC, 1/1938. 
 

65 ñIf youôre going to be a targetò: Transcribed from The Mike Douglas Show, 

11/18/1969. Courtesy of King World. 
 

65 Libby Holman: Thirty-three-year-old Libby Holman, the legendary 1920s torch singer 

(Am I Blue?), had last starred on Broadway in Revenge with Music (New Amsterdam 

Theatre, 1934-35). What made Libby a particularly interesting choice for the role of the 

femme fatale in Hooray for What! was the fact that she may have actually been one in 

real life. ñIn July 1932, Zachary Smith Reynolds, the younger son of North Carolina 

tobacco magnate R.J. Reynolds Sr., was killed by a gunshot to the head,ò noted historian 

Bill Bell. ñHis wife, Broadway torch singer Libby Holman, and his close friend Ab 

Walker were charged with murder, though they said he committed suicide. The charges 

were later dropped at the request of the family, reportedly to prevent unpleasant details of 

Smith Reynoldsô life from becoming public.ò Heeding the advice of her attorney, Holman 

turned down the role in Hooray for What! because she and her handlers were doing 

everything in their power to bury the past. Ironwood Daily Globe (Ironwood, Michigan), 

11/26/1937; ñMcDuffieôs Homesò by Bill Bell, posted on the Buckhead, Inc., website 

(www.buckhead.net). 
 

65 Ethel Shutta: Fitchburg Sentinel (Fitchburg, Massachusetts), 11/23/1937. Ethel 

Shutta, forty-one, was a well-known cabaret and radio singer who starred opposite Eddie 

Cantor in both the Broadway and movie versions of Whoopee! but she turned down the 

offer to be in Hooray for What! 
 

65 ñThe switch was madeò: Castelluccio, Frank, and Alvin Walker. The Other Side of 

Ethel Mertz: The Life Story of Vivian Vance. New York: Berkley Boulevard Books, 2000, 

page 83. 
 

66 ñYou must do the showò: Ibid., page 84. 
 

66 ñthe Shubertsô fornicalityò: Quote from ñThe Passion According to St. Kate, Opus 19, 

#46,ò an original birthday cantata by Roger Edens in honor of Kay Thompsonôs birthday 

on November 9, 1946, performed privately for the occasion by Judy Garland, Ralph 

Blane, Conrad Salinger, and Roger Edens. Another verse on the subject of Hooray for 

What! read as follows: 

 

The Shubert BrothersðJake anô Lee. 

Those bastards wouldnôt pay for what 

She signed up to portray. For what 

they wanted was a lay (for what?) 

So Katie left ñHooray for What?ò 
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From the Roger Edens Collection at the University of Southern California Cinema-

Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

66 ñSoloists Coached byò: From the Hooray for What! program for its Philadelphia 

tryout at the Forrest Theatre, commencing November 16, 1937. 
 

66 dropping like flies: New York Times, 11/18/1937. Hanna Williams was replaced by 

June Clyde; Roy Roberts was replaced by Jack Whiting. 
 

66 ñIt all startedò: New York Times, 11/28/1937. 
 

66 ñGreta Garbo, Sophieò: Ibid. 
 

67 ñnothing remarkableò: New York Times, 12/2/1937. 
 

67 over the next six months: Midway through the run of Hooray for What! June Clyde 

and Jack Whiting were replaced by Dorothy Stone and Charles Collins, respectively. 
 

67 ñIôm Hanginô On to Youò: Harmetz, Aljean. The Making of ñThe Wizard of Oz.ò New 

York: Knopf, 1977, pages 74ï75. The influence of Hooray for What! on The Wizard of 

Oz extended beyond just the music. The title role of the Wizard was first offered to 

Hooray for What! star Ed Wynn (as well as W. C. Fields) before finally going to Frank 

Morgan. 
 

67 The blissful exuberance: Royal Gelatin Hour, NBC, 12/2/1937, 8:00 p.m., courtesy of 

Ted Ono and Baldwin Street Music. The Royal Gelatin Hour was not the only radio show 

Kay did during that period. On November 27, 1937, three weeks after being fired from 

Hooray for What!, Kay appeared once again as guest vocalist on CBS-Radioôs Saturday 

Night Swing Club, performing ña hot specialty numberò with Leith Stevensô all-star band 

including Jack Jenney (trombone), Hank Ross (sax), Dick Donough (guitar), Lou Shoobe 

(bass), Billy Gussack (drums), and Walter Gross (piano). Kayôs former Rhythm Singer, 

Al Rinker, was still co-producing the show. Photographs of the broadcast appeared in 

Radio Guide showing a happy and confident Kay, looking like a million bucks in a new 

hip-length fox fur coat. No moss was collecting on this rolling stone. Radio Guide, 

12/18/1937. 
 

68 And so, on January 14: On January 14, 1938, Jack Jenney and His Orchestra also 

recorded ñSwinginô the Apachò and ñThe Night Is Blue.ò Jack Jenneyôs orchestra lineup: 

Red Solomon, Charlie Zimmerman, and Don Sprague (trumpets); Bob Jenney and Jack 

Biglow (trombones); Toots Mondello, Frank Myers, Johnny Pepper, and Art Drellinger 

(saxophones); Gil Bowers (piano); Chick Reeves (guitar); Lou Shoobe (bass); and Gene 

Krupa (drums). 
 

68 the scandalous, twenty-one-year-old heiress: Radio Stars, 2/1935; Radioland, 4/1935; 

Radio Mirror, 6/1935, 8/1935, and 9/1935; Radio Guide, 12/5/1936. Adelaide Moffettôs 

father was James A. Moffett, federal housing commissioner. The family fortune came 
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from Moffett Newspapers, a Southern publishing syndicate. In 1935, as an eighteen-year-

old debutante, Adelaide got her first singing break as a discovery on The Kate Smith 

Hour. In 1936, while she was engaged to Henry Gibbons, Jr., the gravedigger son of 

army brigadier general Henry Gibbons, the debutanteôs mother inexplicably fell to her 

death from the window of a New York apartment she shared with her daughter. The 

engagement was called off, but Adelaide rebounded by marrying David Brooks, who, in 

1937, met the same fate as Adelaideôs motherða fatal plunge from a fourteenth-floor 

window. Although Adelaide was never officially charged with any wrongdoing, a cloud 

of suspicion overshadowed her career. Kate Smith distanced herself. 
 

68 ñwon an entry level positionò: Chicago Tribune, 7/22/1982; Dave Garrowayôs 

obituary on the MSNBC.com website. 
 

68 Pittsburgh and Chicago: Chicago Tribune, 7/22/1982; Dave Garrowayôs obituary on 

the MSNBC.com website. Leonard Grainger, Kay Thompsonôs business manager for 

many years, was told by Thompson that she had a relationship with Dave Garroway in 

New York in the late 1930s, before she got together with Bill Spier. Garroway only lived 

in New York from 1937 to 1939, when Kay was married to Jack Jenney. 
 

68 ñlegendary consumptionò: From the authorôs 2008 interview with Robert Wagner. 
 

68 ñIn her early daysò: From the authorôs interviews with Hilary Knight and Mart 

Crowley. 
 

69 got fired: Orchestra World, 1/1939. 
 

69 ñHe was besiegedò: Song Hits, 3/1940. In the May 1936 issue, Down Beat reported, 

ñJack [Jenney] has played the past few years under such conductors as André 

Kostelanetz, Lennie Hayton, Richard Himber, Rubinoff, Jaques Renard, George 

Gershwin, Nat Shilkret, Arnold Johnson and many others. The type of programs these 

leaders play will give you an idea as to the versatility of Jenney as a trombonist.ò 
 

69 formed a very tight bond: Radio Hit Songs, 10/1941. 
 

69 Straeter relied heavily: Radio Guide, 3/19/1938; Classic Images, 8/1997. Ted 

Straeterôs chorus on The Kate Smith Hour included such Kay Thompson alumni as Jack 

Smith (of the Three Ambassadors), the four Mullen sisters, Elizabeth Newburger Rinker, 

and Bea Wain. 
 

70 ñKay encouraged themò: Family Circle, 10/17/1941. 

 

70 to reconfirm her standing: When Kay appeared on The Royal Gelatin Hour (NBC-

Radio, 12/2/1937), she met an act known as Tommy Riggs and Betty Lou. Tommy was 

what might be called a ñradio ventriloquist,ò a comic with a dual personality, minus the 

dummy. He carried on conversations with a mischievous five-year-old girl named Betty 

Lou, a character that he voiced himself, in a very believable, high pitchðso convincing, 

in fact, that the Labor Department investigated to determine if a real girl was being used. 
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Host Rudy Vallee had recently made Tommy Riggs and Betty Lou regular attractions on 

his show, replacing vaudeville veteran Edgar Bergen and his beloved ventriloquist 

dummy, Charlie McCarthy. The previous year, on December 17, 1936, Vallee had 

introduced Bergen and McCarthy to a national audience, and the duo proved so popular, 

NBC spun them off into their own series beginning May 9, 1937. The ratings were so 

explosive, the phenomenon didnôt die down until 1956. (Bergenôs real-lif e daughter, 

Candice, later made her mark as star of the TV series Murphy Brown.) Edgarôs Charlie 

McCarthy was a smart aleck boy, with a crackling voice caught in mid-pubescence. 

Although Tommy Riggsô Betty Lou character was often described as Charlieôs younger 

sibling, she was more akin to Baby Rose Marie and especially to Baby Snooks, the 

rascally toddler played by Fanny Brice. The popularity of Baby Snooks on radio and 

Broadway was so enormous, Brice was expanding the character into movies and 

merchandising. Taking a cue from the best-selling Charlie McCarthy toy dummies, 

bendable Baby Snooks dolls were flying off toy store shelves faster than they could make 

them, and MGM would release Everybody Sing on February 4, 1938, featuring Brice as 

Baby Snooks in a comedy sketch opposite Judy Garland as her playmate. Of course, 

success breeds imitation. Red Skelton, who made his radio debut in 1937, introduced his 

own juvenile alter ego: Junior, the Mean Widdle Kid. With characters like Charlie 

McCarthy, Betty Lou and Junior gaining popularity, Baby Snooks no longer had a lock 

on the market. With this growing trend of child mimicry, Kay surely must have 

entertained the notion of taking Eloise to the next level. But, in late-1937, following her 

dismissal from Hooray for What!, Kay was too shell-shocked to seriously contemplate 

anything new. The first order of business was to reclaim her position as a top radio 

singer. 
 

70 variety series, The Monday Night Show: When a national sponsor failed to underwrite 

The Monday Night Show, CBS decided to test an innovative ñco-operativeò plan 

masterminded by producer Freddie Mayer for the U.S. Advertising Agency of Toledo, 

Ohio. Variety described the strategy as ña practical sales initiative to cop more biz by 

opening up important talent to local sponsorship.ò Radio Guide reporter Martin Lewis 

explained, ñThere are fifteen different sponsors of this program in as many different 

cities. On cue, the engineer in each city cuts down the volume while Himberôs band is 

playing, and the local announcer reads the advertising. In New York, the audience sitting 

in the studio watching the program doesnôt hear it because the announcement is being 

made from the CBS studios on Madison Ave., while the program originates in the CBS 

Playhouse on 45th Street, and goes uninterrupted.ò Each market around the country used 

these instrumental interludes to customize commercial breaks for the regional sponsor 

read by their own local announcers. Brewersô Association, makers of Tromerôs Malt 

Beer, was the sponsor for New York and most of the Northern Atlantic region, and 

therefore the broadcast was known in those local markets as Tromerôs Troopers. Other 

markets assigned various titles according to the whims of the sponsor at hand, including 

You Said It! (the catchphrase of host Lou Holtz). However, when the CBS publicity 

department put out national press releases, they were left with no choice but to use the 

programôs generic name: The Monday Night Show. Variety, 3/9/1938; Radio Guide, 

5/28/1938. 
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70 the versatile thespian Agnes: Led by March of Time performer Orson Welles, several 

members of Bill Spierôs troupe from The March of Time came together in 1937 to form 

the Mercury Players, including Moorehead, Joseph Cotten, John Houseman, Everett 

Sloane, Elliott Reid, and Vincent Price. The Mercury Playersô first radio series, The 

Shadow, premiered with great success in 1937, with Moorehead playing Margo Lane, the 

friend and companion to Welles in the title role. On Saturday night, October 30, 1938, 

Orson Welles and his Mercury Players acting troupe presented The War Of The Worlds 

(CBS-Radio), a tale of Martian invasion that many listeners believed was really 

happening. The groundbreaking style was inspired by the same docu-drama format of the 

real-life news recreations Welles had been doing on The March of Time. (Welles used a 

similar device as the opening sequence for his 1941 movie, Citizen Kane, a faux newsreel 

featurette called News On The March.) The mass hysteria caused by the program was 

unprecedented, with public protests, government hearings, a Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC) investigation, formal apologies and the institution of new guidelines 

to prevent such a thing from ever being broadcast again (at least until February 9, 2004, 

when Janet Jackson exposed part of her private anatomy during the Super Bowl halftime 

to an unsuspecting CBS television audience). Orson Welles became an overnight 

celebrity, dominating just about all discussions of radioland for some time to come. 
 

70 vocalist Connie Boswell: In 1936, after her two siblings, Vet and Martha, gave up 

show biz to marry and settle down, Connie Boswell went solo. Confined to a wheelchair 

since the age of four, Connie had suffered from what she described as a near-fatal fall 

from a wagon that cracked her spineðalthough it was commonly believed she had 

actually been a victim of polio. Even with a weakened wrist, she managed to play various 

instruments, including a saxophone. She later changed the spelling of her first name to 

ñConnee.ò 
 

70 ñuntil the show got rollingò: Variety, 4/20/1938. 
 

70 as a last-minute replacement: Lowell Sun (Lowell, Massachusetts), 4/5/1938. 
 

71 ñRichard Himber gave aò: Progress Review (LaPorte City, Iowa), 3/31/1938. 

Himberôs magic-trick hobby would eventually turn into a cottage industry; he later 

created a line of novelty items for amateur magicians, distributed by the National Magic 

and Supreme Magic companies, such as Richard Himberôs ñTrick Wallet,ò ñMagic 

Cards,ò ñTrick Water Glass,ò ñVanishing Bottles,ò ñSplit-a-Drink,ò and ñPenciltrationò 

(a magic pencil). 
 

71 ñwas a big disappointmentò: Radio Guide, 3/26/1938. 
 

71 ñThe zing of Miss Thompsonò: Variety, 3/9/1938. 

 

71 new comedy writers: On the first week of The Monday Night Show (CBS, 3/7/1938), 

the biggest laughs were elicited by one of Kay Thompsonôs dogs, Mooey. Bea Wain, who 

was sitting in the theater that night with her mother, confirmed that Kay often brought her 

canine companions to rehearsals. ñIt took a little black cocker spaniel dog to win the 

acclaim and attention of the studio audience,ò it was reported in Radio Guide. ñIn the 
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middle of one of the tunes, the dog dashed out from the wings of the stage and bounded 

around the musiciansô legs. The audience started to laugh, of course, and when the 

spaniel strutted up to the front of the platform and glared at the audience as if they had no 

right to be there, they roared! Finally, he wandered toward the rear, and two pairs of 

eager hands stretched out, grabbed the pooch by the neck, and saved the program from 

going to the dogs.ò For the second installment of The Monday Night Show (CBS, 

3/14/1938), comedy writer Billy K. Wells was replaced by Al Lewis and Hank Garson. 

The new writers included Kay in some scripted banter with Lou Holtz and announcer 

Dan Seymour: 

 

KAY:  Hello fellas. 

DANNY: Why hello, Miss Thompson. 

LOU: How are ya, Kay. Gee, you look pretty tonight. 

KAY: Thanks Lou. Say, Iôve been listening to you two and it was really pretty 

funny. 

LOU: Oh, you liked the stuff, Kay? 

KAY: Yes, I think Danny is a scream! 

(audience laughs) 

LOU: Yeahéwellé Ladies and gentlemen, Miss Kay Thompson is famous as a 

vocal stylist par excellence and also the girl who thinks Danny is a scream, will now 

sing ñIt Had To Be You.ò  

 

With genuine laughter, the humor seemed to be on a better track than the week before, 

but not for long. After Kay finished her song: 

 

LOU: Well, Kay, I just listened to your number and it was really very good. 

KAY: Oh, did ya like it, Lou?  

LOU: Yes. I think Richard Himber is a scream. 

 

After that punch line, you could have heard a pin drop, and the awkward silence caused a 

furor. Variety noted, ñListeners have become accustomed to the main comic being 

needled by his co-workers in the cast, but theyôre likely to rear unfavorably when the 

same comic is made to slap back with belittling intent at a girl on the program. Thatôs 

what happened in one passage between Holtz and Kay Thompson.ò It could be argued 

that it was the fault of the new writers who should have understood that Holtz was 

playing the beleaguered host that everybody dumped onðnot the other way around. 

However, nuances were not up for discussion. The sponsors blamed Holtz. Producer 

Freddie Mayerôs verbal promise to raise Holtzô rate from $1,500 to $2,500 after the first 

two weeks was suddenly out the window. In fact, by the sixth week, Holtz had only been 

issued payments of $1,000 per show. Variety reported, ñWhen Mayer stated that the 

sponsors wanted Holtz cut down to six or seven minutes, thus minimizing his efforts 

considerablyé the comedian balked at the $1,000 payoff and walked.ò The trade journal 

also reported, ñAlong with Holtzô leaving, Kay Thompsonôs choir is out.ò Well, that was 

not an entirely accurate statement; the phantom choir, which Kay had begun to assemble, 

had never found its way in. Like Holtz, Kay was not even getting the fee she had been 

promised, so after her sixth broadcast on April 18, she bailed before things got any worse. 

Nevertheless, the seriesô orchestra, conducted by Richard Himberðfeaturing Jack Jenney 
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on tromboneðwas voted Top Dance Band of 1938 in Radio Guideôs Readersô Poll. In 

the midst of all this, Kay made another happy guest appearance on The Saturday Night 

Swing Club (CBS, 3/19/1938), briefly reuniting with many of her favorite musicians. 

Radio Guide, 3/12/1938 and 5/28/1938; Variety, 3/16/1938; Appleton Post-Crescent 

(Appleton, Wisconsin), 3/19/1938. 

 

71 Faced with uncertainty: After Kay Thompson departed The Monday Night Show, Jane 

Froman filled in on April 25, 1938 (the same singer who replaced Thompson in the 

movie Radio City Revels), but on May 2, after producer Freddie Mayer finally coughed 

up her full asking price, Connie Boswell became a permanent fixture. 

 

71 for job opportunities: In the summer of 1938, Kay freelanced at NBC where Lennie 

Hayton, her maestro on The Bing Crosby-Woodbury Show and The Lucky Strike Hit 

Parade, was conducting various series such as The Origin of Jazz and The Budd Hulick 

Show. Although it is unclear how much Kay contributed to those shows, she did work as 

vocalist and choral arranger on an NBC special that Lennie conducted on August 9, 1938, 

called Irving Berlinôs Music from ñCarefree.ò The special was hosted by Irving Berlin 

himself, serving to whet appetites for the September 2 opening of Carefree (RKO, 1938), 

a Fred Astaire-Ginger Rodgers musical featuring five new Berlin songs. In keeping with 

the theme, Kay and Lennie also reprised Berlinôs hit tunes from Top Hat (RKO, 1935) 

which they had performed with Astaire on The Lucky Strike Hit Parade in 1935. Kay was 

the featured vocalist for Irving Berlinôs Music from ñCarefreeò and she conducted the 

Radio City Choir. Ever since 1935, Irving Berlin was so impressed with Thompson, he 

often requested her to sing and arrange his tunes. After that, Kay took a brief trip to the 

West Coast, yet again fishing for jobs in Hollywood, though movies remained tough to 

reel in. The only thing she snared was a radio guest appearance on Al Jolson and the 

Parkyakarkus Comedians (aka The Lifebuoy Program) (CBS, 10/25/1938), hosted by Al 

Jolson, featuring Olsen & Johnson, Martha Raye, and the Parkyakarkus comedy troupe, 

with Lud Gluskin conducting the orchestra. Variety, 8/17/1938; New York Times, 

10/23/1938. 

 

71 his March of Time studio: While working for the BBDO advertising agency in New 

York (383 Madison Avenue, five blocks south of CBS), Bill Spier had helped its client, 

Time magazine, sell a proposed radio show to CBS called The March of Time, which 

premiered on March 6, 1931. The March of Time had a news magazine format featuring 

dramatic recreations of up-to-the-minute bulletins from around the world. Though 

innovative, the concept had been percolating since the late-1920s when Roy Larsen, 

general manager of Time, teamed up with radio executive Fred Smith to produce News 

Acting, 15-minute transcriptions of dramatized news stories, distributed to radio stations 

free of charge in exchange for the promotional plugs of Time. For CBS, the model would 

be expanded and given state-of-the-art production values. Spierôs meticulous direction 

included actors doing spot-on impersonations of famous voices, elaborate sound effects, 

and atmospheric, orchestral music. The title of the show came from the tune by Harold 

Arlen, ñThe March of Time,ò which was utilized as the theme music for the program. By 

1935, the show had become such a success, it had expanded to five live broadcasts a 

weekðkeeping Spier tied to the CBS building almost 24/7. Naturally, Kay was very 

familiar with The March of Time and, like any fan, was curious to go behind-the-scenes, 
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to see how it was all done. When Kay visited The March of Time studio on the twenty-

third floor, Bill introduced her to his group of voice actors, including Agnes Moorehead, 

36, Joseph Cotten, 31, and the baby of the group, 21-year-old Orson Welles, who had 

made his radio debut on March 22, 1935, under Spierôs direction. In fact, a legion of 

notable actors lost their radio virginity to Spier, including William Powell, James 

Cagney, John Barrymore, W. C. Fields, Loretta Young, Walter Huston, Joan Blondell, 

Nelson Eddy and George Arliss. Spier was also responsible for giving the brilliant young 

composer and conductor, Bernard Herrmann, his first work in radioðmost frequently for 

The March of Time. Thompson already knew Herrmann because his office was 

diagonally across the hall from her rehearsal room on the sixteenth floor. This happy 

coincidence brought Spier to Kayôs vicinity quite frequently. Sources: Berg, Chuck, and 

Tom Erskine. The Encyclopedia of Orson Welles. New York: Checkmark Books, 2003, 

page 305. (Orson Welles debuted on The March of Time on 3/22/1935 ñby reprising his 

stage role of MacGafferty in a scene from Archibald MacLeishôs experimental play 

Panic, which had just finished an exclusive three-night run during the previous week at 

New Yorkôs Imperial Theatre.ò And, on the same broadcast, ñwhen a baby-effects expert 

was not available for the next segment of the show devoted to Canadaôs Dionne 

quintuplets, Welles piped up, óI can do baby voices.ô After a brief audition, Welles was 

hired to pinch-hit...  Director Spier predicted great things from Wellesô immense talent 

and extraordinary voice.ò) Dunning, John. The Encyclopedia of Old Time Radio. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1998, pages 434-437. (Dunning reports that during The 

March of Timeôs busiest ñmid-1930sò period, directing duties alternated between William 

Spier and Homer Fickett.) Grams, Jr., Martin. Suspense: Twenty Years of Chills and 

Thrills. Kearney, NE: Morris Publishing, 1997, page 10. (Grams reports that Spier began 

directing MARCH OF TIME in 1932 and by 1939 had clocked in over 800 shows.) 

Heyer, Paul. The Medium and the Magician: Orson Welles, The Radio Years, 1934-1952. 

Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2005, page 18. Other sources: 

Radio Mirror, 12/1935; Radio Guide, 7/18/1936; Mason City Globe-Gazette (Mason 

City, Iowa), 9/23/1943; People and Places, 8/1953. Diagram of offices and rehearsal 

room on the sixteenth floor of CBS at 485 Madison Avenue, from Radio Guide, 

4/30/1938. The March of Time studio was reported as being on the twenty-third floor in 

Radio Guide, 4/6/1935.  
 

71 whoôd made his radio debut: Orson Welles debuted in The March of Time on March 

3, 1935, ñby reprising his stage role of MacGafferty in a scene from Archibald 

MacLeishôs experimental play Panic, which had just finished an exclusive three-night run 

during the previous week at New Yorkôs Imperial Theatre.ò And, on the same broadcast, 

ñwhen a baby-effects expert was not available for the next segment of the show devoted 

to Canadaôs Dionne quintuplets, Welles piped up, óI can do baby voices.ô After a brief 

audition, Welles was hired to pinch-hit.ò Berg, Chuck, and Tom Erskine. The 

Encyclopedia of Orson Welles. New York: Checkmark Books, 2003, page 305. 

Regarding Wellesôs radio debut on The March of Time in a scene from Panic, ñdirector 

[Bill] Spier predicted great things from Wellesô immense talent and extraordinary voice.ò 

Mason City Globe-Gazette (Mason City, Iowa), 9/23/1943. 
 

71 his fatherôs Jewish heritage: Bill Spier had been brought up Presbyterian, the heritage 

of his mother, Florence Hannam Spier. Billôs father, Louis Spier (1863-1924), was 
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Jewish, the son of Levi Lippman Spier, an immigrant from Merzhausen, Germany. Not 

unlike the Finks from St. Louis, this particular branch of the Spier family had resolutely 

discarded all traces of its Jewish roots, a common by-product of anti-Semitism that was 

so prevalent in those days. In fact, until she was interviewed for this book in 2003, Bill 

Spierôs daughter, Greta Spier Kiernan, had no idea that her grandfather was Jewish. 

Greta, who was elected to the New Jersey General Assembly in 1977, seemed anxious to 

inform her family and friends of the discovery. A few days later, she wrote the following 

e-mail: ñI am delighted to know of my rootsðmy daughter Ann said óDo you feel like 

Madeline Albright?ô All my Jewish friends (which is just about all my friends) are most 

amusedðbecause I have been so involved with them, and have been the óexpertô on 

Jewish Holidays for the goyim of our acquaintance.ò  

 

72 agency colleague Mary Scanlan: Bill  Spierôs daughter, Greta Spier Kiernan, said that 

her mother, Mary Scanlan Spier, had met her father in 1929, both employees of the 

BBDO advertising agency. Although Bill was new to the company, Mary had been 

working there for over a dozen years. ñShe came in as secretarial help at fourteen or 

fifteen years of age. She quit high school and went to work, to support her mother who 

was a widow.ò After many years with the firm, Mary had worked her way up to being 

one of the key people in BBDOôs Radio Bureau. ñMy mother was one of the early radio 

people,ò Greta confirmed. ñI have a magazine called Advertising and Selling, dated May 

1, 1929, and there is her picture, along with a bunch of others. She worked with Roy 

Durstine [Vice President] at that agency.ò That same spring of 1929, Bill Spier came to 

work with his brother, Carleton, at the agency. Born December 31, 1900, Mary was six 

years older than Bill; she was 28 and Bill was 22 when the office romance ignited. By the 

end of the summer, they were exchanging vows at an Irish Catholic wedding, in 

deference to Maryôs religion. In August 1929, newlyweds Bill and Mary traveled abroad 

to record music in nine countries for broadcast in the United States. ñThey were such 

pioneers in commercial radio,ò Greta proudly recalled. Then, Bill got involved in the 

development of The March of Time, and things never slowed down after that. Mary, on 

the other hand, gave birth to their first child, Peter, in November 1931, and gave up her 

career to become a full-time mother and housewife. When Greta was born on December 

20, 1933, the Spier family moved to a home in New Rochelle, a Westchester suburb of 

New York City. ñMy father went to work on the train,ò Greta recalled. ñSometimes weôd 

go down to the station and meet him at the end of the day. My father had been a music 

critic before he got into the radio business, for Musical America magazine, and he also 

was a fine pianist and he had many friends in the musical world. We had two pianos, a 

grand and a smaller piano nested in the middle of the living room so there was always 

some music around. My parents went to the operaðtheyôd get all dressed up and go to 

the theater and all that. I remember the evening clothes. They often entertained at the 

house, and they used to bring people home after the theater. Some of them were 

celebrities. I know George Gershwin came to the house. He and my father were very 

good friends. In fact, he left my father a piano when he died, one of his pianos. But 

anyway, those people were his friends. Radio people were his friends. I remember going 

to the house of André Kostelanetz and Lily Pons, a big estate, things like that. Orson 

Wellesô groupðJoseph Cotten and all those folksðthey were people my parents knew. 

But they donôt impress kids, you know. When you are four or five-years-old, you sit on 
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the top step and look down at the party, and who knew who Orson Welles was at that 

time anyway?ò 
 

72 Bill shopped the package: Radio Guide, 11/5/1938; Variety, 11/16/1938. 
 

72 two thousand inside: Radio Guide, 2/25/1939. 
 

72 by the newly organized: Each chorus member would earn AFRA scale of $18 for the 

broadcast plus $4 per hour of rehearsal (11 hours), for a total of $62. Figures from an 

accounting memo sent to Bill Spier on November 16, 1939. From the William Spier and 

June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin Historical Society Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 
 

72 All would be: Radio Guide, 2/4/1939; Varietyôs Third Annual Radio Directory, 1939ï

1940. New York: Variety, Inc., 1939. The Rhythm Singers lineup for Tune-Up Time: 

Mary Thompson (aka Marian Fink, Kayôs younger sister), Elizabeth Newburger Rinker, 

Loulie Jean Norman, Beverly Freeland, Jude Freeland, Jessie Mahr, Helen Jackson, Daise 

Silloway (formerly Daisy Eaton, Kayôs Washington University sorority sister), Meg 

Mundy, Johnny Smedburg, Ken Lane, and Harold Cook. 
 

72 Under the stage name Mary Thompson: In 1937, Paul Kane, who conducted the 

orchestra at New Yorkôs Hotel Commodore (on Forty-second Street, next to Grand 

Central Station), asked Kay Thompson to recommend a singer, and she gave him the 

phone number of her sister Marian. Though she had an exquisite voice, Marian was an 

odd choice because, as Hugh Martin put it, ñKayôs younger sister was so sweet, so shy, 

always in the shadows, and not the least bit interested in fame and fortune.ò And, true to 

form, Marian had, for all intents and purposes, given up singing to pursue her art studies, 

but Kay thought she was nuts to turn her back on her God given vocal talent and good 

looks. While Kay was away that July of 1937 (on a belated honeymoon to Bermuda), 

Paul convinced Marian to give it a shot. Under the stage name ñMary Thompsonò, 

Marian Fink made her solo singing debut at the Hotel Commodore as the headliner of a 

show that was also broadcast on radio. Described as the ñyoung and pretty sister of 

kilocyclinô Kay,ò she managed to live up to the adopted family name. ñBefore a select 

gathering of band experts,ò wrote a reporter for Radio Mirror, ñMary hit the bell; she was 

taken by her sponsors to a Massachusetts resort colony where she will be groomed for 

more active work this fall on the ether waves. óUnless Iôm crazy,ô an advertising agency 

executive told me, óMary Thompson is going to be radioôs next big-time vocalist.ôò 

Unfortunately, Marianôs heart wasnôt in it, so her fledgling career soon petered out. Radio 

Mirror , 10/1937. 
 

72 Between musical numbers: Variety, 1/25/1939; Radio Mirror, 7/1939. 
 

73 ñSweet Sixteenò was not: Schechter, Scott. Judy Garland: The Day-by-Day Chronicle 

of a Legend. New York: Cooper Square Press, 2002, pages 52ï53. Judy Garlandôs Tune-

Up Time performances of ñSweet Sixteenò and ñF. D. R. Jones,ò accompanied by Kay 

Thompsonôs Rhythm Singers, are available on the 1993 CD collection Judy Garland on 

Radio, Volume One: 1936ï1944 (Vintage Jazz Classics Ltd., VJC-1043). 
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73 in her trademark slacks: Radio Mirror, 7/1939; Radio Guide, 1/5/1940. 
 

73 While in town: Schechter, Scott. Judy Garland: The Day-by-Day Chronicle of a 

Legend. New York: Cooper Square Press, 2002, page 53. 
 

73 at the Capitol between showings: Ibid., pages 52ï53. 
 

73 Judy was being looked after: From the authorôs 2005 interview with Connie Polan 

Wald, Barron Polanôs sister. 
 

73 routinely decimated: Radio Guide, 2/18/1939. 
 

74 moved to Theater 3: Radio Guide, 6/30/1939. 

 

74 last show before the break: On the first twenty-six installments of Tune-Up Time in 

1939 (hosted by Walter OôKeefe), Kay Thompson performed and wrote the vocal 

arrangements for the following fifty -one songs: 1/12: ñF.D.R. Jones;ò 1/19: ñBlow, 

Gabriel, Blow;ò 1/26: ñGirl Friend of the Whirling Dervishò and ñFine and Dandy;ò 2/2: 

ñGreat Dayò and ñI Know That You Know;ò 2/9: ñI Got Rhythm;ò 2/16: ñThe Cuckoo 

Clock;ò 2/23: ñGive My Regards to Broadway;ò 3/2: ñHurry Homeò and ñOf Thee I 

Sing;ò 3/7: ñThe Girl Friend,ò ñYou Took Advantage of Me,ò and ñThe Lady Is A 

Trampò (within Rodgers & Hart medley); 3/16: ñCould Be,ò ñGotta Get Some Shut-Eye,ò 

ñWhen Yuba Played the Rhumba on the Tuba;ò 3/23: ñItôs All Yoursò and ñHallelujah;ò 

3/30: ñThis Is It,ò ñGood for Nothinô But Loveò and ñNice Work If You Can Get Itò  

(within Gershwin medley); 4/6: ñDigga Digga Do,ò ñThe Circus Comes to Town;ò 4/13: 

ñAnd the Angels Singò and ñI Get Along Without You Very Well;ò 4/20: ñWhy, Step 

Up, Shake My Handò and ñApril in Parisò (duet with Ray Heatherton); 4/27: ñChina 

Boyò and ñThe Moon Is A Silver Dollar;ò 5/4: ñAnd the Angels Sing,ò ñChange 

Partnersò and ñLittle Sir Echo;ò 5/11: ñGuestò and ñLouisiana;ò 5/18: ñBlue Moonò and 

ñHeaven Can Wait;ò 5/25: ñDonôt Worry ôBout Me,ò ñHeaven Can Waitò and ñThe 

Ladyôs In Love with Youò (duet with Walter OôKeefe); 6/1: ñWishingò and ñIôm 

Building a Sailboat of Dreams;ò 6/5: ñI Never Knew Heaven Could Speak;ò 6/12/39: 

ñCollege Medleyò and ñIf I Didnôt Care;ò 6/19: ñIn The Middle of a Dreamò and 

ñWishing;ò 6/26: ñStrange Enchantmentò and ñBlue Evening;ò 7/3/39: ñBlue Moonò and 

ñIôll See You Again.ò From the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin 

Historical Society Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 

 

74 The result was the aptly: Vocalionôs April 11, 1939, recording session with Jack 

Jenney and His Orchestra also yielded ñGot No Time,ò with a guest vocal by Louise 

Tobin. Jack Jenneyôs Orchestra lineup: Oliver Suderman, Nick Galetta, and Tom 

Gonsoulin (trumpets); Bob Jenney (trombone); Hugo Winterhalter, Jack Ferrier, and Joe 

Estrin (alto saxophones); Michael ñPeanutsò Hucko and Bunny Bardach (tenor 

saxophones); Frank Cohen (piano); Al Costi (guitar); Bob ñIggyò Shevak (bass); and Sid 

Jacobs (drums). 
 

74 ña grand combinationò: Metronome, 6/1939. 
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74 fronted Jack a loan: Down Beat, 9/15/1941; Orchestra World, 4/1939; Variety, 

5/31/1939; Song Hits, 3/1940. 
 

74 ñup to 1949ò: Down Beat, 9/15/1941. Ruby Weinstein played trumpet for Kay 

Thompsonôs 1935 recording sessions for Brunswick Records, conducted by Jack Jenney. 
 

74 ñIôm the dumb cluckò: Radio Guide, 11/7/1936. 
 

75 ñsounds like a millionò: Down Beat, undated clipping circa 7/1939. 
 

75 ñDoes Kay ever singò: This unidentified June 24, 1939, radio interview with Jack 

Jenney is included on the limited edition CD The Jack Jenney Orchestra: Live at the 

Totem Pole Ballroom, June 23, 1939, issued by the Jack Jenney Festival. For 

information, contact Paul Hemmer, 2375 Simpson Street, Dubuque, IA 52003. 
 

75 ñmarriage and a career canôtò: Appleton Post Crescent (Appleton, Wisconsin), 

10/8/1939. 
 

75 ña brunette Carole Lombardò: Down Beat, 7/1939. 

 

75 father had died: Kayôs father, Leo George Fink, born January 12, 1874; died July 12, 

1939 (at age sixty-five), at 11:35 P.M., of a heart attack at his home, 17 Parkland Place, 

St. Louis, Missouri. The Mayor of St. Louis, Bernard F. Dickmann, sent a letter of 

condolence to Leoôs widow, Hattie. Leo was laid out C. R. Lupton & Sons. He was 

cremated and laid to rest in the Mausoleum at Oak Grove Cemetery on the southeast 

corner of St. Charles Rock Road and Hanley. In October 1952, his only son, Leo ñBudò 

George Fink, Jr., was buried near his father, just outside the Mausoleum. Research 

courtesy of Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. (Kayôs nephew; son of Bud Fink). 
 

75 to attend the funeral: On June 20, 1939, Kay guest-starred on an installment of If I 

Had the Chance, an NBC variety program hosted by Mort Lewis. Variety reported, ñKay 

Thompson was notified during the show that her father had been taken seriously ill.ò It 

was déjà vu of the time in 1932 when, during a radio broadcast in California, Kay had 

received a telegram from her family that read: FATHER TERRIBLY ILL COME HOME AT 

ONCE. That urgent plea turned out to be a conspiracy to get her to come home for the 

holidays, but this time, the missive was real. Leo Fink had suffered a mild heart attack. 

Kay flew to St. Louis to be by her fatherôs side and commuted back-and-forth to 

complete her Tune-Up Time obligations through July 3 when the show halted for its 

summer hiatus. Nine days later, on July 12, 1939, Leo suffered a second heart attack that 

took his life. He was 65. He was cremated and his ashes were placed at the Oak Grove 

Mausoleum in St. Louis. Variety, 7/5/1939. 
 

75 a gig at the Chase: Metronome, undated clipping of a review of Jack Jenney and His 

Orchestra at the Chase Hotel in St. Louis, circa 7/1939. From Jack Jenneyôs scrapbook, 

courtesy of his son, John Jenney. Flyer for the Steel Pier, Atlantic City, New Jersey, for 

the week of July 10ï16, 1939, includes a photo and advertisement for ñJack Jenney, His 

Trombone and His Orchestra featuring Lucille Mathews.ò From the authorôs collection. 
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75 his most celebrated record: On October 19, 1939, Jack Jenney and His Orchestra 

recorded four songs: ñMoonrayò (vocal: Meredith Blake), ñHigh Society,ò ñStardust,ò 

and ñWhat Is There to Say?ò Jenneyôs sidemen were Nick Galetta, Oliver Suderman, and 

Tommy Gonsoulin (trumpets); Bob Jenney, Henry Singer, and Ray Noonan (trombones); 

Hugo Winterhalter, Larry Gordon, Mario DaLollio, and Bunny Berdach (saxophones); 

Arnold Ross (piano); Al Costi (guitar); Bob Shevak (bass); and Paul Richter (drums). 
 

75 ñJack Jenneyôs soloò: Down Beat, 1/1/1946. 
 

76 jazz musician Alec Wilder: Kay Thompson kept her finger on the pulse of what was 

happening among jazz musicians like Alec Wilder and Walter Gross. When Wilder wrote 

the words and music to a song called ñGive Me Timeò in 1940, Thompson declared it 

was her ñfavorite of all his songs.ò Kay also advised Wilder on his experimental ñoctets,ò 

for which Walter Gross played the harpsichord. Wilder explained, ñIôm going to use 

nutty titles which are just attention-getters, having nothing to do with the music which is 

distinctly non-programmatic. Some of the titles are inside jokes like óSea Fugue, 

Mamaôðbased on a lick from that Andrews Sisters record óI Want Some Sea Food, 

Mamaôðand óThe Children Met the TrainôðKay Thompson gave me that one.ò It is 

impossible to know to what extent Kay may have influenced the music itself, but she 

often participated in jam sessions with these cats. Wilder, Alec; annotated by David 

Demsey. Letters I Never Mailed: Clues to a Life. Rochester, New York: Boydell & 

Brewer, 2005, page 116; Stone, Desmond. Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself: A Life of the 

Composer. New York: Oxford University Press, 1996, page 67. 

 

76 talk of Bob Hope: New York Times, 7/22/1939. 
 

76 In August, Audrey: Stone, Desmond. Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself: A Life of the 

Composer. New York: Oxford University Press, 1996, page 66. During Sam Irvinôs 2008 

interview with William Engvick, Engvick provided the titles of the Alec WilderïWilliam 

Engvick songs for the Ladies and Gents score: ñItôs a Boy,ò ñMiranda,ò ñNothing Pleases 

Me,ò ñGot on My White Pantsò (later retitled ñWatch Out for Sharks, Dearò), ñHelen,ò 

ñItôs Over,ò ñThe Brideôs Mother Ate a Hearty Breakfast,ò ñTo Waltz,ò ñI Wanna 

Dance,ò ñThe Second Most Beautiful Girl in the World,ò ñThe Vamp of the Auto Camp,ò 

ñA Season or Two Ago,ò ñLullabyò (later retitled ñCity Nightò), ñA Month in the 

Country,ò and ñNext Stop: Heaven.ò Unfortunately, most of these songs have never been 

published, but demo recordings by vocalist Frank Baker, accompanied by Walter Gross, 

have been preserved in Engvickôs personal archive. 
 

76 Taking it to the next level: ñCity Nightò (Alec WilderïWilliam EngvickïJack Jenney) 

was recorded by Jack Jenney and His Orchestra, with vocals by Frank Sherman, for 

Vocalion Records (Vocalion 5355) on December 6, 1939. (William Engvick believed that 

ñFrank Shermanò was one of Frank Bakerôs stage names, though the author was unable to 

verify this.) 
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76 the money just never: New York Times, 12/31/1939. The title of Ladies and Gents was 

changed to What If They Hadnôt, and then it was briefly workshopped in the Catskills as 

Peter and the Wolves (without Kay Thompson in the cast). 
 

76 ña bevy of beautiful modelsò: New York Times, 6/28/1942, 7/16/1943, and 12/7/1943; 

Wilder, Alec. The Elegant Refuge: A Memoir of a Life at the Algonquin Hotel. 

Unpublished manuscript, circa 1976, page 27. Typescript (300 pages) housed in the Alec 

Wilder Archive, Eastman School of Music. Courtesy of Alec Wilder authority and 

historian David Demsey. 

 

76 resumed broadcasting on Monday: In an interview for this book, Tony Martin 

recalled, ñTune-Up Time was broadcast on Monday nights. On Tuesday or Wednesday, 

weôd meet in Kostelanetzô office and pick the music for the following week. Kostelanetz 

had a big group of people. Theyôd go over how they wanted to do the songs. One man 

would arrange the strings, one would do woodwinds, one would do brass. Kay Thompson 

would do the voices and theyôd all come up with the whole thing. One arranger was [18-

year-old] Nelson Riddle, who was just getting started on his career.ò According to 

Metronome magazine, Carroll Huxley, Charles Henderson, Herbert Quigley, Phil Wall, 

Ken Hopkins and Nathan Van Cleave (who went to Hollywood in 1947 and later worked 

with Kay on Funny Face) were among the other arrangers in Kostyôs stable of talent. 

While Kay busied herself getting the chorus ready, Tony would rehearse with pianist 

Walter Gross. Metronome Magazine, 3/1939. 

 

76 singing heartthrob Tony Martin: The writers for Tune-Up Time played up the 

chemistry between Tony Martin and Kay Thompson. On the December 4, 1939, 

installment, Tony introduced his co-star as follows: ñIt may not be generally known to 

you, but Kay, aside from her soloing, is also one of the countryôs leading arrangers and 

makes all of the ensemble arrangements on our show. Tell me, Kay, how do you go about 

making an arrangement?ò Tongue firmly planted in cheek, Kay responded, ñWell, you 

take a large songða small one wonôt do it. Alright, at first you may think that you 

havenôt any idea how to arrange this song, but gradually, as you work on it more and 

more, you realize that the idea you originally didnôt have wasnôt the wrong idea at all, but 

that instead, you may not have gotten what you originally had not planned on. You see, 

thatôs how you make arrangements.ò Amid audience laughter, Tony deadpanned, ñYes, 

thatôs very, very clear. That clears it up nicely.ò 

 

77 As if that werenôt enough: Columbia Picturesô Music in My Heart had the working 

title Passport to Happiness during production but was renamed for its release on January 

4, 1940. 
 

77 assemble a new choir: Radio Guide, 10/6/1939. 
 

77 Martin and the Brian Sisters: The Brian Sisters was a trio including Betty, nineteen, 

Doris, thirteen, and Gwen, eleven. 
 

77 performed on the November 6: Lima News (Lima, Ohio), 11/6/1939. 
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78 ñIf you have no confidenceò: Appleton Post Crescent (Appleton, Wisconsin), 

10/8/1939. 

 

78 when her contract expired: On the last nineteen installments of Tune-Up Time in 1939 

(hosted by Tony Martin), Kay Thompson performed and wrote the vocal arrangements 

for at least forty-two songs: 8/21: ñThis Is No Dream,ò ñThe Lamp Is Lowò (w/ Tony 

Martin); 8/28: ñSouth American Way,ò ñOver the Rainbowò (w/ Martin); 9/4: ñDing-

Dong! The Witch Is Dead,ò ñThanks for Everythingò (w/ Martin); 9/11: ñRunning 

Through My Mind,ò ñMy Love For Youò (w/ Martin); 9/18: ñOh You Crazy Moon,ò 

ñGoodnight, My Beautifulò (w/ Martin); 9/25: ñEspecially For You,ò ñHome In 

Pasadenaò/ñCalifornia, Here I Comeò (w/ Martin); Next four weeks from Hollywood: 

10/2: ñDing-Dong! The Witch Is Dead,ò ñOver the Rainbowò (w/ Martin); 10/9: ñIôll 

Remember,ò Medley from Music in the Air (the Jerome Kern-Oscar Hammerstein II 

musical) (w/ Martin) [Radio Guide lists ñMan With the Mandolin,ò ñThe Lamp Is Lowò 

(w/ Martin)]; 10/16: ñHow Deep Is The Ocean,ò ñJust Too Marvelousò (w/ Martin) 

[Radio Guide lists ñMad About the Boy,ò ñThe Loveliness of Youò (w/ Martin)]; 10/23: 

ñThey Didnôt Believe Me,ò ñIn The Heart of the Dark;ò Remaining weeks back in New 

York: 10/30: ñI Didnôt Know What Time It Was,ò ñLast Nightò (w/ Martin); 11/6: 

ñEspecially for You,ò ñHawaiian Medleyò (w/ Martin); 11/13: ñI Canôt Get Started,ò 

ñGoodnight, My Beautifulò (w/ Martin);11/20: ñTime on My Hands,ò ñGoodnight 

Sweetheartò (w/ Martin); 11/27: ñI Get A Kick Out of You,ò Cole Porter Medley from 

Du Barry Was a Lady (w/ Martin), ñBegin the Beguineò (w/ Martin); 12/4: ñYouôre A 

Lucky Guy,ò ñStop! Itôs Wonderfulò (w/ Martin), ñôS Wonderfulò (w/ Martin); 12/11: 

ñDancing on the Ceiling,ò ñSouth of the Borderò (w/ Martin); 12/18: ñI Didnôt Know 

What Time It Was,ò ñBlue Moon,ò ñYours Sincerelyò (w/ Martin); and 12/25: ñThey 

Didnôt Believe Me,ò ñHome Sweet Homeò (w/ Martin). From various issues of Radio 

Guide; and from the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin Historical 

Society Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 
 

78 ñMusical ingredientsò: Variety, 11/8/1939. 
 

78 Cole Porter was so: Circleville Herald (Circleville, Ohio), 11/22/1939. 
 

78 ñKay Thompson and her choirò: Radio Guide, 12/22/1939. After Thompsonôs 

departure from Tune-Up Time, choral director Joseph J. Lilley was hired to lead a 

smaller, cheaper ensemble. 
 

78 ñhocked to supplyò: Liner notes by Campbell Burnap, dated 10/1995, for the CD 

collection Jack Jenney, Stardust (HEP Records, CD 1045). 
 

78 ñAs far as Iôm concernedò: Wilder, Alec. Life Story. Unpublished manuscript, circa 

1971, pages 69ï71. Typescript (189 pages) contained in the Alec Wilder Archive, 

Eastman School of Music. Courtesy of Alec Wilder authority and historian David 

Demsey. 
 

79 ñThompson, the thrushò: Nevada State Journal (Reno, Nevada), 10/12/1939. 
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79 land of the quickie: Having a marriage ñReno-vatedò was another popular euphemism 

for divorce. 
 

79 ñThey say all is notò: Radio Guide, 12/1/1939. 

 

79 in March 1940, MCA: Variety, 3/20/1940; Down Beat, 4/15/1940. 
 

79 ñJack Jenney, the bandleader, will marryò: Dorothy Kilgallen column clipping, 

unknown newspaper, circa early 1940. From Jack Jenneyôs scrapbook, courtesy of John 

Jenney. 

 

79 Jack and Bonnie made it official: The October 10, 1940, marriage certificate lists 

ñTruman E. Jenney of San Francisco and Bonnie L. Lake of Los Angelesò wed by Justice 

of the Peace Harry Dunseath in Reno, Nevada. Certificate courtesy of Jack Jenneyôs son, 

John Jenney, and Johnôs half brother, Frank Watson. 
 

80 ñThompson comes into vaudeò: Variety, 2/14/1940. 
 

80 ñas a singer andò: Variety, 2/14/1940. ñThe Answer Is Loveò (Sam H. SteptïCharles 

Newman) was a song from Thatôs RightðYouôre Wrong (RKO, 1939) starring 

bandleader Kay Kyser and Lucille Ball. 
 

80 Heeding the advice: Thompson later recorded her version of ñHow Deep Is the 

Oceanò (Irving Berlin) in 1954 for her LP on MGM Records. The recording is reissued in 

the 2009 three-CD box set Think Pink! A Kay Thompson Party (Sepia Records 1135). 
 

81 According to pianist: In addition to the eyewitness testimony of Skitch Henderson, 

Tony Martin recalled that Kay had worked behind the scenes on the songs for Ziegfeld 

Girl  (MGM, 1940). 
 

81 ñThey were known forò: Maltin, Leonard. Leonard Maltinôs Movie Crazy: For People 

Who Love Movies. Milwaukie, Ore.: M Press Books, 2008, page 288. 

 

81 By the time: ñBuds Wonôt Budò was released in June 1940 as the A-side of a Judy 

Garland 78 rpm disc backed with ñIôm Nobodyôs Babyò (Decca 3174). Both are included 

in the 1994 Judy Garland box set The Complete Decca Masters (Plus), MCA Records, 

Inc. (MCAC4-11059). 

 

81 she returned to New York: It was an awkward time for Kay to sing on the radio 

because, starting January 1, 1941, the American Society of Songwriters, Authors and 

Publishers (ASCAP) had gone on strike, forbidding songs under its control to be 

performed on the airwaves until its new royalty demand was metða whopping 75% 

increase. Up to that time, ASCAP basically had a monopolistic hold on the vast majority 

of working songwriters and their catalogs of compositions. Once the strike began, all that 

could be played were old songs in the public domain, foreign tunes, or compositions by 

neophyte composers who had not yet joined ASCAP. The networks stood their ground by 

forming their own music licensing firm, Broadcasters Music Incorporated, or BMI, to 
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compete with ASCAP. Many new songwriters were recruited by BMI and signed to write 

music exclusively for the new agency. Since Kay Thompson and Bill  Spier were not 

members of ASCAP, their new collaboration, ñMore Wonderful Than These,ò was 

allowed to be performed on radio. So, on January 16, 1941, Kay traveled to Pittsburgh to 

sing the song on Musical Americana, an NBC show based there. What attracted Kay to 

that far-flung location was her old friend Raymond Paige, the maestro who had been her 

conductor at KHJ in Hollywood (1933-34). Paige had since worked his way east as far as 

Pennsylvania and was fronting an impressive one-hundred piece orchestra, combining 

members of the Pittsburgh Symphony with the twenty in-house musicians contracted to 

KDKA -Radio, the local NBC affiliate. New York Times, 1/12/1941; Dunning, John. The 

Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio. New York: Oxford University Press, 1998, page 471. 

 

81 restless and unfulfilled: At Irving Berlinôs personal request, Kay appeared on the June 

15, 1941, edition of CBSô Proudly We Hail to debut his brand-new song entitled ñArms 

For the Love of America.ò The special broadcast was hosted by commentator Gabriel 

Heatter, ñone of Hitlerôs greatest enemies on radio,ò and featured ñleaders of industry and 

government saluting defense industry workers.ò Lincoln Sunday Journal and Star 

(Lincoln, Nebraska), 6/15/1941; Dunning, John. The Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio. 

New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1998, pages 496-497. 

 

81 several songs for Viking: During the 1941 strike by the American Society of 

Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP), Kay recorded several songs for Viking 

Records that were either public domain or controlled by Broadcast Music Incorporated 

(BMI), an upstart competitor of ASCAP. Kayôs Viking recordings were: ñHigh on a 

Windy Hillò (Joan WhitneyïAlex Kramer) and ñAy, Ay, Ayò (Osman Perez Freire), Kay 

Thompson with Jack Hastings & His Orchestra, Viking 105 (10-inch 78); ñThe Wise Old 

Owlò (Joe Ricardel), Jack Hastings & His Orchestra featuring Kay Thompson, Viking 

106 (10-inch 78); ñDoloresò (Louis AlterïFrank Loesser), Jack Hastings & His Orchestra 

featuring Kay Thompson and the Okays, Viking 107 (10-inch 78); ñNumber Ten Lullaby 

Laneò (Bob CarltonïBob Warren) featuring Kay Thompson and the Okays, and ñFriendly 

Tavern Polkaò (Jerry BowneïFrank DeVol), Jack Hastings & His Orchestra featuring the 

Okays, Viking 108 (10-inch 78). Viking Records was a division of Nu-Phonic Corp. of 

New York City, where the recording sessions were held in the spring of 1941. According 

to Variety, 4/9/1941, these Viking discs were being test marketed by Greater Boston 

Distributors, Inc. (owned by Myer J. Reisner), exclusively for sale ñin drug and variety 

storesò in the New England area, sold for 25 cents a copy, or, as the special sales rack 

slogan read, ñTWO HITS FOR TWO BITS!ò Throughout the spring and summer of 

1941, these racks were replenished every two weeks with new Viking discs. However, 

they soon faded from the marketplace as tepid sales figures nixed plans for a national 

rollout. As a result, these discs are among the hardest to find of all Thompson records. 
 

81 resulted in a song: ñMore Wonderful Than Theseò (Kay ThompsonïWilliam Spier), 

copyright filed September 24, 1940. Library of Congress Copyright Office. 1940 Catalog 

of Copyright Entries. Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1940, page 1297. 
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81 ñThe dreaming cloudsò: ñMore Wonderful Than These,ò words and music by Kay 

Thompson and William Spier. Lyrics transcribed from James Masonôs performance of 

the song in the movie Lady Possessed (Republic, 1952). 

 

81 in charge of Forecast: Bill Spier recalled, ñCBS put [Forecast] on in the summer as a 

replacement for The Lux Theater, which used to play for forty-six weeks a year, but took 

an eight-week hiatus. Up until [1940], they had just filled the [hiatus] with anything the 

network could find, but we came up with the idea of using that eight weeks as a testing 

groundðwhat we would call today óa pilotôðfor new shows, one of which was 

Suspense, another was Duffyôs Tavern, and many shows. Several shows were sold and 

went on to become well known in radio, some others fell by the wayside.ò Anything and 

everything was possible under the Forecast umbrellaðdrama, comedy, music, what have 

you. The one-hour timeslot could accommodate a 60-minute program or two 30-minute 

shows. The unpredictable menu and the ever-changing lineup of stars were intriguing 

enough to attract good ratings, too. Audience reaction was closely monitored and 

potential sponsors were courted. The casualties far outnumbered the winners, but for 

CBS, it was nothing but a win-win proposition. Instead of having to make costly thirteen-

week commitments to programming that might turn out to be dead-on-arrival, the 

network had stumbled upon the equivalent of Broadwayôs out-of-town tryout. The 

network could green light the cream of the crop, workshop whatever held promise, and 

weed out dreck. Most attractive, however, was the dividend that top name talent could be 

had for peanuts. Variety reported, ñGuest names and others working in the CBS summer 

series, Forecast, are receiving only AFRA scale, amounting to $21 for the 30-minute 

show for actors and somewhat higher for singers.ò That included Marlene Dietrich, 

Danny Kaye, Fredric March, Herbert Marshall and many other top draws. ñIdea is that 

the show is in the nature of an experiment,ò Variety added, ñand that if any of the 

programs is sold commercially for a series the fees will be set in the usual dickering 

way.ò Variety, 7/24/1940; and from the William Spier / June Havoc radio interview by 

hosts Dick Bertel and Ed Corcoran, broadcast 11/25/70, on WTIC Radio, Hartford, 

Connecticut. 

 

81 create a vehicle for Kay: For the second annual Forecast season, July 14 through 

September 1, 1941, Bill Spier was eager to grant Kay a shot at her own show, although 

his bosses were unaware of the romance that fueled his determination. Spier had just 

finished working with two writers, Leonardo Bercovici and Robert Sloane, on a radio 

adaptation of the Broadway mystery-comedy, Mr. and Mrs. North (which was 

concurrently being made into an MGM movie starring Gracie Allen). Pleased with their 

writing, Spier assigned Leonardo and Robert to work closely with Kay in developing a 

proposal for Forecast. Leonardo had previously scripted several Hollywood movies 

including Racket Busters (1938) starring Humphrey Bogart, and would later write The 

Bishopôs Wife (1947) starring Cary Grant and Loretta Young (remade in 1996 as The 

Preacherôs Wife with Denzel Washington and Whitney Houston). Robert Sloane was a 

playwright whose Cowboy from Brooklyn had been adapted into a 1938 movie starring 

Dick Powell, Priscilla Lane and Ronald Reagan. Robert also may have been a relative of 

actor Everett Sloane of Orson Wellesô Mercury Players, whom Spier had mentored. 

Under Spierôs watchful eye, Kay, Leonardo and Robert came up with a treatment called 

ñHaving a Wonderful Time,ò a situation comedy with music that would showcase 
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Thompsonôs talents as a hostess, singer and comedienne, supported by a cast of comic 

characters. As soon as the first draft was completed in May 1941, Spier sent it to his boss, 

CBS honcho W. B. Lewis, who was then working out of the CBS-KNX offices in 

Hollywood. In a telegram to Lewis dated May 21, Spier wrote, ñReally think óHaving a 

Wonderful Timeô can be a very refreshing and funny show, using music ingeniously. 

Maybe this is the way to use Kay Thompson as Mistress of Ceremonies and 

Entertainment Chairman of a completely nuts summer camp.ò Apparently, Lewis did not 

share Spierôs enthusiasm. In his next telegram, Spier wrote: ñYou didnôt mention óHaving 

a Wonderful Timeô in your wire. Do you hate it or what? Plan to take all the Jewish 

overtones away if thatôs whatôs worrying you, keeping only one Mr. Pilnick or so for 

local Arabian color.ò Deafening silence is Hollywood-speak for ñno,ò but Spier remained 

determined. After a third round of persuasion, Lewis responded, ñóHaving a Wonderful 

Timeô may be fun and may work out very well, but wouldnôt óMeet the Peopleô use 

exactly the same type of material without dependence on one set of writers, and without a 

fairly inflexible framework to worry about. I visualize óMeet the Peopleô as a revue on 

which the present writers of óHaving a Wonderful Timeô could submit original material 

as could dozens of other writers who now have no outlet for five and ten-minute sketches 

and skits.ò The concept for ñMeet the Peopleò was nothing more than a smorgasbord of 

unrelated vaudeville routines, which was fineðit would later work well for TVôs 

Saturday Night Liveðbut it was geared to an ensemble cast, not as a showcase for one 

star, i.e. Kay Thompson. Spier sent Kay, Leonardo and Robert back to the drawing board 

and they came up with a whole new approach entitled ñ51 East 51,ò set in a mythical 

Manhattan supper club of the same name where Thompson was the entertainment 

headliner. A farcical backstage storyline was interspersed between songs performed in 

the nitery. Spier went to bat again, relentlessly campaigning in favor of ñ51 East 51,ò 

never wavering on the notion that the show would be the perfect vehicle for Kay 

Thompson, do or die, until Lewisô arm had been sufficiently twisted into submission. A 

30-minute slot for ñ51 East 51ò was assigned for July 21, 1941. The advance press 

release from CBS described it as ña new musical show with comedy and vice versa, 

starring Kay Thompson, our midnight girl of music.ò Publicists for CBS, however, may 

have gone overboard hyping the show. Columnist Walter Winchell wrote: ñThat Forecast 

item ó51 East 51ô (with Kay Thompson, Lionel Stander, et al) made good listening but 

they [the network publicity boys] murdered it in advanceðshrieking how gorgeously 

superior it was going to be. Look: donôt make up our minds, eh, fellas?ò ñ51 East 51ò was 

performed in New York at 8:30 P.M. for the 5:30 P.M. live broadcast on the West Coast, 

then again at 9:30 P.M. for the live East Coast broadcast. It occupied the second half of 

the Forecast hour, preceded by the 30-minute sitcom pilot ñMemoirs of Mischa, the 

Magnificent,ò starring Mischa Auer, performed live from KNX in Los Angeles. New 

York Times, 7/27/1941; Nevada State Journal (Reno, Nevada), 7/30/1941; and from the 

William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin Historical Society Archives, 

Harry Miller, archivist.   

 

82 the real-life address: From the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin 

Historical Society Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 
 

82 ña charmingly wacky Latinò: Variety, 7/23/1941. 
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82 The conductor for the show: Song Hits, 9/1954. Archie Bleyer was born on June 12, 

1909, in Corona, New York, and died on March 20, 1989, in Sheboygan, Wisconsin. 
 

82 ñat very reasonable doughò: Transcribed from Forecast: ñ51 East 51ò (CBS Radio, 

7/21/1941). ñDaddyò and other numbers from the episode are reissued in the 2009 three-

CD box set Think Pink! A Kay Thompson Party (Sepia Records 1135). 
 

82 ñThis program has theò: Variety, 7/23/1941. 

 

82 newcomer Jim Backus: The following sidebar details Jim Backusô early career boost 

from Kay Thompson: 

 

Eloise Meets Mr. Magoo 

 

By Sam Irvin 

 

In 1941, radioôs top producer-director Bill Spier (The March of Time, 

Suspense, The Adventures of Sam Spade) had become head of development at 

CBS and was in charge of Forecast, a summer series that presented pilots of 

proposed radio programs to test audience reaction and fish for sponsors.  

Eager to create a vehicle for his fiancée, Kay Thompson (who, back then, 

was a major radio singer and personality), Spier created a 30-minute farcical 

backstage melodrama entitled ñ51 East 51,ò set in a mythical Manhattan supper 

club of the same name (the real-life address of Spierôs New York apartment). Kay 

would play a fictionalized version of herself, working at the nitery as a singer, 

with four songs interspersed throughout the story. 

After its broadcast on July 21, 1941, reaction was upbeat. In Varietyôs 

words: ñThis program has the good sense to discover Kay Thompson in a bigger 

and better way than this first-rate artist has heretofore been discovered. Both as a 

song stylist, where she is among the best, and as a leading lady in featherweight 

gaiety (oh, blessed breeze in a heavy world!) Miss Thompson is about the most 

plausible candidate in her class for general discovery hereabouts.ò 

Reviews like this gave Spier ammunition to press for a series commitment. 

CBS chairman William S. Paley adored Kay but felt a continuing storyline set in a 

nightclub was too limiting. He preferred another pilot that Spier had presented on 

Forecast that same summer called ñClass of ô41ò (broadcast August 11, 1941), a 

sketch comedy revue featuring an ensemble of fresh comics including then-

unknown Jim Backus. 

ñI had about eight cents in my pocket,ò Backus recalled. ñI started out to 

be a serious legitimate actor, but the yen to eat overcame my artistic urgeðso, 

along with countless other actors, I went into radio. The theatre was unaware of 

my decision and struggled along without me. I became a member of a very 

strange fraternity that might be called, óActors Anonymous.ôò  

Shrewdly, Spier suggested taking the obvious strengths of both shows 

(Kay Thompson and Jim Backus) and combining them. As luck would have it, a 

Wednesday night series, Meet Mr. Meek, would be going on hiatus for five weeks 
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beginning September 3, 1941, creating a void that had to be filled with something. 

Slam-dunk. The Kay Thompson Festival was born. 

At first, CBS financed The Kay Thompson Festival themselvesðwith 

hopes that a sponsor would soon come forward to foot the bill.  

The first installment of The Kay Thompson Festival (CBS, September 11, 

1941) included an amusing sketch spoofing soap operas entitled ñLife Can Be 

Life,ò starring Kay as a heroine so distraught over something, she fails to reveal 

just what it isðfor the duration of the entire sketch. 

ñIôd rawther you didnôt repeat it,ò Kay pleads to Jim Backus. 

ñDonôt worry, I wonôt,ò Backus replies, keeping the audience mystified. 

The entire sketch can be heard on the recently-released 3-CD compilation 

Think Pink! A Kay Thompson Party (Sepia Records), available on Amazon and 

elsewhere. (For more information, visit: www.kaythompsonwebsite.com) 

Dry and sophisticated, the humor of that first episode was not everyoneôs 

cup of tea. Variety preferred the singing of ñthe stylistic Miss Thompsonò over 

sketches ñdecidedly on the weakish side.ò 

As the weeks ticked by, no sponsor turned up with an open checkbook, 

forcing CBS to continue financing the series. When Meet Mr. Meek returned after 

its five-week hiatus, The Kay Thompson Festival lost its time slot and appeared to 

be doomed. 

ñWe didnôt, any of us, know what we were doing,ò Kay Thompson told a 

reporter. ñBut despite the fact that we were an instantaneous flop, we all learned a 

lot from it. It was my first chance at coordinating a whole project, and it 

enthralled me.ò 

With the series on the verge of cancellation, Spier finessed a move to 

Saturday mornings beginning October 11, 1941, under the new title Kay 

Thompson and Company.  

In her opening monologue, Kay made light of the less-than-desirable time 

slot: ñIt appears now that the really big, up-and-coming, new favorite time for 

listening is Saturday mornings.ò  

But the sarcastic style of humor that had not gone over very well with the 

Wednesday night cocktail crowd fell even flatter with the Saturday morning 

coffee klatch.  

Nonetheless, Kay enjoyed herself immensely and developed a solid 

chemistry with her partner in crime, Jim Backusðso much so, it occasionally 

made waves with Jimôs fianc®e, Henny. During the run of the show, Jim married 

Henny but delayed their honeymoon because of Thompson. 

ñWe can leave for our honeymoon tomorrow right after the party,ò Jim 

told his blushing bride. 

ñWhat party?ò Henny asked. 

ñThe party I persuaded Kay Thompson to give to celebrate our marriage,ò 

stated Jim matter-of-factly. 

The brideôs mood went black. ñYou asked Kay to give us a party?ò 

Jim replied, ñWell, weôre doing the radio show together every week. Itôs 

the least she can do.ò 

Henny later admitted to moments of jealousy: ñJim feels that working 

closely with someone he likes creates a mystic bond. If he had his own way, he 
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would go through the complete Indian rite of blood brotherhood. I didnôt 

understand it at the time, but a party was a party, and who was I to complain.ò 

The last show of the initial thirteen-episode commitment was broadcast on 

November 29, 1941. With no sponsor and only moderate listenership, Kay and the 

others were certain theyôd be unemployed by monthôs end. To everyoneôs 

amazement, however, Spier persuaded Paley to renew the series for a second 

round of thirteen episodes.  

The first show of Season Two of Kay Thompson and Company was 

broadcast on Saturday morning, December 6, 1941. The new beginning 

reinvigorated everyone and hopes were high, but within twenty-four hours, all 

that changed. 

On Sunday morning, December 7, America awoke to the news of the 

bombing of Pearl Harbor. The mood of the entire country turned grim as tens of 

thousands of men were mobilized into military action. 

In light of the situation, Kay Thompson and Company dropped its 

supercilious attitude and became patriotic. Kay opened with a pitch for United 

States Defense Bonds and introduced a new ñKiss the Boys Helloò segment 

dedicated to soldiers, with performances of flag-waving songs like ñOf Thee I 

Sing.ò 

Comedy sketches with Thompson and Backus were designed to have 

heartwarming conclusions.  

As scores of women bade farewell to servicemen, the sentimentality of 

Kayôs signature sign-off song, ñMore Wonderful Than These,ò hit home.  

No longer aloof, the show was suddenly dealing with real, raw emotions. 

Empowered by this, Spier got CBS to move the show back to prime time on 

Wednesday nights starting January 28, 1942. But with only five weeks left in the 

season commitment, there was precious little time to reestablish a foothold. 

In a last-ditch effort to attract listeners and a sponsor, Spier and Thompson 

called in favors from personal friends like Vincent Price, who performed a 

vignette from his new Broadway smash, Angel Street. (The thriller was later 

adapted into the movie Gaslight.) 

For added oomph, Kay brought in the Martins Quartet to join her singing 

ñBuckle Down, Buck Private,ò a militarized makeover of ñBuckle Down, 

Winsockiò from Hugh Martin and Ralph Blaneôs Best Foot Forward, still running 

on Broadway. 

On the air, Kay asked Martin and Blane, ñWho writes the titles of your 

songs?ò 

ñI do,ò Hugh and Ralph blurted out simultaneously. 

Fast on her feet, Kay ad libbed, ñI now pronounce you man and wife.ò 

The show had found its footing, but all the effort and good intentions still 

did not attract a sponsorðhardly surprising during the uncertainties of war, yet 

essential nonetheless.  

Unwilling to pay the tab any longer, CBS decided against renewing the 

program. After twenty-six weeks of giving it their best shot, Thompson, Backus, 

and the rest of the gang were retired. 

Even so, Jim Backus would forever be indebted. Exposure on Kay 

Thompson and Company had finally gotten his career rolling, resulting in an 
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avalanche of ongoing character parts in a slew of showsðnot only for him, but 

also for his wife Henny.  

ñSeventeen was my record one week,ò Henny Backus marveled, ñand 

twenty-three was Jimôs.ò  

His growing reputation as one of the funniest character actors on radio led 

to him becoming the voice of Mr. Magoo in scores of cartoons starting in 1949ð

and, of course, later fame on television in Gilliganôs Island (CBS-TV, 1964-67).  

The pompous accent Jim used for his character, ñThurston Howell, IIIò on 

Gilliganôs Island dated all the way back to his radio days on Kay Thompson and 

Company.  

Searching for a sort of upper crust, ñHarvardò delivery on one of the 

comedy sketches with Thompson, his wife Henny suggested, ñWhy donôt you 

play it like that rich guy you always do at parties? You know, that imitation you 

do right before you put the lampshade on your head and I have to call a cab.ò He 

didðand the rest is history. 
 

83 whiz-kid director: Perry Lafferty had originally wanted to be a composer and had been 

majoring in music at Yale when, in March 1940, he happened to meet radio writer-

director-producer Norman Corwin. Norman saw something in Perry and convinced the 

young man to drop out of school to take a job as his assistant director on various 

programs for CBS. ñLafferty should be pushed along,ò CBS executive W. B. Lewis wrote 

to Bill Spier in 1941, convinced that the tyro should be groomed for bigger and better 

things. From there his legendary career in television took off. From the Archive of 

American Television interview with Perry Lafferty, conducted on December 4, 1997, 

available on the website of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences Foundation 

(www.emmys.tv/foundation/archive/index.php). Memo to Bill Spier from W. B. Lewis, 

dated 5/20/1941. From the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin 

Historical Society Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 
 

83 CBS house conductor: Orchestra World, 1/1939; Music and Rhythm, 1/1942. In the 

early 1930s, Walter Gross had been a pianist with various touring bands (including 

Rubinoff and His Orchestra and Rudy Vallee and His Connecticut Yankees), but he gave 

that up to settle down in New York. In Music and Rhythm, Walter recalled, ñIn 

September 1933, I took over from Charlie Henderson as house pianist at CBS.ò Walter 

got to know Kay while playing with André Kostelanetzôs orchestra on The Chesterfield 

Radio Program (1936) and Tune-Up Time (1939). He then got his first shot at conducting 

when producer Al Rinker (formerly of Kayôs Rhythm Singers) handed him the baton for 

The Saturday Night Swing Club after Leith Stevensôs departure in 1939. From there, 

collaborations with Alec Wilder and others flourished. The network was so impressed 

that by February 1940, Gross had been promoted to the permanent position of conducting 

the CBS house band. Kay adored Walter and welcomed the chance to work with him on 

The Kay Thompson Festival. The only drawback was that Gross were spread so thin. ñWe 

play everything from BURL IVESô COFFEE CLUB on Saturday mornings to my own 

dance band show Sunday afternoons,ò Gross explained, ñand a different variety show 

every other day of the week. The credit is due not only to the boys in the band, but to the 

arrangers, such as Gus Levene, [Nathan] Van Cleave and George Leeman, all staff men, 

and an outside freelance, Ben Ludlow.ò Kay would later work with several of these 
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arrangers on future projects in Hollywood. For instance, Gus Levene and Nathan Van 

Cleave were among the stable of arrangers on Funny Face (Paramount, 1957). After 

working with Kay, Walter Gross went on to a successful recording career, conducting 

several hit records for Bea Wain. He also composed songs including Tenderly that 

became a million selling record for Rosemary Clooney in 1952, with Walterôs keyboard 

accompaniment. 
 

83 ñborrowed a string sectionò: Music and Rhythm, 1/1942. 

 

83 first show included: The Kay Thompson Festival regularly featured announcer John 

Tillman and tenor Bob Hannon. Kay composed the brief opening theme with the 

following lyrics: 

 

A Festival, A Festival 

A Festival for Kay! 

The Kay Thompson Festival! 

Come to the Festival 

The Kay Thompson Festival 

Thereôs music and laughter 

You have to be gay 

So welcome to ï the Festival. 

 

From The Kay Thompson Festival script, dated 9/17/1941, found in the William Spier 

and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin Historical Society Archives, Harry Miller, 

archivist. 
 

83 ñIôd rawther you didnôtò: ñLife Can Be Life,ò a sketch written by Jim Backus and 

Larry Berns. Dialogue excerpts transcribed from a recording of its performance on The 

Kay Thompson Festival (CBS, 9/3/1941), excerpted in the 2009 three-CD box set Think 

Pink! A Kay Thompson Party (Sepia Records 1135). 
 

83 ñthe stylistic Missò: Variety, 9/17/1941. 
 

83 Donôt let Kay getò: Family Circle, 10/17/1941. 
 

83 From then on: Ibid. 
 

83 ñWe didnôt, any of usò: McCallôs, 1/1957. 

 

83 beginning October 11: When The Kay Thompson Festival moved to Saturday morning 

on October 11, 1941, under its new title, Kay Thompson and Company, Thompson and 

Jim Backus performed a comedy sketch called ñHair-do,ò written by Backus and Larry 

Berns. Set in a beauty salon, Kay played a demanding motor mouth named ñKay Russellò 

opposite Backus as her new French hairdresser, ñGaston Gevon.ò While her tresses are 

being coifed, the two engage in oral one-upmanship of hirsute proportions. ñIôll want a 

Zozo and a Croquienolle,ò Kay orders, ñand a swirl off the forehead with a down sweep 

to the neck and I thought something simple like a row of ringlets over each ear might be 
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quite fetching and at the party I think Iôll wear two pink chrysanthemum.ò (Her run-on 

sentences were not much different from future Eloise mouthfuls.) Gaston ignores her, 

arranging her locks as he pleases, assuring Kay that she will be the envy of her friends. 

ñMademoiselle, it is like olives,ò Gaston reasons. ñYou must cultivate ze taste.ò 

Convinced that she sports the latest chic Parisian hairstyle, she gives her name and 

address for the bill, but Gaston suddenly realizes something: 

 

GASTON: You are not ze Kay. 

KAY: Gaston, youôre not ï 

GASTON: Little Kay ï Kitty!  

KAY: Butch! From St. Louis! 

GASTON: I havenôt seen you since we threw snowballs at each other. 

 

Having dropped the phony French accent, Gastonôs credibility evaporates, provoking Kay 

to smack him on the head for ruining her hair. The idea that ñKitty from St. Louisò had 

turned into ñKay,ò a bourgeois fashion victim impressed by anything French, cut awfully 

close to home. It demonstrated that, at least in those days, Kay tolerated self-deprecating 

humor. Nevertheless, this is the only known example of Kay publicly alluding to her 

childhood nickname of ñKitty.ò Tellingly, no example has ever turned up of Kay alluding 

to her original family name of ñFink.ò  From the Kay Thompson And Company script, 

dated 10/11/1941, found in the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin 

Historical Society Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 
 

83 ñIt appears now thatò: Kay Thompson and Company script dated 10/11/1941. From 

the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin Historical Society Archives, 

Harry Miller, archivist. 

 

84 Henny later admitted: In an interview for this book, Henny Backus added, ñKay sent 

out a very funny invitation for our wedding party. I must have thrown it away with a lot 

of stuff when Jimmy died, but it began something like, óBecause these two people need 

each otheréô Thatôs all I remember. It was a satirical, very funny thing. Dammit, I wish I 

still had it. Kay was so darling. She had a few people overðthe gang at CBS that they 

were working with, Larry Berns, Bill Spier, Perry Laffertyðjust to say, óGoodbyeô and 

óGood luckô to us because we had to go to Cleveland and do it all over again for Jimôs 

family and then to Philadelphia to do it again for mine. Iôve always said that the reason 

we were married so long was because we had an out-of-town tryout.ò 
 

84 ñJim feels that workingò: Backus, Jim. Rocks on the Roof. New York: G. P. Putnamôs 

Sons, 1958, pages 37ï39, 72ï77; Backus, Henny, and Jim Backus. What Are You Doing 

After the Orgy? Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962, pages 3, 14ï15. 
 

84 her director, Perry Lafferty: From the Archive of American Television interview with 

Perry Lafferty, conducted December 4, 1997, available on the website of the Academy of 

Television Arts and Sciences Foundation 

(www.emmys.tv/foundation/archive/index.php). 
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84 one of her Okays: In addition to his duties as a member of the Okays (Thompsonôs 

backup chorus), Andy Love was also a member of the Tune Twisters. 

 

84 and became patriotic: When the United States entered World War II, the government 

banned information on radio broadcasts that might be useful to the enemy, and to that 

end, weather reports were forbidden. Kayôs show and others were routinely chastised for 

even the slightest mention of atmospheric conditions. A terse CBS memo dated February 

5, 1942 reads: ñIn spite of all our warnings, there are still violations of this order that no 

mention of the weather is to be made on the air. Recently one of our artists who was late 

for a broadcast came on the air with the remark, óBoy, that stuff sure is coming down!ô It 

would be a very stupid person who didnôt know that this referred to either snow or rain.ò 

The War hung over everything like a dark cloud. Celebrities were mobilized to volunteer 

their time on behalf of worthy and charitable causes. One of Kayôs foremost idols, actress 

Carole Lombard, flew to her family home in Indiana to host a War Bond rally. On 

January 16, 1942, Lombardôs flight back to California crashed outside Las Vegas. All 

twenty-two passengers perished, including the 33-year-old star and her mother. 

Devastated by the heartbreaking news, Kay intensified her resolve to endorse War Bonds 

and other causes for the war effort, in part as a tribute to Lombard. Aside from her 

weekly radio pitches for War Bonds, Kay also made public appearances, such as a book 

drive on January 21, 1942. ñProminent members of the entertainment world made appeal 

yesterday from the steps of the New York Public Library,ò it was reported in The New 

York Times, ñfor contributions to the Victory Book Campaign. Judith Anderson and 

Maurice Evans, co-stars of the current production of Macbeth, addressed a lunch hour 

gathering of 3000 persons. Evans read a script prepared for the occasion by Christopher 

Morley titled óThe Guttenberg Address.ô Kay Thompson, radio singer, led the rally in 

singing ñThe Star-Spangled Banner.ò Russel Crouse was master of ceremonies.ò Russel 

Crouse?! Within striking distance of Kay Thompson? The hostility between Kay and her 

Hooray for What! nemesis had apparently been set aside for the cause. New York Times, 

1/22/1942; and from the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin 

Historical Society Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 
 

85 his new Broadway smash: After a four-year run of 1,295 performances, the Broadway 

thriller Angel Street was adapted into the movie Gaslight (MGM, 1944) with Charles 

Boyer and Ingrid Bergman. 

 

85 favors from friends: In addition to getting Vincent Price to appear on Kay Thompson 

and Company, Bill Spier and Thompson also tried to get their pal Orson Welles to do a 

guest shot. With the release Citizen Kane in 1941, Welles had gone from radio 

wunderkind to movie genius. There were high hopes that Welles would make it back to 

the East Coast for the February 25, 1942, installment of Kay Thompson and Company, 

but his second film, The Magnificent Ambersons, had just completed filming on January 

22 and he was stuck in Hollywood, busily editing. Instead, a Wellesô compadre, Elliott 

ñTedò Reid, 22, filled in. Reid was a radio actor who had done voices for Spier on The 

March of Time since the age of 16. Talented though he was, Reid did not have the starry 

name value that Welles would have brought to the show.  
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85 brought in the Martins: Phyllis Rogers Whitworth (of the Martins singing quartet) 

recalled appearing on Kay Thompson and Company: ñI remember rehearsing for that 

radio show an awful lot. We must have been on it more than one time because we would 

come in late and there would be a note from Kay with the doorman, óRehearsal at 9 

oôclock.ô We wouldnôt be getting much sleep that night.ò 

 

85 ñWho writes the titlesò: Kay Thompson and Company transcript dated 2/25/1942. 

From the William Spier and June Havoc Papers at the Wisconsin Historical Society 

Archives, Harry Miller, archivist. 
 

85 Kay and her gang: Larry Berns became a producer at CBS, most notably on the long-

running hit Our Miss Brooks, starring Eve Arden. Perry Lafferty became a television 

director (Twilight Zone, Alfred Hitchcock Presents) and a producer (An Early Frost); in 

addition to winning four Emmy Awards, Lafferty would also serve as vice president of 

programming for CBS-TV in the 1970s and for NBC-TV in the 1980s. 
 

85 ñAfter this showò: McCallôs, 1/1957. 

 

 

PART  TWO:  THE MGM  YEARS 

 

 

Chapter Four: MGMôs Secret Weapon 
 

89 ñKay was the bestò: In Theater, 4/26/1999. 
 

89 as staff composer-arrangers: MGM also bought the movie rights to Hugh Martin and 

Ralph Blaneôs Broadway hit musical Best Foot Forward as a starring vehicle for Lucille 

Ball. 
 

89 ñWe all had a cupò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. Portions 

of the interviews appear in Hugh Fordinôs book The World of Entertainment! 

Hollywoodôs Greatest Musicals: The Freed Unit at MGM (New York: Doubleday, 1975). 
 

89 Around that time, Kay told: Ono, Ted. Liner notes for the 2003 CD compilation Kay 

Thompson: The Queen of Swing Vocal & Her Rhythm Singers, 1933 to 1937 (Baldwin 

Street Music, BHJ-313). 
 

89 ña young face made upò: From a 1956 press release for Funny Face (Paramount, 

1957). Courtesy of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Library. 
 

90 add the group to his ensemble: Music and Rhythm, 3/1942; Song Hits, 9/1942; Song 

Parade, 2/1943. 
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90 Released by Decca Records: After the 1942 Johnny LongïFour Teens recording of 

ñCanôt Get Out of This Mood,ò Kay Kyser and His Orchestra took the song to number 

four in 1943, and later it was covered by Johnny Mathis, Nina Simone, etc. 
 

90 ñFor the song óI Canôtôò: ñI Canôt Get Started with Youò (Vernon DukeïIra 

Gershwin) was introduced on Broadway as a duet for Bob Hope and Eve Arden in 

Ziegfeld Follies of 1936. 

 

91 beef up the vocal arrangements: For Hit Parade of 1943 (Republic, 1943), Kay 

provided the vocal arrangement for ñDo These Old Eyes Deceive Meò (Jule Styne-Harold 

Adamson), performed by the Music Maids and the Three Cheers, backed by Freddy 

Martin and His Orchestra. Kay also chose Music Maid Jeanne Darrell to dub Susan 

Haywardôs singing voice on two duets with John Carroll: ñThatôs How to Write a Songò 

(Jule Styne-Harold Adamson) and ñA Change of Heartò (Jule Styne-Harold Adamson) 

backed by Freddy Martin and His Orchestra and a large choir under Kayôs direction. 

Other numbers that Kay may have worked on included ñTahm Boom Bahò (Jule Styne-

Harold Adamson), sung by John Carroll, backed by Ray McKinley and His Orchestra; 

ñWho Took Me Home Last Night?ò (Jule Styne-Harold Adamson) sung by Gail Patrick; 

ñHarlem Sandmanò (Jule Styne-Harold Adamson) performed by Count Basie and His 

Orchestra featuring the vocals of Dorothy Dandridge; and ñYankee Doodle Tanò (J. C. 

Johnson-Andy Razaf) performed by the Golden Gate Quartet.  
 

91 Kay met the Music Maids: History of the Music Maids: Alice Sizer Ludes had started 

her career as a member of a trio known as the Williams Sisters, with Ethelyn ñJudyò 

Williams and Laura Williams. Alice noted, ñI wasnôt really a sister, but we billed 

ourselves that way.ò The three girls were from Tacoma, Washington, which also 

happened to be the hometown of Bing Crosby and clan, and they were soon discovered 

by Larry Crosby, Bingôs eldest brother, who became the groupôs manager. As a result, the 

trio was brought to Hollywood and signed as regulars on The Bing Crosby-Woodbury 

Soap Show (CBS-Radio / KHJ) in April 1935 (one year after Kay Thompson and the 

Three Rhythm Kings had departed the program). But Alice wasnôt getting along with the 

Williams girls and yearned to find a more compatible group of singers. Singing in 

choruses at the studios exposed her to an endless stream of talented, aspiring women. 

While working in the chorus on The Wizard of Oz (MGM, 1939), Alice selected four of 

her favorite girls and formed a quintet in January 1939. The original five members were 

Alice Sizer Ludes, Virginia Lee ñJinnyò Erwin (later known as Trudy Erwin), Dorothy 

ñDottieò Messmer, Denny Wilson, and June Clifford. June was soon replaced by Barbara 

ñBobbieò Canvin Ames. [Jinny Erwin and Dottie Messmer had formerly been members 

of a trio called the Three Shades of Blue (with Dolly Waldorf)ða group that had 

appeared in the James Cagney movie Something to Sing About (Grand National, 1937).] 

Alice explained, ñWhen the five of us girls got together in 1939, we contacted Larry 

Crosby to help us. He named us the Music Maids and arranged for an audition with Bing 

Crosby.ò As a result, the girls were immediately cast as five waitresses in Bingôs latest 

picture, East Side of Heaven (Universal, 1939), singing ñHang Your Heart on a Hickory 

Limbò (James V. Monaco-Johnny Burke). Bing liked them so much, he added them to his 

Kraft Music Hall (NBC-Radio) series, from spring 1939 to fall 1944, and frequently used 

them as backup singers on his records. While working with Crosby, vocal arrangements 
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for the Music Maids were mostly done by his orchestrator-conductor John Scott Trotter, 

or by Hal Hopper, formerly of Kay Thompson and the Three Rhythm Kings, who was, by 

then, a member of the Pied Pipers. Alice, who was also an expert pianist, would 

occasionally work out their arrangements herself. Jinny Erwin amicably left the Music 

Maids in October 1941 when she was chosen to replace Ginny Simms as the featured 

vocalist for Kay Kyser and His Orchestra. [Kyser did not want Jinny Erwin to use a first 

name that sounded like ñGinny,ò and so, to avoid confusion, he recommended ñTrudyò 

which Jinny adopted as her permanent stage name: ñTrudy Erwin.ò] The remaining four 

members (Alice Sizer Ludes, Dottie Messmer, Denny Wilson, and Bobbie Canvin Ames) 

decided not to replace herðand so, the Music Maids simply became a quartet (although 

Erwin would occasionally reunite with the girls). The group was as popular in front of a 

mike as they were in front of the camera, making on-screen appearances in a string of 

movies including Broadway Melody of 1940 (MGM, 1940) singing Cole Porterôs ñBegin 

the Beguine;ò Ziegfeld Girl (MGM, 1941); Kiss the Boys Goodbye (Paramount, 1941); 

Babes on Broadway (MGM, 1941) performing in the ñBabes on Broadwayò (Burton 

Lane-Ralph Freed) number; Panama Hattie (MGM, 1942) in the ñHattie from Panamaò 

(Roger Edens) number; and Du Barry Was A Lady (MGM, 1943). There were more 

defections, however. Dottie Messmer left the group to join Kay Kyser; he rechristened 

her ñDiane Pendleton;ò under that stage name, she appeared in two movies with Kyser 

and His Orchestra: Around the World (RKO, 1944) and Carolina Blues (Columbia, 

1944). Then Bobbie Canvin Ames left to join Tommy Dorsey and His Orchestra. At this 

point, Alice teamed up with two new girlsðPatt Hyatt and Jeanne Darrellðand reformed 

the Music Maids as a threesome. The trio appeared in Hit Parade of 1943, harmoniously 

paired with the Three Cheers (Phil Hanna, Travis B. Hale, Ernest J. Derry), to sing ñDo 

These Old Eyes Deceive Meò (Jule Styne-Harold Adamson), backed by Freddy Martin 

and His Orchestra. According to Alice, Thompson coached the sextet and provided the 

vocal arrangementðthough it was a straight forward rendering of the song with none of 

Thompsonôs usual tangential frills. Kay also chose new Music Maid Jeanne Darrell to 

dub Susan Haywardôs singing voice on two duets with John Carroll: ñThatôs How to 

Write a Songò (Jule Styne-Harold Adamson)ðwith a simple piano accompanimentðand 

ñA Change of Heartò (Jule Styne-Harold Adamson) backed by Freddy Martin and His 

Orchestra. The latter number featured a large choir under Kayôs direction and ended up 

receiving an Academy Award nomination for ñBest Song.ò After five-and-a-half-years 

with Bing Crosby on Kraft Music Hall (NBC-Radio), the Music Maidsô tenure came to 

an end. On November 9, 1944, they were replaced by the Kraft Choir, a revolving door of 

professional singers, organized and conducted by Charles Henderson (Kayôs former radio 

orchestrator who had written and conducted songs for the Music Maids in Hoosier 

Holiday and Jamboree). Down Beat, 9/15/1941 and 7/15/1944; authorôs 2007 interview 

with Alice Sizer Ludes.  

 

91 in October 1942, Kay: Despite a whirlwind schedule of commitments in New York 

and Los Angeles during the fall of 1942, Kay flew to St. Louis every Monday for 13 

weeks (October 5-December 28, 1942) to host a weekly musical quiz radio show called 

Tic-Toc Time, co-hosted by Don McNeill, the popular Chicago-based radio personality 

who, like Kay, traveled back and forth for the weekly broadcasts. The series was 

broadcast nationally from St. Louis station KSD, the local NBC affiliate. The orchestra 

was conducted by KSDôs music director, Russ David, with piano accompaniment and 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 104 
 

backup singing by Joe Karnes who became a fast friend and future colleague of Kayôs. 

Born in Paducah, Kentucky, circa 1914, Joe Karnes began playing piano professionally at 

16 when he was still in high school. He played with a band that would have gigs on 

weekends in his home town. He attended two years of college at University of Notre 

Dame in Notre Dame, Indiana, where he earned his expenses by playing at piano bars. 

Then, in 1934, he dropped out of school, moved to St. Louis, and played piano bars and 

radio gigs there for the next decade. First, Karnes found work singing and playing piano 

for KMOX-Radio. Then, from 1938 to May 1943, he worked exclusively at KSD-Radio, 

the NBC affiliate in St. Louis, where he performed on such shows as Cheri McKay & 

Company (1939) and Tic-Toc Time (1942), the latter being Karnesô first professional 

association with Kay Thompson. Karnes was still performing on KSD as late as May 

1943 but, shortly thereafter, at the behest of Kay Thompson, he came to Hollywood to 

work for her at MGM as a rehearsal accompanist, assistant, and choir singer on such 

films as The Harvey Girls (MGM, 1945), Abbott and Costello in Hollywood (MGM, 

1945), The Clock (MGM, 1945), and The Hucksters (MGM, 1947). Heard on a radio 

during a scene in A Letter for Evie (MGM, 1946), Karnes sang a new swing version of 

ñThe Trolley Songò as part of The Mel-Tones harmony group; in fact, Karnes was 

temporarily replacing the groupôs leader, Mel Tormé, who was busy serving in the 

military. After Kay left MGM in 1947 to form her own nightclub act, Karnes went on to 

become a pianist-conductor for various nightclub acts such as Mitzi Green and Rudy 

Vallee. When Kayôs regular nightclub pianist-conductor Joe Marino was sidelined with a 

drinking problem, Karnes took over, touring the world with Kay and her trio of dancers, 

from June 1950 through 1951. From 1953 to 1956, Karnes worked at Columbia Pictures 

as a vocal arranger and vocal coach. At Kayôs recommendation, he served as a personal 

vocal coach to such stars as Ava Gardner, Rita Hayworth, and Susan Hayward. As a 

composer, Karnes wrote ñGet Set for the Blues,ò a song recorded by Julie London for her 

About the Blues album (Capitol Records 38659; the album peaked on the Billboard chart 

at #15 in 1957). Karnes made uncredited appearances in several movies, including a bit 

part in Phffft (Columbia, 1954) starring Judy Holliday and Jack Lemmon; as a reporter in 

You Canôt Run Away with It (Columbia, 1956) starring June Allyson and Jack Lemmon, 

directed by Juneôs husband, Dick Powell; and as a pianist in The Opposite Sex (MGM, 

1956) starring June Allyson (though Karnesô footage apparently ended up on the editing 

floor). From 1956 to 1958, Karnes formed a vocal group, the Joe Karnes Singers, that 

played gigs in Reno, Nevada. After the group disbanded, Karnes bought a house in Reno 

and moved there permanently with his wife, Jackie, a former dancer. (A 1962 newspaper 

article noted that the couple had two sons and three grandchildren.) In the spring of 1959, 

Karnes was hired as the house singer-pianist for the Sky Room Lounge (later re-named 

the Coach Room) at the Mapes Hotel. In 1974, Karnes ended his long-term gig at the 

Mapes and switched to the Iron Sword Room at the Pioneer Inn in Reno. After 1975, no 

articles or newspaper accounts of Karnes have turned up, so it is presumed that he retired 

not long after that. Alton Evening Telegraph (Alton, Illinois), 4/6/1939; St. Louis Daily 

Globe-Democrat, 10/4/1942; brochure of KSD-Radio, St. Louis, Missouri, circa 1940s; 

Nevada State Journal, 11/13/1959; Nevada State Journal (Reno, Nevada), 2/17/1962; 

Reno Evening Gazette, 1/10/1975; Variety, 1/28/2003; several articles posted on the St. 

Louis Radio website (www.stlradio.com); Absher, Frank. Images of America: KMOX: 

The Voice of St. Louis. Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2012, page 55.  
 

http://www.stlradio.com/
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91 to beef up the finale: Thompson was apparently one of several arrangers who worked 

on ñPaging Mr. Greenback,ò including Hugh Martin. 
 

91 smash anthology series: Rescued from the trash heap of Forecast pilots, a show called 

Suspense had been successfully championed by executive producer Bill Spier and 

director-producer Charles Vanda into a series commitment from CBS. Vanda had 

originally wanted to do radio dramatizations of Alfred Hitchcockôs movie thrillers. In 

fact, the Forecast pilot had been an adaptation of Hitchcockôs 1927 murder mystery, The 

Lodger. However, when the costs of story rights and the use of Hitchcockôs name proved 

to be prohibitively expensive, Spier suggested adapting economical short stories and 

commissioning original scripts. As head of CBSô writing department, Spier would 

develop the material while Vanda would direct and produce the shows. Like the network 

had done with Kay Thompsonôs ñsustainedò series, The Kay Thompson Festival, CBS 

had agreed to cover the costs of Suspense for a limited amount of time while fishing for a 

sponsor. Wilbur Hatch had scored the Suspense pilot, but Spier convinced his former 

March of Time maestro, Bernard Herrmann, to not only compose the seriesô opening 

theme music, but also to be the weekly composer-conductor. This was no small feat 

considering that Herrmann had recently earned an Oscar nomination for his motion 

picture scoring debut for Citizen Kane (RKO, 1941), had won the Oscar for his score to 

The Devil and Daniel Webster (RKO, 1941), and had just completed the score for The 

Magnificent Ambersons (RKO, 1942) when Spier persuaded him to come back to New 

York for Suspense. Clearly, musicians revered Spier because he spoke their language and 

appreciated the critical importance of their job. Although Hermannôs long-term 

availability for the show would be limited, his chilling theme composition would always 

introduce the program, no matter who was waving the baton. Because of the anthology 

format, the actors would be different each week, mostly lesser-known radio voices who 

would work for minimum AFRA scale which, for a 30-minute radio program, amounted 

to a modest $21.00. There might be an occasional well-known guest (Peter Lorre and 

Gloria Stuart were prime examples), but only if he or she agreed to work for scale. 

Suspense premiered on June 17, 1942, with only the minor-league star power of character 

actor Charles Ruggles. During the initial weeks, the roster of talent was virtually 

anonymous, such as Julie Haydon, the woman who dubbed Faye Wrayôs screams in King 

Kong (RKO, 1933), and then-unknown Richard Widmark, who appeared on Episode No. 

4, five years before his first movie. This low wattage was fine with Vanda who insisted 

that the concept should to be the marquee attraction, not stars. As fate would have it, 

however, Vanda was called to duty for the War after Suspense had only been on the air 

for six weeks. Spier had a weak heart condition that prevented him from ever serving, so 

with Vandaôs blessing, Spier took over the producing reigns beginning with Episode No. 

7 on July 29, 1942, and assigned various directors week-to-week. The series fit Spier like 

a glove because it combined so many of his passions: mystery-thriller stories, moody 

orchestral music, and elaborate sound effects. The latent magician in Spier loved the 

weekly hat trick of scaring the bejesus out of an audience. Contrary to Vanda, however, 

Spier was star-struck with the idea that that big name actors would elevate the series to a 

whole new level. CBS would not pay heavyweight talent fees, but a sponsor might if the 

ratings warranted it. To that end, Spier got his former protégé, Orson Welles, to waive his 

going rate in order to star on Episode No. 11 in a story called The Hitch-Hiker, written by 

Lucille Fletcher (aka Mrs. Bernard Herrmann). Actually, the same story had already been 
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dramatized on Wellesô Mercury Theatre on the Air, but nobody seemed to mind because 

ratings shot through the roof, proving Spierôs point that Suspense was just begging to be 

star-driven. Until a sponsor could be convinced to cough up serious dough, though, Spier 

was stuck scrounging for favors. Eventually, Roma Wines came on board to underwrite 

the series, enabling Spier to offer sizable fees for weekly guest stars. Soon, every big 

name star in Hollywood was clamoring to do a turn, and in September 1943, Spier took 

over directing the show (in addition to producing and developing the scripts). Ratings 

were huge and Suspense became an enduring institution for the network (both on radio 

and later on television). On October 18, 1945, when Bill Spier suffered his third heart 

attack (apparently milder than his two previous near-death experiences), his scheduled 

episode of Suspense for that week, ñSummer Stormò (guest starring Henry Fonda) 

happened to be one of the few he had himself written.  Because series creator Charles 

Vanda was available, it seemed gentlemanly to ask him to step-in, which he graciously 

did. The following week, on October 25, 1945, Vanda continued to sub on Suspense, 

directing Lucille Ball as an embezzler in ñA Shroud for Sarah.ò However, by November 

1, Bill was on his feet and back at the helm, directing Ronald Coleman in Spierôs own 

adaptation of H. P. Lovecraftôs ñThe Dunwich Horror.ò With his services no longer 

needed, Vanda felt left out in the cold again, growing all the more envious of Spierôs 

fame and fortune. Bitterness festered. Years later, when Daily Variety mentioned that 

Spier was the ñoriginatorò of Suspense, Vanda went ballistic and waged a battle of words 

to correct the long-mistaken impression, calling it ñan act of Vanda-lism.ò Their 

friendship was over. Variety, 7/24/1940; Daily Variety, 3/31/1954 and 4/8/1954; Grams, 

Martin. Suspense: Twenty Years of Thrills and Chills. Kearney, Neb.: Morris Publishing, 

1997; and, from a personal letter written by Charles Vanda to Bill Spier, dated 8/6/1954. 

That correspondence, along with Spierôs letter to Vanda, dated 7/9/1954, indicate that the 

feud over Suspense credit was far from settled. Copies of these letters courtesy of writer-

historian-documentarian John Scheinfeld. 

 

91 Thompson never appeared on the show: Kay Thompson never appeared on any 

episode of Suspense as a credited guest star. However, on the October 24, 1946, 

installment ñDame Fortuneò (directed and produced by Bill Spier), when guest star Susan 

Haywardôs character was called upon to sing several bars of Cole Porterôs ñIôve Got You 

Under My Skinò (with orchestra conducted by Lud Gluskin), it was actually Thompsonôs 

singing voice that listeners heardðslightly disguised to sound more Hayward-like. The 

dead giveaway was her unmistakable lower register which came through loud and 

Thompsonian on the lower notes. (As stated on pages 90-91 in the book, Kay had 

previously auditioned to play Susan Haywardôs wisecracking older sister in Hit Parade of 

1943ða role that ultimately was awarded to Eve Arden.) Special thanks goes to historian 

Keith Scott whose hunch about Kay singing on Suspense led to this discovery 

(unfortunately not in time to be included in this book, but added here, after the fact, in the 

online endnotes). Scott authored The Moose That Roared: The Story of Jay Ward, Bill 

Scott, a Flying Squirrel, and a Talking Moose (St. Martinôs Press, 2000) and, as of this 

writing in September 2011, is researching a future book on ñunbilled voice artists and 

singers in cartoons and radio shows of the 1930s and 40s.ò  
 

92 Spier series, Radio Readerôs Digest: Aside from his multi-tasking as the head of CBSô 

script department and producing Suspense, Bill Spier also took on the producing and 
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script development chores of another new series, Radio Readerôs Digest, on Sunday 

nights beginning September 13, 1942, directed by Robert Nolan. Hosted by Conrad 

Nagel, Radio Readerôs Digest was an unusual variety-magazine hybrid, mixing 

dramatized fiction and recreations of true stories, plus an occasional musical number 

(with an orchestra conducted by Lyn Murray), all jam-packed into each 30-minute 

installment. Most of the material was gleaned from the pages of Readerôs Digest, the 

popular monthly magazine with five-and-a-half million readers. The publisher was happy 

to provide its articles in exchange for the promotional advantage of having the 

magazineôs name used for the series, but saw no added benefit to financially support the 

show as a sponsor. Instead, Campbell Soups sponsored the Digest recipe, which allowed 

Spier the financial wherewithal to add whatever rich ingredients he so desired. The first 

six episodes alone boasted a constellation of stars including James Cagney, Ethel 

Barrymore, Vincent Price, Madeleine Carroll, Charles Laughton, Joan Fontaine, Joseph 

Schildkraut, Henry Hull, Wendy Barrie, Monty Woolley, and, naturally, Spierôs chum 

Orson Welles, who pocketed his hefty going rate on this occasion. Of particular note was 

Digest Episode No. 7, broadcast live from New York on October 25, 1942. The guests 

included Kay Thompson as daredevil reporter Nellie Bly in ñThe Front Page Girl.ò 

Another segment on the same program featured Claude Rains as missionary James 

Wetherby in an adaptation of ñThe Missionary and the Gangster,ò a short story by Edison 

Marshall published in the September 1942 issue of Readerôs Digest. Contractually, 

announcer Ernest Chappell was obliged to mention that Rains would soon be seen on the 

silver screen in Casablanca (Warner Brothers, 1942), opening that November. Thompson 

and Rains must have enjoyed meeting one another because, according to columnist 

Dorothy Kilgallen, not long after the broadcast, they were spotted dining at the Waldorf 

ñin a huddle about music.ò Variety, 9/16/1942; Lowell Sun (Lowell, Massachusetts), 

10/29/1942. 

 

92 Two weeks later, on November 11: ñMGM Thumb-Nail Autobiographyò dated 

6/19/1946, questionnaire filled out in Kay Thompsonôs own handwriting: ñMarried to 

Bill Spier on Nov. 11, 1942.ò From the MGM Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

92 rarely saw their dad: Bill Spierôs daughter, Greta Spier Kiernan, recalled that she 

mostly saw her father on ñspecial occasionsðbirthdays, holidays and Christmastime. We 

might have lunch and heôd bring us presents.ò Gretaôs younger sister, Margaret Spier 

Angeli, said, ñI remember as a child getting lots of birthday and Christmas presents while 

my father was married to Kay. Our mother said, óIôm sure Kay is doing the shopping 

because women do these things for children. This is what a woman does.ôò Greta added, 

ñOur mother appreciated that. It didnôt happen during his later marriage to June Havoc. 

My mother never badmouthed Kay Thompson so I never had a picture of Kay as a 

villain.ò 
 

92 Just days after: Hanson, Patricia King, exec. ed. American Film Institute Catalog of 

Motion Pictures Produced in the United States, Feature Films 1941ï1950. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1971, page 1053. 
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92 In the film, the Four: In the fall of 1942, Jimmy Engler replaced George ñCookieò 

Richmond in the Four Teens. This new lineup appeared in Hit the Ice (Universal, 1943). 

 

92 assigned to sing ñPenny Arcadeò: The musical featurette entitled Swing That Band 

(Universal, 1943), directed by Arthur Dreifuss, starred Johnny Long and His Orchestra, 

with ñThe Four Teens Quartetò billed in second position on the poster. The members of 

the Four Teens at that time were Phyllis Rogers, Jo-Jean Rogers, Pat Haywood, and 

Jimmy Engler. In this two-reeler short, the foursome sang Kay Thompsonôs arrangement 

of ñPenny Arcadeò (Dave Franklin) for which she wrote additional lyrics. Each member 

gets his or her fate told after depositing a penny into a fortune-teller machine. One of 

Kayôs verses went like this: 

 

PAT HAYWOOD: At the penny arcade, I had my fortune read. 

 

OTHERS: Whatôs it about? 

 

PAT HAYWOOD: Well, i t said that I would be an opera singer. 

(holds high obligato note). 

 

PHYLLIS ROGERS AND JO -JEAN ROGERS SING RAPID PATTER:  

Heôs got a cloak and stiletto 

Knows the score of Rigoletto 

Had a very large posterior, just right for Cavalleria, 

Spumoni and Zucchini, Conciatiorre, Gangerini. 

 

PAT HAYWOOD: What I do to Puccini, it should happen to Mussolini. 

 

ALL SHOUT: Itôs murder! 

 

Phyllis Rogers Whitworth recalled. ñIt was one of Kayôs favorites. She loved that and it 

was a darling arrangement.ò The Four Teensô performance of ñPenny Arcadeò was 

recycled in the feature film See My Lawyer (Universal, 1945)ðwhich probably had 

everything to do with the fact that the movie was produced and co-written by Edmund L. 

Hartmann, Kayôs former classmate and theatrical department colleague at Washington 

University in St. Louis. Lyrics to Kay Thompsonôs special arrangement of ñPenny 

Arcadeò (Dave Franklin) are in the dialogue continuity for the Universal featurette, Swing 

That Band, dated March 8, 1943. Found in the Universal Collection at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

92 Though her work went: Although Hugh Martin received credit for the vocal 

arrangements for Girl Crazy, Alice Ludes of the Music Maids, among others, recalled 

Kay Thompson working on vocal arrangements, choral direction, and personal coaching 

of Judy Garland. 
 

93 ñ[Garlandôs] best early filmò: Oakland Tribune (Oakland, California), 11/5/1967. 

Albert Johnson, the renowned cineast and program director for the San Francisco 
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International Film Festival (1965ï72), devoted one of his annual tributes to Judy Garland, 

who attended the retrospective in person and was extensively interviewed by Johnson. 
 

93 Kay also wowed her: Kayôs choir for Girl Crazy included the Music Maids (Alice 

Ludes, Denny Wilson, Patt Hyatt, and Dottie Messmer); two former Music Maids, Trudy 

Erwin and Bobbie Canvin; Six Hits and a Miss (Lee Gotch, William Seckler, Clark 

Yocum, Jimmie Dodd, Marvin Bailey, Vince Degen, and Pauline Byrns); and Hal Hopper 

(formerly of Kay Thompson and the Three Rhythm Kings). From the authorôs 2007 

interview with Alice Sizer Ludes of the Music Maids and from the recording log and 

employment cards for Girl Crazy, archived in the MGM Collection at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Additional 

thanks goes to Adrian Daff for his meticulous research on Six Hits and a Miss and The 

Starlighters. 
 

93 ñcertain things were doneò: Summers, Anthony, and Robbyn Swan. Sinatra: The 

Life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005, page 84. 

 

93 Kay met Frank: Frank Sinatraôs record-breaking, breakthrough solo gig was at New 

Yorkôs Paramount Theatre as part of the live stage revue that accompanied the film 

presentation of Star Spangled Rhythm (Paramount, 1942). The gig started on December 

30, 1942, with Benny Goodman and his orchestra. When the revue was held over, Benny 

Goodman had a conflicting commitment, so, to back Sinatra, Goodman and his band 

were replaced for the rest of the run, from January 27 through February 20, 1943, by 

Johnny Long and his orchestra featuring Kay Thompsonôs harmony group, the Four 

Teens, plus vocalists Helen Young and Gene Williams. Kay Thompson got to know 

Sinatra during these weeks when she was coaching the Four Teens before and after their 

sets at the Paramount. Also during that time, Kay and Frank played a one-nighter on the 

very same bill. On February 12, 1943, the Paramount Theatreôs revue performed free for 

servicemen at the American Theatre Wingôs Stage Door Canteen, in the basement of the 

44th Street Theatre. The bill not only included Frank Sinatra, Johnny Long and his 

orchestra, the Four Teens, Helen Young, and Gene Williams, it also featured Kay 

Thompson, Carol Bruce, and the Broadway company of Rosalinda (the Johann Strauss 

operetta currently playing upstairs at the 44th Street Theatre). Billboard, 3/6/1943.  
 

94 The ñPaging Mr. Greenbackò number: Pasternak, Joe, as told to David Chandler. 

Easy the Hard Way: The Autobiography of Joe Pasternak. New York: G. P. Putnamôs 

Sons, 1956, pages 226ï27. When ñPaging Mr. Greenbackò was cut from Presenting Lily 

Mars, the footage was either destroyed or lost. Only the audio track and still photographs 

have survived. The rare recording is included in the 1996 CD collection Judy Garland: 

Collectorôs Gems from the MGM Films (Turner Classic Movies Music/Rhino Movie 

Music, R2-72543). CD Produced by George Feltenstein and Bradley Flanagan. Liner 

notes by John Fricke. Additional notes by George Feltenstein. 
 

94 In place of the discarded: The rundown of the songs for the new finale in Presenting 

Lily Mars was as follows: ñWhere Thereôs Musicò (Roger Edens); Kayôs personal 

favorite ñSt. Louis Bluesò (W. C. Handy); ñItôs a Long Way to Tipperaryò (John Judgeï

H. H. Williams); ñIn the Shade of the Old Apple Treeò (Edward Van AlstyneïH. H. 
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Williams); ñDonôt Sit under the Apple Treeò (Steven SteptïLew BrownïCharlie Tobias) 

danced by Charles Walters lip-synching to the voice of Ralph Blane; ñItôs Three OôClock 

in the Morningò (Julian RobledoïDorothy Terris); and ñBroadway Rhythmò (Nacio Herb 

BrownïArthur Freed) performed with Tommy Dorsey and His Orchestra, Ralph Blaneôs 

voice coming out of Charles Walterôs mouth, and the MGM Studio Chorus. 
 

94 Meanwhile, Thompson got sucked into: After the publication of Kay Thompson: From 

Funny Face to Eloise, documentation was discovered in the Library of Congress that 

listed Kay Thompson as a vocal arranger for Best Foot Forward (MGM, 1943). Two of 

the filmôs composers, Hugh Martin and Ralph Blane, were protégés of Thompson, so it is 

likely that she contributed or collaborated on the vocal arrangements for their numbers. 

This would have taken place in late 1942 or early 1943 when Kay was doing freelance 

vocal arranging for various films at MGM and other studios. Hugh Martin and Ralph 

Blane were already under exclusive contract to MGM by then. Shortly thereafter, on 

April 1, 1943, Kay became exclusive to MGM as the head of the vocal department 

(earning $500 per week, double the salary that Hugh and Ralph were making).   

 

94 helping out on Metroôs Swing Fever: Swing Fever (MGM, 1943) was produced by 

Irving Starr, who also produced Music in My Heart (Columbia, 1940), the movie Kay 

almost made with her Tune-Up Time cohorts Tony Martin and André Kostelanetz. The 

MGM prerecording log erroneously lists ñMississippi Dreamboatò as having been 

recorded on January 15, 1943. The daily music reports list the correct date of February 

22, 1943. From the Swing Fever files archived in the MGM Collection at the University 

of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

94 ñYou can hear Kayôs voiceò: ñMississippi Dreamboatò appears on the 1997 CD Alive 

and Kickinô: Big Band Sounds at MGM (Turner Classic Movies Music/Rhino Movie 

Music, R2 72721), later reissued as Big Band Swinginô at MGM. CD produced by George 

Feltenstein and Bradley Flanagan. Liner notes by Will Friedwald. 
 

95 ñJudy was aloneò: Frank, Gerold. Judy. New York: HarperCollins, 1975, pages 172ï

73. 
 

95 ñlaser beam of pureò: Ibid., page xvii. 
 

95 At the very same moment: Kayôs role in Fats Wallerôs Early to Bed went to Muriel 

Angelus of Rodgers and Hartôs The Boys from Syracuse and Oscar Hammersteinôs Sunny 

River. After a Boston tryout on May 1943, Early to Bed opened triumphantly in New 

York at the Broadhurst Theatre on June 17, 1943, where it stayed for nearly a year, 

racking up 380 performances. In the middle of its Broadway run, Fats Waller tragically 

died of pneumonia in December 1943. 
 

96 ñfirst and only womanò: Lincoln Sunday Journal and Star (Lincoln, Nebraska), 

4/7/1946. 
 

96 ñExclusively for usò: Dates of Thompsonôs MGM employment were spelled out 

thusly: ñTerm: 6 months, beginning on date she arrives at our studio, on or about April 5, 
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1943 [April 5, 1943 to October 4, 1943]. Options: One for 6 months [October 5, 1943 to 

April 4, 1944]; six options for 1 year each [through April 4, 1950, if each option were to 

be renewed].ò Kay Thompsonôs MGM contract memo dated 3/16/1943 and various 

MGM production budgets are from of the MGM Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

96 ñIt was April the 1st ò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

96 attended a private preview: Ibid. 

 

96 first official day on the job: In a nostalgic mood about her MGM days, Kay 

reminisced: ñYou couldnôt wait to get there. The greatest thing in the world was to go 

every single day, leave the car in Tommyôs Parking Lot, walk down that path to the 

Administration Building [the Thalberg Building], go through the East Gate, always, 

óGood morning, Mr. Keating.ô óGood morning, Miss Thompson.ô And after four years of 

in and out of that place, four and five times a day and at night, thatôs always how it was. 

óGood morning, Mr. Keating.ô óGood morning, Miss Thompson.ô The courtesy! It was 

like going into a foreign city. I was so impressed having come from New York with how 

polite and courteous everyone was. And they remained that way until the day I left.ò 

According to the book MGM: Hollywoodôs Greatest Backlot, ñGate guards were 

expected to recognize and salute the studioôs stars. Policeman Harry Keating, who was 

hired in 1928, recalled failing to recognize a star only once: He greeted Carole Lombard 

at the gate as óMiss Stanwyck.ôò On Thompsonôs first official day of work at MGM 

(April 5, 1943), she ran into her buddy, Ralph Blane. It just so happened to be the final 

day of pickup shooting on Best Foot Forward, the movie version of the Broadway show 

that Blane and Hugh Martin had scored: ñHe told me to just waft around in among the 

buildings. My office was at the top of the óAnswers Buildingô [the Metro Building, aka 

the Writers Building], just inside the [East] gate [to the left], you go by the, whatever it 

was called, the Answering Bureau, and up millions of stairs to a penthouse. And of 

course, the other side of the penthouse was Georgie Stoll and we were the only two 

people in there.ò  Kayôs space had previously been occupied by Roger Edens before he 

had been moved to an office adjacent to producer Arthur Freed. Bingen, Steven, Stephen 

X. Sylvester, and Michael Troyan. MGM: Hollywoodôs Greatest Backlot. Solana Beach, 

CA: Santa Monica Press, 2011, pages 24-25, 38-41. Thompsonôs quotes come from Hugh 

Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special 

permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

97 latest picture, I Dood It: Thompson was disappointed by the sound quality of I Dood 

It (MGM, 1943): ñMy love in life had been sound. The sound of things was the substance 

of everything I did. The music I wrote had to sound a certain way, have its own sound. 

The microphone and I became close friends early in life. I assumed that the sound at a 

film studio would be fantastic. I was always screaming for presence and I was used to the 

sound of CBS. Metro had the worst sound of anybody in the world... Nobody ever knew 

why except that they just did. It seemed to us, because here we were, all this new young 
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blood wanting to have the sound like it is now, thatôs what we were after. You know, 

seven tracks. [But], it was just so pitiful. Youôll hear on I Dood Ité I just couldnôt get it 

through Macôs head, who was the engineer, that I really wanted to hear it. You know, 

loud! And heôd be like, óI got it. I got it.ô But he didnôt have it at all. It wasnôt on the 

track.ò Anxious about the sound, Kay marched into the preview screening of I Dood It in 

Inglewood, and made a beeline for the volume knob. ñThere was a control box by one 

seat and Lennie [Hayton] was at that seat and I was next to him. I kept saying, óTurn it 

up, for Godôs sake!ô [But] there was nothing to turn upé By the time I got homeðwhich 

was The Garden of Allahðmy stomach was sticking out like Fatty Arbuckle, with sheer 

frustration. I just said, óBill, Iôm going, Iôm going! Bill, letôs go back to New York!ô Here 

I am from radio where you can hear everything, and I just said, óIôm going home! Come 

on, letôs go! Argh!ôò Bill managed to calm his wife down enough to stop packing her 

bags, but the anger did not subside. The next day, Kay stormed into producer Jack 

Cummings office. ñThe potential,ò she shrieked, ñwhen you think there are sixty singers 

there and this huge orchestraé Christ, you canôt hear it!ò Of course, the producer did not 

agree that the problem was a problem at all. ñHe told me if I didnôt cool off, he was going 

to put me in a room with a window.ò Whatever that threat meant, it shut Kay up. ñThatôs 

when I didnôt say anything anymore, about anythingé I knew that I would have to 

adjust, that film sound wasnôt the same as radio sound, or broadcasting sound. And soé I 

played it their way and my stomach didnôt stick out anymore. We all had a sense of 

humorðhighly recommended to working in a film studio, and the sound department was 

where one needed it most.ò From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

97 racist Southern theaters: Although MGM tried to keep racial censorship out of the 

papers, at least one of the known incidents made The New York Times on July 24, 1946. 

In a United Press wire report from Knoxville, Tennessee, it was noted that Ziegfeld 

Follies ñhas been censored here to cut out scenes in which Negro night club singer Lena 

Horne appearsé Emil Bernstecker, manager of the theatre chain now showing the film, 

said the Negro artistôs singing number ómight prove objectionable to some people in 

Knoxville.ô Her name has been blacked out on all advertising posters here.ò Horne later 

explained, ñIn every other film I just sang a song or two. The scenes could be cut out 

when they were sent to local distributors in the South. Unfortunately, I didn't get much of 

a chance to act. Cabin in the Sky and Stormy Weather were the only movies in which I 

played a character who was involved in the plot.ò New York Times, 7/24/1946; and, from 

the biography of Lena Horne posted on the PBS website for American Masters: 

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/database/horne_l.html  
 

97 ñI did óJericho,ô andò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

97 ñ[Kay] taught me how to openò: Philadelphia Daily News, 11/25/1996. Also: In an 

interview conducted by David Craig (husband of Nancy Walker from 1951-1992), Lena 

Horne said, ñI had one great teacher, the first one that really had an impact on me 

physically and made me produce more: Kay Thompson. Thank God I met her! She was 
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an old friend of Lennieôs [Lennie Hayton]. Sheôs meshed in my whole beginning with 

him at MGM. Kay had begun the ópowerô thingðthe strength and where it came from. 

Most of mine comes from my belt which it pushes up. I found I had more physical 

comfort in standing a certain way, with my knees out, you knowé and my faceé [She 

makes the classic facial expression that is one of her trademarks.] Yes, Kay began to 

teach me.ò Craig, David. On Performing: A Handbook for Actors, Dancers, Singers on 

the Musical Stage. New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1987, page 130. 
 

97 ñAs naturally friendly asò: Movieland, 8/1945. 
 

97 ñThe most important thingò: Horne, Lena, and Richard Schickel. Lena. New York: 

Signet Books, 1966, page 123. 
 

97 ñJack came downò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

97 ñin the office of Kayò: Movieland, 8/1945. 
 

97 Lena turned up: Buckley, Gail Lumet. The Hornes: An American Family. New York: 

Plume Books, 1987, page 185. 
 

97 ñHazel was always knownò: Horne, Lena, and Richard Schickel. Lena. New York: 

Signet Books, 1966, page 123. 
 

98 ñIt was a laugh all aroundò: Ibid. 
 

98 ñConnie always used to sayò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

98 ñDuring the course ofò: Horne, Lena, and Richard Schickel. Lena. New York: Signet 

Books, 1966, page 124. 
 

99 By association, Horne assumed: Ibid., page 122. 
 

99 ñToward the end of the eveningò: Ibid., page 124. 
 

99 ñMany of my best childhoodò: Buckley, Gail Lumet. The Hornes: An American 

Family. New York: Plume Books, 1987, page 185. 
 

99 When the time finally came: The ñJerichoò number in I Dood It (MGM, 1943) was 

shot by cinematographer Ray June, who would later shoot Funny Face (Paramount, 

1957) with Thompson. 
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100 ñI said, óCome toôò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

100 Next on her docket: Meet the People (MGM, 1944) was directed by Charles Reisner, 

whose credits included Kayôs debut picture, Manhattan Merry-Go-Round (Republic, 

1937), though they had never actually met because her scenes had been done without him 

by a second unit director, John H. Auer, in New York. 

 

100 Harburgôs entr®e into producing: Referring to a scene about blue-collar laborers in 

Meet the People (MGM, 1944), Kay Thompson recalled: ñArthur [Freed] had seen the 

dailies of all those hard hats and those workers on the assembly line. They were really the 

ugliest men in the world. There was a meeting and Arthur said, óTheyôre too ugly! I donôt 

like to see those ugly people!ô Screaming at Yip [Harburg]. And Yip said, óArthur, thatôs 

what they look like. Thatôs the common man.ô And Arthur said, óYou keep talking about 

the common man, for Christôs sake! What the fuck do ya mean?! The common man?! 

Who is the common man?!ô And Yip said, óYou are, Arthur!ô Can you bear this? There 

were twenty people sitting in a circle and not a word was spoken, even by Arthur. He 

went back to his desk. We all hated it. We hated Yip.ò From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 

interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California 

Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and 

courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

100 Later in 1950, Harburg: Meyerson, Harold, and Ernie Harburg. Who Put the 

Rainbow in ñThe Wizard of Ozò? Yip Harburg, Lyricist. Ann Arbor: The University of 

Michigan Press, 1993, page 273. 

 

100 first complete menu of songs: George Feltenstein, who oversees the MGM vault, 

observed, ñIn Meet the People, there is this dream sequence that starts out with all these 

weird things interwoven on the soundtrack. Of course, we have multi-channels so that 

makes it more fun for me because I can put the male chorus on the right and the female 

chorus on the left. Theyôre counter rhythmic as well as counter harmonic, so it is just acid 

trip. In the recording sessions, they would never let the film roll before and after takes 

because film was money, but on Meet the People, thereôs actually a little roll going on 

where Dick Powell canôt get the syncopation and Kay is heard going, óItôs simply 

maaaahvelous,ô and Dick is singing, óItôs simply mar-vel-ous,ô and Kayôs correcting him, 

óMaaaahvelous.ô And she keeps trying to get him to do it her way. Itôs a priceless little 

smidgen of Kay at work, coaching.ò Thompsonôs assigned numbers on Meet the People 

were as follows: 

 

1.) ñI Like to Recognize the Tuneò (Richard Rodgers-Lorenz Hart). Borrowed from the 

Broadway musical Too Many Girls, ñI Like to Recognize the Tuneò was given the full-on 

Thompson treatment, adapted from Hugh Martinôs original vocal arrangement. Hugh also 

arranged a version of the song for the film version of Too Many Girls (MGM, 1940), but, 

although it was prerecorded, it never made it into the final cut. Michael Feinstein believes 

that Kayôs version for Meet the People borrows heavily from Hughôs earlier 

arrangements. ñAt least 60% is Hugh,ò Feinstein guessed, although he agreed that the 
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cross-pollination between Kay and Hugh was so strong that authorship often got blurred. 

The Thompson version of ñI Like to Recognize the Tuneò for Meet the People was 

recorded on May 28, 1943, sung by Virginia OôBrien, June Allyson, Ziggy Talent, the 

Murphy Sisters and the King Sisters, backed by Vaughn Monroe and his orchestra, with a 

chorus that included the current Music Maids (Alice Sizer Ludes, Denny Wilson, Patt 

Hyatt, Jeanne Darrell) as well as Bobbie Canvin, one of the Music Maidsô former 

members. Alice Sizer Ludes noted, ñThe Music Maids was kind of the nucleus of Kayôs 

choruses at MGM because we were a group that had good harmony, good balance, and 

good voices together. So, many times, she built the choruses around us. She mostly took 

people who were in a group to begin with so they were used to having voices that 

harmonized and blended. If you get a bunch of soloists together, their voices just donôt 

blendðthey stick out too much.ò It was not unusual to find the Music Maids, the 

Williams Brothers, and Six Hits and a Miss, all joined together for one of Kayôs super 

group sessions.  She also loved using Mel Tormé and the Mel-Tones (first known briefly 

as the Skylarks) whose members included Ginny OôConnor (who would marry Henry 

Mancini in 1947), Bernie Parke, Betty Beveridge, and Diz Disruhdðwho, upon being 

drafted into military service, was replaced by Les Baxter. And, Thompson frequently 

added African-American groups like the Dreamers to her racially-mixed choruses. 

Thompsonôs humanistic attitude was in direct opposition to the institutionalized racism 

that still existed on the MGM lot. Dreamers member Leonard Bluett recalled, ñFor 

instance, we could never go to lunch with Kay because, at that time, we had problems 

getting into the commissary. They wouldnôt let us into the big dining room. They had a 

little sidebar outside where they wanted us to go, but we felt we were being discriminated 

against. We wanted to go sit down like everybody else. The white extras and dancers 

used to go in and sit down, but it was the black and white thing. We had to go across the 

street to the greasy spoon, but even they didnôt really want us in there, either. I donôt 

remember the name of it, but it was on Washington Boulevard, across from the studio. 

One of the dancersðAranelle Harrisðshe and I used to go over there and we were so 

shocked and hurt that we had to go off the lot to eat. A couple of times, we were late 

getting back and Charles Walters, the dance director, chided us for coming back late. And 

we said, óWell, we couldnôt eat. We couldnôt get served. Itôs not our fault.ô We were 

holding up production. The whole idea of having a commissary on the lot was so that 

people could get through lunch quickly, but we couldnôt. And I remember Kay being very 

annoyed about that.ò 

 

2.) ñMeet the Peopleò (Sammy Fain-Yip Harburg) sung by Dick Powell, Gloria Grafton 

(for Lucille Ball) and a delirious, over-the-top Thompson chorus. 

 

3.) ñIn Times Like Theseò (Fain-Harburg) performed by Powell and Grafton, plus 

another version by Vaughn Monroe and His Orchestra. 

 

4.) ñSchickelgruberò (Fain-Harburg) performed by Beauregard Lee (as Mussolini) with 

Spike Jones and His City Slickers. 

 

5.) ñItôs Smart to Be Peopleò (Burton Lane-Yip Harburg) sung by Dick Powell, Gloria 

Grafton (for Lucille Ball), Virginia OôBrien, June Allyson and Kayôs large mixed chorus 
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including the current Music Maids as well as former member Bobbie Canvin, plus the 

Dreamers, and Virginia Rees. 

 

6.) ñI Canôt Danceò (Williams-Gaines) performed by Ziggie Talent. 

 

7.)  ñHeave Ho, Let the Wind Blowò (Harold Arlen-Yip Harburg) sung by Bert Lahr 

(reunited with his Wizard of Oz composers) featuring a large baritone male chorus. 

 

8.) ñNew York Productionò (Kay Thompson-Jay Gorney).  A two-minute instrumental 

score cue orchestrated by Conrad Salinger and conducted by Lennie Hayton on July 2, 

1943. 

 

Unfortunately, much of Kayôs work never got heard. She completed vocal arrangements 

for several songs that did not make the final cut, including: 

 

1.) ñThank You, Columbusò (Burton Lane-Yip Harburg) performed by the King Sisters 

(recorded 6/2/1943). 

 

2.) ñSong of the Bayouò (Rube Bloom, with revised lyrics by Kay Thompson) performed 

by the Murphy Sisters with Vaughn Monroe and His Orchestra (recorded 6/1/1943).  

 

3.) ñOld Sad Eyesò (Sammy Fain-Irving Kahal, with revised lyrics by Kay Thompson) 

performed by opera soprano Betty Jaynes with Vaughn Monroe and His Orchestra 

(recorded 6/14 and 6/16/1943). 

 

4.) ñWalk Around the Blockò (LeValle-DeProng) originally scheduled for Gloria 

DeHaven and the King Sisters (not recorded). The DeHaven cameo was eliminated from 

the script before shooting got underway.  

 

5.) ñCalypso Kittyò which was preliminarily planned for Lena Horne (not recorded). The 

Horne cameo was eliminated from the script before shooting got underway.  

 

6.) ñGreat Guns, How The Money Rolls Inò (Sammy Fain-Yip Harburg) for Spike Jones 

and Virginia OôBrien (not recorded).  

 

7.) ñOle Man Riveterò (Kay Thompson). Columnist Erskine Johnson reported that 

Virginia OôBrien would sing ñKay Thompsonôs hilarious parody, óOle Man Riveterô in 

Meet the People.ò Sadly, Kayôs composition never made it to the prerecording studio, 

much less the film itself.  

 

One song in the film that Kay had little to do with was Earl Karl Brentôs sardonic 

composition, ñSay That We're Sweethearts Again,ò sung by Virginia OôBrien. Looking 

down her nose, Kay sneered, ñEarl Brent worked what I call downstairs in the music 

departmentðsince I was up in the penthouse.ò Like Thompson, Brent hailed from St. 

Louis and yet, for reasons unclear, she never warmed up to him. Thompson added: 

ñWhen Virginia OôBrien was used in a picture, Earl would do for her what she needed 

done, because she always did those strange kinds of numbers that he wrote for her. I saw 
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him when I was there, but I never saw him to work with.ò If any delineation of the 

hierarchy were necessary, the budget spelled it out in black and white: Top dog Kay got 

$500 a week versus Earlôs paltry $175 (with Martin and Blane wedged in between, 

collecting $250 each). Although Brent contributed lyrics to such memorable songs as 

ñAngel Eyesò (Matt Dennis-Earl Brent)ðwhich became a top hit for Ella Fitzgeraldðat 

MGM, he never quite managed to rise above the status of a second or third choice 

arranger, composer, and/or vocal coach. (In the 1950s, after Thompson started a whole 

new trend in nightclub acts, Brent cashed in by devising highly derivative routines for 

such stars as Jane Powellðan activity that Kay resented.)  Helena Independent (Helena, 

Montana), 10/6/1943; Brownsville Herald (Brownsville, Texas), 5/3/1954. From the Meet 

the People recording log and budget archived in the MGM and Arthur Freed Collections 

at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, 

archivist. And, from Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at 

the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, 

archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

100 four bumpkins from Iowa: Early 1944 marked the period when Kay first met the 

Williams Brothers (Bob, 26, Don, 21, Dick, 17, and Andy, 16). Born December 3, 1927, 

Andy began singing with his older brothers at the age of five in the Presbyterian church 

choir in his hometown of Wall Lake, Iowa. With a population of less than one thousand 

people, Wall Lake was so small, it barely qualified as a town. ñThereôs no wall, and no 

lake, either,ò Andy later quipped. Andy was not the youngest sibling. He had a sister, 

Janie, 12, and for a very short time, there was even a fifth Williams brother who 

tragically died in his infancy. The family was so poor, the four Williams brothers had to 

sing hymns at the funeral parlor for a year to pay for the funeral of their brother. Andy 

commented, ñA year was a long time to pay off a debt.ò Columnist Dick Kleiner wrote, 

ñTheir father played the piano and bribed the boys to sing with ice cream. When Andy 

was six, they entered an amateur contest, won a bicycle and their career was underway.ò 

Andy clarified, ñBut we werenôt what Iôd call a theatrical family. We never sang in 

nightclubs or theaters as kids. Just some on radio.ò In 1938, the Williams Brothers 

became staff singers for WHO-Radio in Des Moines, starring on The Iowa Barn Dance 

and their own daily show. This got the attention of talent scouts for WLS, the NBC-Blue 

affiliate in Chicago, one of the largest and most powerful radio stations in the country, 

self-proclaimed as ñThe Prairie Farmer Station.ò A report in Radio Varieties stated: 

ñOriginally they were invited to Chicago only for two guest appearances on The WLS 

National Barn Dance. On the last hour, they stopped the show as the theater audience 

applauded loud and long, demanding encore after encore.ò And so, by popular demand, 

the Williams Brothers were contracted as staff regulars on The WLS National Barn 

Dance, broadcast live from Chicagoôs Eighth Street Theatre, sharing the bill with the 

likes of Gene Autry, twenty-year-old comic George Gobel, Pat Buttram, the Dinning 

Sisters, and the Hoosier Hot Shots. [Radio collector and historian Michael B. Schnurr has 

the August 24, 1940, installment of The WLS National Barn Dance in his archive; the 

Williams Brothers sing ñAloha Oeò (Her Majesty Queen Liliuokalani) and ñOh, You 

Beautiful Dollò (Nat D. Ayer-Seymour Brown).] Blending country music with corny 

comedy routines, this folksy variety show was the granddaddy of the format, giving rise 

to many successful copycats including The Grand Ole Opry on WSM-Radio in Nashville 

and, years later, Hee-Haw on syndicated television. It also represented the Williams 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 118 
 

Brothersô first national radio exposure. ñWe were doing thirteen shows a week for $25,ò 

Andy recalled. By 1942, however, they had moved on to Cincinnati to replace the 

Smoothies on WLWôs Time to Shine, where, due to the formation of the American 

Federation of Radio Performers (AFRA), their weekly paycheck inflated to $500. With 

that kind of earning potential, their father, Jayðwho had devoted twenty-eight years to 

working for the United States Postal Serviceðdecided it was time to try their luck in 

Hollywood. So, in the fall of 1943, the family moved to South Pasadena, a suburb on the 

northeast side of Los Angeles. ñMy dad felt we were good enough now to get into 

national radio shows and particularly to get into movies,ò recalled Don Williams. ñWe 

thought it was silly. Especially my brother Bob [who, by then, was married with two 

kids]. But once we were out there, we sang for everyone, including Eddie McCarg who 

was then the head of the West Coast office of Irving Berlin Music, one of the big music 

publishing companies. In those days, the head song publishers knew where all the bodies 

were, and he said thereôs a guy I want you to meet, Harry Zimmerman, a great arranger 

and conductor [and Dinah Shoreôs frequent musical director]. So we sang for Harry and 

he fell in love with us and started doing our arranging. With that, almost everything 

developed at the same time.ò The Williams Brothers sang at the Masquers Club and the 

Hollywood Canteen, then became regulars on The Sweeney & Marks Show, starring 

comics Bob Sweeney and Hal Marks, featuring the chirping of 19-year-old Doris Day. 

When Doris left the series, the Williamsô younger sister, Janie, took over her spot, but 

unlike her brothers, she lacked passion for music and soon gave up showbiz aspirations 

altogether. The four boys, however, just kept on singing. On January 19, 1944, 

Zimmerman pulled a few strings for the quartet to sing on the Armed Forces Radio 

Service (AFRS) program, Mail Call (No. 74)ðthe first of many appearances on this 

series. Guest hosted by Dinah Shore, the boys sang two numbers by themselves, ñWater 

Boyò (Avery Robinson) and ñOld Oaken Bucketò (Samuel Woodworth-George F. 

Kiallmark), as well as a medley with Dinah that got the attention of Bing Crosby. Three 

weeks later, the boys made their recording debut singing backup on Bingôs ñSwinging on 

a Starò (Johnny Burke-Jimmy Van Heusen) for the forthcoming movie Going My Way 

(Paramount, released May 3, 1944), conducted by Robert Emmett Dolan (Hooray For 

What!) from a vocal arrangement by Joseph J. Lilley (the choral director who replaced 

Kay Thompson on Tune-Up Time). It was a lucky break for the Williams boys because 

the song went No. 1 on the pop charts for 9 weeks, sold over three million copies and 

won the Academy Award for Best Song. Later that year, the Williams Brothers appeared 

on at least four more installments of Mail Call, rubbing shoulders with fellow guests like 

Kate Smith, James Melton, Joan Blondell, Marilyn Maxwell, Adolphe Menjou, Jerry 

Lester, and Robert Benchley. (The Williams Brothers appeared on the following Mail 

Call installments: No. 74, 1/19/1944; No. 77, 2/9/1944; No. 82, 3/15/1944; No. 88, 

4/26/1944; and No. 97, 6/21/1944.) The boys got into movies, too. ñWe made a few 

pictures at different studios,ò Don explained. The Williams Brothers made early 

appearances in the following films: 

  

1. My Best Gal (Republic; filmed October 18 to early November 1943; released March 

28, 1944). Starring Jane Withers, directed by Anthony Mann. Uncredited, the Williams 

Brothers appear as backup singers for Jane Withers during ñIda! Sweet As Apple Ciderò 

(Eddie Leonard-Eddie Munson) and ñEverything is Upsy Downsyò (Kim Gannon-Walter 

Kent). The boys also have a 10-second harmonizing bit by themselves during ñI've Got 
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the Flyin'est Feelinò (Kim Gannon-Walter Kent), a swing number that was otherwise 

instrumental. 

 

2. Janie (Warner Brothers; filmed December 1943 to early March 1944; released July 25, 

1944). Starring Joyce Reynolds, Robert Hutton, Edward Arnold, Hattie McDaniel and 

Robert Benchley, directed by Michael Curtiz. Uncredited, the Williams Brothers appear 

in soldier uniforms as a singing quartet during a party scene; they warbled a few bars of 

ñDonôt Forget to Keep Your Powder Dryò (Jule Styne-Sammy Cahn)ðwhich, 

considering that composer Jule Styne routinely called upon Kay for vocal arrangements, 

may have benefited from the Thompson touch in one form or another.   

 

3. Junior Jive Bombers (Warner Brothers; filmed Spring 1944; released July 1, 1944). 

Starring the Jive Bombers (an all-girl band featuring drummer Alice Whytie) and the 

Williams Brothers, directed by LeRoy Prinz. This was a 20-minute one-reeler featurette 

(Vitaphone Production #A1248). 

 

4. Kansas City Kitty (Columbia, filmed April 28-May 24, 1944; released August 24, 

1944). Starring Joan Davis and Bob Crosby, directed by Del Lord. Moving up the food 

chain for their third feature-length movie, the Williams Brothers sang ñOld Oaken 

Bucketò (Samuel Woodworth-George F. Kiallmark), shared comic dialogue in a scene 

with Joan Davis, and got featured billing in the opening credits, as well as on posters and 

ads.  

 

5. The Big Sleep (Warner Brothers, filmed October 1944, but not released until August 

23, 1946). On-screen, Andy and Bob Williams are Lauren Bacallôs backup singers for her 

performance of ñAnd Her Tears Flowed like Wineò (Joe Greene-Stan Kenton-Charles 

Lawrence). 

 

Despite these film accomplishments, Jay Williams would not rest until he got his sons a 

contract at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, the studio that made the biggest and best musicals. 

ñOur father found out who was close to Louis B. Mayer,ò Don said. ñIda Koverman was 

his executive secretaryða sweet, mature womanðand she heard us. It was amazing how 

good we were. At the time, I didnôt think we were that great. But, I mean, now when I 

listen to some of the things that we did, it was sensational. I only mention that because 

you donôt expect that out of little kids like we were. It knocked her out so she had Louis 

B. Mayer come and hear us and they gave us a seven-year contract.ò The official 1944 

MGM press release stated: ñThe singing quartet won Hollywoodôs first ówholesaleô 

contract.ô All four boys signed their Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer contract at the same time. 

Their motto, like the Three Musketeers, is óAll for one and one for all.ô They have never 

been separated and when Andy and Dick, still of high school age, had to enter school, 

Bob and Don stayed right with them. The four enrolled at Santa Monica Technical 

School and are studying radio engineering as a group!ò Announcing what was intended 

to be the boysô first assignment at MGM, columnist Hedda Hopper wrote in The Los 

Angeles Times on April 7, 1944, ñThe four Williams Brothers, who are terrific, signed for 

Anchors Aweigh.ò Kay was already working behind the scenes on that picture. Dick 

Williams recalled, ñI first met Kay Thompson at MGM. Our dad got us an audition and I 

believeðIôm almost certainðshe was at that audition.ò Don remembered, ñWe went up 
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to Kayôs office and sang for her and just knocked her out. I say that in all humility; it was 

her kind of music. We were not the forerunners of that. The Modernaires and the Merry 

Macs came before usðwe were copying the Merry Macs, I think. But nobody else was 

doing that kind of musicðfour-way harmony without a bass. You sing the sixth and the 

ninth and the thirteenth, a more strident harmony. It is not the old hackneyed barbershop 

harmony. Anyway, Kay said, óI want you to come over and sing on this soundtrack.ô And 

so we did, more than once, in the big chorusðwe always sang in Kayôs large group. Kay 

did all of the music for Judy Garland and many others. She taught all of them how to 

sing, really, and did all of the vocal arranging, wrote it out, conducted them, did all the 

choral things, wrote out the choruses, conducted them. And we became part of her 

chorus.ò To those around her, Kayôs special interest in the Williams Brothers was 

obvious from day one. Assuming the role of mother hen, she took them under her wing in 

much the same way she had mentored the Three Ambassadors, the Three Rhythm Kings, 

the Melody Girls, the Rhythm Singers, the Okays, the Four Teens, and the Music Maids. 

Peggy Rea, who was working as a secretary for Arthur Freed at the time, recalled, ñKay 

Thompson was in charge of the chorusðthe magnificent chorus that backed all the MGM 

musicals, and, of course, the Williams Brothers were in that chorus. The four brothers. 

She was crazy about them because their voices were one voice. Kay always said, óItôs a 

family sound.ôò Don Williams said, ñShe knew exactly the singer she wanted for each 

part. Sheôd hire maybe four sopranos, four contraltos, a bunch of tenors, a bunch of 

basses. I was somewhere in the middle. I sang third in our harmony. Andy was the top, 

my brother Bob was next, I was the third and Dick was the bottom. But anyway, thereôd 

be like thirty or forty people in the chorus. Kay would give me the music and say, óLetôs 

sing.ô Weôd sit and rehearse it for several days with just a piano. Then weôd rehearse with 

the orchestra. It might take several days, even a week or two. Then weôd record 

everything all at once: the lead singer, the chorus, the full orchestra. Thatôs the way they 

did things. That was before multi-track recording. When you made a record, you went 

direct to disk. They didnôt have nine million microphones the way they do now. The 

soloist would be in a booth with one mike, we would be in a group with one or two 

mikes, and then thereôd be the orchestra. The microphones were amazing thenðthey 

might have only one or two microphones for a whole symphony orchestra. The engineers 

were unbelievable. The sound was just great.ò When asked how it was different working 

in a large chorus versus their own quartet, Don said, ñThis was a big group. The whole 

chorus was made up of group singers. They all read music very well. We didnôt, but we 

heard very well. We knew a little about what we were doing. But we were basically just 

natural singers and we had good ears, so it was easy to find your part.ò Regarding Kay, 

Don had this to say: ñShe was two things. She was definitely the leader, the conductor. 

And then she was part of us. She would sing along with us. She had control, but she was 

never a tough taskmaster. She expected you to do it and to do it well and do it right. And 

if it took a little while to learn it, it took a little while to learn it. She wrote wild 

harmonies. And every once in a while sheôd say to us, óJust pick a note. Pick one that you 

like.ô She was great, great! She was just perfect. She could get anything out of you. She 

was a great teacher, a marvelous teacher in all ways.ò Not only were the boys staples of 

Kayôs MGM chorus but they were in demand on radio, too. In June and July of 1944, the 

quartet appeared as regulars on The Maxwell House Iced Coffee Time (CBS-Radio) 

featuring Carmen Dragon and His Orchestra. And, while waiting for Anchors Aweigh to 

start shooting that summer, the Williams Brothers were lined-up to appear in a second 
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film at the studio, Ziegfeld Follies. As fate would have it, however, in late-June 1944, 

before either picture got underway, the eldest member, Bob, got drafted into the Army to 

serve in World War II. Suddenly, the group was no longer intact, so their intended 

spotlights in both films got cancelled. So did their MGM contract. Don recalled, ñDad 

said to me, Dick and Andy, óYouôll get out faster if you join the Merchant Marine and 

weôll all be able to get back together faster.ô So, Dick and I joined the Merchant Marine. 

Andy was too young [16 when Bob left], but right at the end of the War, he became 18 

and then he would have had to serve, but he joined the Merchant Marine and went with 

us on one trip.ò (Four months after the War was officially over, Andy turned 18 on 

December 3, 1945; his tour of duty lasted from late-January 1946 to late-May 1946. 

Andy Williamôs regular appearances on radio shows for the Mutual Broadcasting System, 

KHJ Los Angeles, stopped after the January 20, 1946, installment of Adventures in 

Rhythm, and resumed with the May 27, 1946, installment of The Feeling Is Mutual. On 

the latter program, ñPrivate Andy Williamsò is welcomed back on the air after being 

ñdischarged from the Army.ò) But while his brothers were away, Andy continued singing 

on his own. ñI did a lot of what they call óchorus callsô at MGM,ò Andy told a reporter, 

ñjust singing, not being seen on the screen, but singing in a choir or a group, and I knew 

Kay Thompson from that. And she knew of us from before we were disbanded by the 

army.ò In a 2007 interview for this book, Andy elaborated: ñAll the good singers were in 

the army, in the serviceðincluding my brothers. So she would call up anybody that sang 

in a group before, or that could sing pop stuff. She didnôt care whether we could read 

music or not. And so some of us would come out of the woodwork and I was one of those 

people. She knew about me anyway by then. It was fun doing them.ò Alice Sizer Ludes 

of the Music Maids said, ñI got to know Andy pretty well. We sang with Andy Williams 

and his brothers a lot. They had all been singing together for years and their voices 

blended well with ours, so Kay liked to put us together in her big choruses at MGM. The 

Williams Brothers and the Music Maids would also get together to be her backup singers 

on radio shows. And then sometimes we would also do featured numbers by ourselves, 

too. Kay would do all the arrangements and we would rehearse with her, to be sure we 

knew what we were doing.ò Don Williams recalled singing with another girl group, too: 

ñHarry Zimmerman, who was our arranger, got a job as the conductor on a radio show 

called California Melodies. There was a group of girls called the Lyttle Sisters. Andy 

sang with the Lyttle Sisters on California Melodies while we were away, and Harry 

arranged them. That was around 1944.ò (California Melodies was the very same show 

Kay had done a decade earlier.) Andy Williams and the four Lyttle Sisters continued 

sporadically on California Melodies (KHJ) through the summer of 1947. Incidentally, the 

girls were sisters but they werenôt ñLyttle;ò their real names were Sally, Darlene, Dorothy 

and Sue Gourlyðand Kay Thompson would later arrange and coach them for Abbott and 

Costello in Hollywood (MGM, 1945). Also with the Lyttle Sisters and Zimmermanôs 

orchestra, Andy would appear on three installments of Adventures in Rhythm (KHJ) in 

early 1946 and regularly on The Feeling Is Mutual (KHJ), from May 21, 1945, through 

June 27, 1946 (minus his four-month tour-of-duty break). With the War siphoning off 

male singers right and left, Andy filled in the gaps wherever he could. ñWhen I was a boy 

of about 16 years old,ò Andy Williams recalled, ñI sang in a group called the Six Hits and 

a Miss.ò  He went on to explain that just as the Williams Brothers got broken apart by the 

War, Six Hits and a Miss became Four Hits and a Miss when ótwo of the Hitsô went into 

the Army. (Six Hits and a Miss, pre-Andy, sang with Judy Garland and Tony Martin on 
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ñWe Must Have Music,ò a song cut from Ziegfeld Girl that may have been vocally 

arranged by Kay Thompson.) Andyôs most unusual assignment was dubbing the singing 

voice of Lauren Bacall on the song ñHow Little We Knowò (Hoagy Carmichael-Johnny 

Mercer) for To Have and Have Not (Warner Brothers, released October 11, 1944). In her 

memoir, Bacall commented, ñI had prerecorded the song and was to sing to the playback, 

which is not easy, particularly for a novice. Howard [Hawks, the director] was satisfied 

with the recording, though he thought one or two notes might have to be dubbed later 

on.ò It was not easy finding a similar voice. Auditions were held for every female singer 

in Hollywood including Bob Hopeôs wife, Dolores, and every deep-voiced African-

American woman they could find. But, none seemed right. Andy Williams recalled, ñMy 

brothers and I were doing a movie [called Janie] at Warner Brothers, and I went into 

Dudley Chambersô office, who was the head of the vocal department at Warner Brothers, 

and I told him that I wanted to go out and play baseballðbecause Iôd done my 

homework. He was sitting with his back to me and said, óThatôs the voice Iôve been 

looking for!ôò Andyôs mid-range pitch was the perfect match for Bacallôs sultry deep 

tone. ñMy voice was just dropping,ò Andy added, ñand it was in that sort of low girlôs 

register, I guess. Chambers took me over to a sound stage that had this big screen. Lauren 

Bacall was [projected] up there singing but with no sound. He said, óYou sing along with 

that.ô And so I sang, óMaybe it happened this wayéô And he said, óGreat!ô And so I 

practiced and came back a week or so later and did it. I thought for a long time that it was 

in the final film but in Lauren Bacallôs autobiography, she said that my voice didnôt 

match her speaking voice well enough so they had gone back and recorded her singing 

the song a hundred thousand times and put all the best little pieces together. Thatôs what 

she said in her book.ò Ultimately, it was decided to use Bacallôs voiceðat least for most 

of the song. Weôll never know exactly what happened in the mixing studio, but Bacallôs 

gravelly voice may have benefited from a note or two of sweetening from the adolescent 

throat of Andy Williams. It has been rumored over the years that Kay Thompson had 

been using Andy for similar hush-hush work at Metro. According to the American Film 

Institute Catalog, ñWilliams did occasionally dub womenôs voices for MGM.ò But, when 

the question was posed to Andy in 2007, he said, ñNo. The Lauren Bacall dubbing was 

just a freak thing.ò While filming To Have and Have Not, Lauren Bacall was living next 

door to Humphrey Bogart at the Garden of Allah where she became friends with 

neighbors Kay Thompson and Bill Spier. In October 1944, Bacall was teamed up again 

with Bogart for The Big Sleep (Warner Brothers, not released until August 23, 1946), a 

movie that also marked Andy Williamsô second convergence with Lauren Bacall. If you 

look closely, Andy and his brother, Bob, can be spotted on-screen singing backup 

harmonies for ñAnd Her Tears Flowed like Wineò (Joe Greene-Stan Kenton-Charles 

Lawrence), a number sung by Bacall, this time most assuredly in her own croaking voice. 

In addition to his warbling with Bacall at Warner Brothers, Andy continued doing choral 

work for Kay at MGM, occasionally accompanied by a Williams brother or two. ñEvery 

time any of us had a leave [from military duty],ò Dick explained, ñwe would come home 

and immediately go to sing for Kay in the chorus at MGM.ò Radio Varieties (Chicago, 

Illinois), 9/1940; Los Angeles Times, 4/7/1944; Washington Post, 6/23/1944; Cedar 

Rapids Tribune (Cedar Rapids, Iowa), 7/6/1944; Daily Times-News (Burlington, N.C.), 

7/4/1958; Pantagraph (Bloomington, Illinois), 12/20/1991; In Theater, 4/26/1999; 

Bacall, Lauren. By Myself. New York: Knopf, 1978, page 100; Andy Williams Radio 

Biography, BBC-Radio, 1976; The liner notes for the CD collection The 60 Greatest Old-
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Time Radio Christmas Shows Selected by Andy Williams, Radio Spirits, Inc., Schiller 

Park, Illinois; An MGM press release, circa. spring 1944, announcing that the Williams 

Brothers had signed an exclusive contract with the studio, sent out with a photograph of 

the boys taken by Metroôs portrait wizard, Clarence S. Bull, from the authorôs collection; 

An MGM press release, circa. spring 1944, announcing that the Williams Brothers would 

appear in Ziegfeld Follies, from the authorôs collection; An MGM biography of the 

Williams Brothers, circa. 1944, mentions Ziegfeld Follies and Junior Jive Bombers 

among the boysô on-screen credits, from The MGM Collection at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Additional 

thanks goes to Adrian Daff for his meticulous research on Six Hits and a Miss and The 

Starlighters. 
 

100 Thompsonôs choral work: Other numbers from Meet the People included ñMeet the 

Peopleò (Sammy FainïYip Harburg) sung by Dick Powell, Gloria Grafton (for Lucille 

Ball), and a delirious, over-the-top Thompson chorus; ñôN Times Like Theseò (Fain-

Harburg) performed by Powell and Grafton, plus another version by Vaughn Monroe and 

His Orchestra; ñSchickelgruberò (Fain-Harburg) performed by Beauregard Lee (as 

Mussolini) with Spike Jones and His City Slickers; ñItôs Smart to Be Peopleò (Burton 

LaneïYip Harburg) sung by Dick Powell, Gloria Grafton (for Lucille Ball), Virginia 

OôBrien, June Allyson, and Kayôs large mixed chorus, including the Dreamers, Virginia 

Rees, and current Music Maids, as well as former member Bobbie Canvin; ñI Canôt 

Danceò (Williams-Gaines) performed by Ziggie Talent; and, in a reunion of Wizard of Oz 

alumni, ñHeave Ho, Let the Wind Blowò (Harold ArlenïYip Harburg) sung by Bert Lahr 

with a large baritone male chorus. 
 

100 ñembellished and updatedò: Alive and Kickinô: Big Band Sounds at MGM, 1997 

(Turner Classic Movies Music/Rhino Movie Music, R2 72721), later reissued as Big 

Band Swinginô at MGM. CD Produced by George Feltenstein and Bradley Flanagan. 

Liner notes by Will Friedwald. 
 

101 ñI was just handedò: Allyson, June, with Frances Spatz Leighton. June Allyson. New 

York: G. P. Putnamôs Sons, 1982, page 25. 
 

101 ñNever trust a womanò: Newsday, 7/8/1998, Liz Smithôs column. 
 

101 ñLucy was on one sideò: Transcribed from a sound check of The Tonight Show 

Starring Jack Paar (NBC-TV, 12/29/1960), preserved in the collection of Archival 

Television Audio, Inc., courtesy of founder and curator, Phil Gries. 
 

101 Soon, the Spiers and: Screen Guide, 4/1949. 

 

101 to work on Broadway Rhythm: Like on I Dood It, Georgie Stoll was the conductor 

for Broadway Rhythm. However, this time he was not on his own. The famous composer-

conductor Johnny Green had just been contracted by MGM and Jack Cummings provided 

him with his very first assignment on Broadway Rhythm as ñMusic Director and 

Supervisor,ò a move that relegated Stoll to a subordinate position of conducting and 

nothing more. Kay recalled, ñI had never been aware of intrigue as much as I had till I got 
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[to MGM]. Iôd worked at CBS in New York and I knew that [chairman] Bill Paley 

[sometimes favored his relative] Dave Paley, and I knew a little, but I wasnôt looking for 

any great intrigue. I was happy on my own broom.ò To Thompson, the inner workings of 

MGM were downright Machiavellian. Kay continued: ñ[There was] this terrible cobweb 

of relatives and favors.ò Although Louis B. Mayer was head of MGM, Sam Katz was the 

powerful head of business affairs and when it came to the day-to-day running of the 

studio, it was Katz who called many of the shots. He was not immune to nepotism. Kay 

explained, ñNat Finston was head of the music department. Finston was a relative of Sam 

Katz, as was Mr. Halprin who hired the orchestra people. Samôs relatives were all there. 

It was a familyðyou know, if youôre in the business, your brotherôs in it, or your cousin 

or your somebody.ò Georgie Stoll was not a favorite of Nat Finston, nor of Arthur Freed. 

Seldom was he invited to work on a movie for the Freed Unit, yet Georgie kept getting 

picture after picture, pawned off on less powerful producers. Why? ñGeorgie was a good 

friend of guess who? L. B. Mayer,ò Kay reasoned. ñAnd every day of his life when he 

was at that studio, he played cards with L. B. They used to play on the way to work, in 

the station wagon. Georgie had lost millions of dollars to L. B., purposefully I would 

presume, knowing his character. He was a big ass-kisser.ò Kayôs frequent work with 

Georgie, and their neighboring offices, led to unwanted social obligations. Kay admitted, 

ñIôm kind and Iôll perform for anybody. Iôll start talking and laugh and carry oné [but] 

of all the people in the world that you donôt want to go to dinner with is Georgie. At least 

I donôt. I have nothing to say to him. Heôd got married to that strange girl, Dallasé [and] 

he asked me to go to dinner with [them]. She was so pathetic, and life had passed her by 

she said. Oh God, it was tragic. So I said [to my husband], óBill, come. Do your Christian 

duty.ô So we went to the Luau or whatever that place is, down the Beachcomber way. 

And it was just pathetic. Bill was talking to Dallas and just dyingðhating me and 

everything at Metro. Georgie told me of his early life and he said, óOh course, youôve 

noticed I have this hump on my back.ô And I said I had never noticed it, [because] I 

couldnôt get by his Beethoven hair.ò In gory detail, Georgie explained to Kay that, as a 

child, he had fallen into a coal chute and how the injury had turned him into Quasimodo. 

ñOh, it was just awful,ò Kay winced. ñAnyway, we had to leave early, you know, Jesus. 

We left then and Bill said, óThatôs it! Never again.ô [After that] I was always busy. óI just 

canôt do it, Dallas.ô óSorry Georgie.ô But Georgie was just in the wrong business. What 

he loved was ass kissing L. B. He loved those big fellas in power.ò Although his job was 

secure, Georgie commanded little respect. The establishment of Johnny Green in a 

position above Georgie on Broadway Rhythm was the boldest move yet to work around 

this unavoidable situation, leaving Georgie, as Kay put it, ñout in limbo.ò Ironically, the 

power play came to a head during the July 11, 1943, recording session for ñMy 

Moonlight Madonnaò (Webster-Fibich-Scotti), a song sung by Gloria DeHaven that 

would never make it into the final cut of the picture. Kay laughed, ñOne of the funniest 

things, I think one of the greatest things of all-time, happened onéthat goddamn 

Moonlight Madonna. I was up in the control room, which was looking down onto the 

[stage where] Georgie was conducting. He said [to the musicians], óCome in when I make 

the cross with my finger.ô [But] he had no downbeat. So, heôd gone over this thing a 

thousand times. Then Johnny walked in, like Napoleon. He had a stopwatch around his 

neck on a blue-black grosgrain ribbon.ò Johnny stood quietly in the back, observing his 

frustrated troops. ñThen Georgie said, óAlright fellas, now Iôm gonna give you a 

downbeat.ô And there was a little talk from Lou Radarman in the violin section about, 
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óHow will we know when the hell that is?ô Because Georgie was not a good conductor. 

And he said something like, óAh, just watch me.ô And they say, óJust give us a downbeat, 

Georgie. Just give us a definite downbeat.ô Georgie said, óCome on fellas, come on, letôs 

all come in together.ô So, away they go again, [but] nothingôs coming in [at the same 

time]é Suddenly [Johnny] went over and stood behind Georgie, who was standing on a 

slight podium. Johnny said, óAlright Georgie, alright everybody. Letôs get going. We 

have only 25 minutes and three-quarters of a second. Shall we take it? The microphones 

on, Mac? Letôs get this going and done.ô óAlright fellas,ô said Georgie, óletôs settle down.ô 

And there was silence. Just as they are about to go, Johnny raises his hand, gives the 

downbeat and the orchestra comes in without Georgie having done anything. I was up 

there looking through the glass. I cannot tell youé Iôve never seen it done. Georgie 

turned around, Johnny said, óIôm terribly sorry,ô and Georgie walked out. And Johnny 

walked out. And the orchestra just sat there. And pretty soon word came back that they 

were off for the day.ò (According to George Feltenstein, the original recording of My 

Moonlight Madonna has been found in the vaults and will eventually make its way onto a 

CD collection.) Johnny Green was jealous of the fact that Lennie Hayton was Arthur 

Freedôs first choice. ñJohnnyôs whole life was envy,ò Kay perceived. This inspired a 

rather transparent campaign to become numero uno for the first producer with whom he 

could ingratiate himself, especially one who happened to be the nephew of Louis B. 

Mayer and married to the daughter of Jerome Kern. ñHe had absolute adulation for Jack 

Cummings,ò Kay recalled, ñwho looked like a Chinese mandarin, who was not all that 

great. But Johnny could bluff him and bully him.ò Kayôs acquaintance with Johnny dated 

back to New York nightlife in the 1930s. ñI had met him at the St. Regis roof when he 

was playing there. I donôt remember whom I was going with, but obviously somebody 

who loved to dance. And I used to go up and ask for numbers and once in a while Iôd sit 

down at the piano and play something. When I got to Metro, I was, by that time, on the 

radio and famous and everything, [but Johnny] just remembered me as, óMy God, my 

fan!ô And so, he thought I knew him better than I did.ò Kayôs comments reveal as much 

about Johnny Greenôs ego as they do about her own. These were two famous headliners 

trying to come to terms with their new positions as anonymous factory workers at MGM, 

desperately clinging to the celebrity status they had once achieved. A 1928 Harvard 

graduate, a star bandleader and the songwriter of such standards as Body and Soul, 

Johnny had been married twice, first to Carol Falk, then to actress-model-spokeswoman 

Betty Furness. Single again, Johnny came to MGM in 1943 with a clean slate and 

immediately fell hard for a bit player in Broadway Rhythm, a ñGlamazonò named Bunny 

Waters, who happened to be a former flame of Al Jolson. Kay was witness to their 

whirlwind courtship and their marriage on November 20, 1943, plus all the drama that 

went with it. Kay recalled: ñJohnny Greenôs best remark he ever made in his lifeðhe 

said, óKay, what would you think of somebody that you had married who had jewels 

from Al Jolson.ô And I just looked at him because I thought it was a plot of some new 

film somebody was doing. But Bunny apparently would not give [the Jolson jewels] up. 

She had gone with Jolieðand Johnny just didnôt think it was kosher. You know, you 

shouldnôt keep those jewels after youôre married to somebody else.ò Despite jewels and 

jealousies, however, the marriage managed to last until Johnnyôs death in 1989. From 

Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by 

special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
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101 an extension of the work: For Broadway Rhythm, Kay did the vocal arrangements for 

the following numbers: 

 

1.) The ñVery Warm for Mayò Medley (Kern-Hammerstein) included snippets from the 

Broadway showôs songbook: ñThat Lucky Fellowò / ñIn Other Words, Seventeenò / ñMy 

Love Affairsò / ñAll In Fun,ò sung by George Murphy, and ñAll the Things You Areò 

sung by Ginny Simms (recorded July 8, 1943). In the sequence, Murphy is seen playing 

the piano, but the actual keyboarding was prerecorded by Johnny Green.  

 

2.) The ñFinaleò Medley included: ñOh You Beautiful Dollò (Nat D. Ayer-A. Seymour 

Brown) sung by Charles Winninger / ñWhoôs Whoò (Raye-DePaul) sung by George 

Murphy and chorus / ñIrresistible Youò (Raye-DePaul) and ñAll The Things You Areò 

(Kern-Hammerstein) both sung by Ginny Simms / ñWhoôs Whoò performed by Gloria 

DeHaven, Kenny Bowers, Nancy Walker, Charles Winninger, Peggy McCall (one-line 

Glamazon bit) and chorus (recorded September 9, 1943). 

 

3.) ñSomebody Loves Meò (George & Ira Gershwin), sing by Lena Horne, with Kayôs 

treatment jazzing up the latter half of the song (recorded June 4, 1943). 

 

4.) ñBrazilian Boogie Woogieò (Hugh Martin-Ralph Blane), sung by Lena Horne, 

arranged by Kay and Hugh, featuring a large chorusðincluding the Music Maids and the 

Dreamersðwith each member receiving $25 per day for rehearsals on July 6, 7 and 9, 

and recording on July 10, 1943. Leonard Bluett of The Dreamers recalled, ñI sang on 

óBrazilian Boogie Woogieô in Kayôs chorus and I also did a dance bit with Archie 

Savage, who was with the Katherine Dunham group. The two of us danced with Lena.ò 

Alice Sizer Ludes of the Music Maids said, ñI thought Kay was very good at what she 

did. She was a good choral director. She had a nice personality, too. We would rehearse 

all day for several days because when there were a lot of voices, we had to get them all 

working together and blend. Kay was very down-to-business in a good natured way.ò 

Charles Waltersô choreography for ñBrazilian Boogieò included an innovative use of 

hands that would gain popularity in the coming years. While Lena was dancing center 

stage, she was surrounded by multiple pairs of fluttering ñjazz handsò that entered from 

the right and left sides of the frameða technique Walters would repeat in his 

choreography of the reporters for ñA Great Lady Has an Interview,ò aka ñMadame 

Crematanteò (Kay Thompson-Roger Edens), the Judy Garland number in Ziegfeld Follies 

(MGM, 1946). Kay loved this flourish so much, she later co-opted it for herself when she 

performed ñJubilee Timeò on The Standard Oil 75th Anniversary Special (NBC-TV, 

October 13, 1957). In the 1960s and 70s, the style would become a staple of the 

choreography of Bob Fosse.  

 

5.) ñMinute Waltzò (Chopin-Moore), piano instrumental performed by Hazel Scott 

(recorded June 24, 1943). Often overlooked were Kayôs abilities as a concert pianist and 

her love of classical music, but somebody at MGM recognized this when they paired her 

with Hazel Scott. Sharing a passion for classical-jazz fusion, these two gals had hit it off 

on I Dood It and were happy to be reunited for Broadway Rhythm. Kay advised Hazel in 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 127 
 

preparing ñMinute Waltzò for her piano solo, a number that started traditionally, then 

revved up into an improvised boogie woogie jam.  

 

6.) ñMilkman Keep Those Bottles Quietò (Raye-DePaul), sung by Nancy Walker 

(recorded June 29, 1943). Walker had made her debut on Broadway appearing as the 

Blind Date in Hugh Martin and Ralph Blaneôs Best Foot Forward (1941-42), a hilarious 

star-making turn that brought her to the attention of MGM where she reprised her role in 

the 1943 film version with Lucille Ball. Quickly followed by a supporting role in Girl 

Crazy, Broadway Rhythm was Nancyôs third film outing. Kay provided her with a no-

holds-barred vocal arrangement to match her take-no-prisoners attitude. Nancy was 

backed by Tommy Dorsey and His Orchestra, with Ben Blue doing some fancy footwork. 

After this movie, however, Nancy walked away from Hollywood, returning to the 

Broadway stage where she starred in On The Town (1944-1946), followed by a steady 

stream of shows through The Cocktail Party (1968-69), earning two Tony nominations 

along the way. Rediscovered by television in the 1970s, Nancy was seen as ñRosieò in 

the long-running series of Bounty paper towel commercials (ñThe quicker picker-

upper!ò). She also took on the role of the bullheaded mother of Rhoda Morgenstern 

(Valerie Harper) on TVôs The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1971-74) and its spin-off, Rhoda 

(1974-78), which led to Nancy directing episodes for both series. It was this directing 

experience, coupled with her MGM legacy, that convinced producer Allan Carr to hire 

Nancy to direct his big-budget fiasco, Canôt Stop The Music (1980), a wildly over-the-

top, homoerotic musical fantasy starring the Village People. It was supposed to be old-

style Busby Berkeley meets disco era glitz, but critics saw it mainly as one big train 

wreck. It killed off several careers, including Nancyôs, but over the years has gained 

camp classic status, with an ever-growing cult following. If Kay had only known what 

she was influencing back in 1943! Kay remained close friends with Nancy for many 

years, and in the late 1940s, coached Nancyôs future husband, David Craig, who went on 

to become a renowned vocal coach in his own right for such stars as Rock Hudson, Carol 

Burnett, Shirley MacLaine, Lee Remick, Anthony Perkins, Raquel Welch, Alexis Smith, 

Jean Simmons, Lee Grant, Eleanor Parker, and many others. In a 2007 interview for this 

book, Broadway performer Marilyn Child, recalled, ñDavid always credited Kay 

Thompson for having taught him everything there was to know about singing. He used 

her methods in his classes. He didnôt just teach you how to sing a song but, more 

importantly, how to act a song. And that was all from Kay.ò  

 

7.) ñSolid Potato Saladò (Raye-DePaul) performed by the Ross Sisters (recorded July 19, 

1943). The most startling visual part of the movie was this contortionist dance number 

performed by the impossibly double-jointed Ross Sisters ï ouch! However, as a prelude 

to the freak show, the trio sang a few bars of ñSolid Potato Saladò under Kayôs harmonic 

guidance. 

 

8.) ñWhat Do You Think I Amò (Martin-Blane), sung by Gloria DeHaven and Kenny 

Bowers (recorded June 15, 1943). DeHaven played the enthusiastic ñCome on everybody, 

letôs put on a show in the barn!ò role, the kind of part from which Judy Garland had 

graduated. Kay was assigned the tall order of grooming Gloria to take over where Judy 

had left off. 
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9.) ñPretty Babyò (Tony Jackson-Egbert Van Alstyne-Gus Kahn), sung by Gloria 

DeHaven, Kenny Bowers, and Charles Winninger (recorded August 14, 1943).  

 

Kay also worked on several songs that did not make the final cut, including: 

 

1.) ñMy Moonlight Madonnaò (Webster-Fibich-Scotti), sung by Gloria DeHaven 

(recorded July 11, 1943). For more information on this song, see endnotes for page 101, 

under the trailing phrase ñto work on Broadway Rhythm.ò 

 

2.) ñTete a Tete at Tea Timeò (Raye-DePaul), sung by Lena Horne and Eddie 

ñRochesterò Anderson (recorded July 3, 1943). 

 

3.) ñBody and Soulò (Johnny Green), performed by Hazel Scott (recorded June 28, 1943). 

 

4.) ñYou Go to My Headò (Coots), performed by Hazel Scott (recorded June 28, 1943). 

 

From the Broadway Rhythm recording log archived in The MGM Collection at the 

University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

And, from Tommy & Jimmy Dorsey: Swinginô in Hollywood, 1998 (Turner Classic 

Movies Music/Rhino Movie Music, R2 75283). CD Produced by George Feltenstein and 

Bradley Flanagan. Liner notes by Will Friedwald. 

 
 

101 ñrhythm novelty classicò: Tommy & Jimmy Dorsey: Swinginô in Hollywood, 1998 

(Turner Classic Movies Music/Rhino Movie Music, R2 75283). CD Produced by George 

Feltenstein and Bradley Flanagan. Liner notes by Will Friedwald. 
 

101 ñI never had a singing lessonò: From Thatôs Entertainment: The Masters behind the 

Musicals, one of the special ñTreasures from the Vaultò bonuses contained in the 2004 

DVD box set release of Thatôs Entertainment! (Turner Entertainment and Warner Home 

Video, 66921). 

 

102 home to the Garden of Allah: In her song ñBig Yellow Taxi,ò Joni Mitchell sang, 

ñDonôt it always seem to go, that you donôt know what you've got till itôs gone. They 

paved paradise and put up a parking lot.ò The ñparadiseò she referred to was, in fact, the 

Garden of Allah. Nestled halfway between Hollywood and Beverly Hills, on the south 

side of Sunset Boulevard between Crescent Heights and Havenhurst Drive, the Garden 

withered and died in August 1959, sadly making way for a parking lot that has now 

evolved into a generic strip mall and requisite McDonaldôs. In its heyday, however, the 

Garden of Allah was a celebrity magnet, ripe with drama and scandal. And, like a moth to 

a flame, the attraction proved irresistible to Kay Thompson. But first, a little history, por 

favor? Once upon a time, the 8150 Sunset Boulevard address belonged to a post office, 

but in the early 1900s was supplanted by a large two-story Spanish hacienda, bought in 

1918 by Alla Nazimova, the Russian actress. Alla had made a fortune as one of 

Hollywoodôs biggest movie stars; she was so famous that her billing above the title was 

often simplified to just ñNazimova.ò Because films were silent in those days, her thick 

Russian accent posed no problem, enabling her to play a wide variety of nationalities. As 
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a tribute to her native country, Nazimova added a large swimming pool behind her new 

home in the shape of the Black Sea, replete with the brand-new innovation of underwater 

lighting. Rudolph Valentino was a frequent guest and rumored lover. She was also 

romantically linked to women, including Emma Goldman, ñQueen of the Anarchists,ò 

who ran a New York massage parlor for women specializing in ñvulvular massage, a 

medical treatment then widely performedðto orgasmðby respectable midwives and 

physicians to combat womenôs óhysteria.ôò Pavlova, the great Russian dancer, dined there 

when she was brought to Hollywood for screen tests. Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, 

Douglas Fairbanks and D. W. Griffith swam in the pool while plotting with Nazimova to 

form their own independent motion picture company called United Artists. The only 

thing larger than Allaôs bank account was her ego, and unfortunately the two rarely went 

hand-in-hand. It wasnôt long before Nazimova was declaring her independence from 

United Artists by taking charge of her own movies under her own banner, footing the 

bills herself. With no experience as a movie producer, and even less frugality, 

Nazimovaôs self-produced pictures went wildly over-budget, rapidly flushing her 

considerable fortune down the drain. On the verge of bankruptcy in 1926, her business 

manager advised, ñTurn your estate into a hotel and it will give you security for the rest 

of your life.ò With little choice, Alla moved into her guest house over the handball court 

and, with the ñhelpò of some shady businessmen, turned her home into a residential hotel. 

With the last of her funds, supplemented by loans amounting to $1.5 million, twenty-five 

bungalows were constructed throughout the three-and-a-half acre estate, placed among an 

eclectic jungle of trees that included cedar, palm, bamboo, orange, grapefruit, banana and 

loquat. The original mansion was converted to accommodate the reception area, 

administrative offices, eight guest rooms and a restaurant (a bar would be added post-

Prohibition). The new buildings were similarly Spanish in style, with white stucco walls 

and terracotta-tiled roofs, each subdivided into multiple villas. In addition to the Black 

Sea, fountains and goldfish ponds were scattered about. A maze of stepping stones traced 

paths through thickets of ferns and tropical shrubbery. Allaôs partners chose to christen it 

the Garden of Allah, adding the ñhò to conjure up an association with the Arabian Nights. 

Naturally, Alla protested the spelling, believing that an association to Nazimova was of 

far greater value, but with her Hollywood career in the toilet, the argument held little 

water. At the height of the Jazz Age, the Garden of Allah made its splashy debut on 

January 9, 1927, with a rowdy opening party that lasted eighteen hours. Guests included 

Marlene Dietrich, Samuel Goldwyn, Clara Bow, John Barrymore, Vilma Banky, and 

boxer Jack Dempsey. With rates ranging from $200 to $400 per month, the bungalows 

rarely went unoccupied. The balance sheet, however, showed nothing but mounting debt. 

Unable to determine if the red ink was due to high maintenance costs or the lowlifes in 

charge, Nazimova cut her loses in 1928 by selling the place to William H. Hay, the 

fabulously wealthy land baron who founded the area of Los Angeles known as Encino. A 

proviso in the deal allowed Nazimova to live in her modest guest quarters free for life, 

the only smart business move she ever made. Without the clause, she surely would have 

ended up homeless. Wall Streetôs infamous stock market crash and the advent of motion 

picture sound both occurred in 1929, two seismic events that brought down the final 

curtain on what remained of Nazimovaôs fame and fortune. A rapid succession of new 

owners came and went, but somehow the Garden of Allah managed to survive through 

thick and thin. From the very beginning, it was not about who ran the place, but rather 

those who populated it. Star residents over the next dozen years included, at one time or 
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another, Greta Garbo, Buster Keaton, Marlene Dietrich, Laurence Olivier, Humphrey 

Bogart, Ramon Novarro, Maureen OôSullivan, Tyrone Power, Clara Bow and John 

Barrymore. Ginger Rogers lived there with her mother, as did Charles Laughton and his 

wife, Elsa Lanchester, plus all four of the Marx Brothers. Expatriate directors such as 

Ernst Lubitsch and Alexander Korda called the place ñhome.ò Regular poker night seats 

were filled by Irving Berlin, Darryl Zanuck, Sid Grauman and Charles Coburn. Frequent 

party guests included Clark Gable, Joan Crawford, Gary Cooper, Gloria Swanson, Cary 

Grant, W. C. Fields, Eddie Cantor, Harold Lloyd, William Powell and Carole Lombard. 

Celebrated writers Ernest Hemingway, Dorothy Parker, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Lillian 

Hellman, John OôHara and Somerset Maugham stayed at the Garden during movie 

assignments, attracted to the place by its most permanent fixture, humorist and New 

Yorker drama critic Robert Benchley, founder of the Algonquin Round Table. Far more 

drinking than writing got done, however. In her marvelously dishy book about the hotel, 

Sheilah Graham got Kay Thompson to weigh in on the subject: ñThe whole thing about 

these writers in Hollywood, they were incarcerated and frustrated, and they were there for 

years. They knew they werenôt going to leave and they had to find an out so they drank 

and played games.ò Graham herself concluded, ñThe Garden of Allah was the Algonquin 

Round Table gone west and childish.ò The writers were not alone when it came to 

misbehaving. During one drunken gathering, Tallulah Bankhead dove into the pool while 

wearing a heavily bejeweled evening gown that sank her straight to the bottom of the 

deep-end. Johnny ñTarzanò Weissmuller swung into action, making a valiant effort to 

pull her to safety but she simply shed her glittering anchor and emerged stark naked. 

ñEveryoneôs been dying to see my body,ò Tallulah bellowed. ñNow they can see it.ò 

While pool attendants dredged the Black Sea to recover Miss Bankheadôs adornments, 

she scampered out to Sunset Boulevard in nothing but her birthday suit and proceeded to 

remove ñGARò from the front sign, leaving ñTHE    DEN OF ALLAHò to be read by 

gawking passersby. The resident bellboy, Ben, chased her down and offered her a towel 

for cover, which she promptly refused. The Garden was a playground for adults. Ben 

always managed to provide liquor for the guests, even when it was illegal during 

Prohibition or in short supply during World War II. Married men who had been kicked 

out of their homes by estranged wives showed up at the Garden for a place to get drunk 

and crash. More than just drinking went on there, too. The bungalows were a rendezvous 

point for clandestine affairs. There was also a female ñsocial workerò dressed in a black 

Salvation Army uniform who went door-to-door collecting donations from lonely men in 

exchange for her specialtyða full-body massage with a ñhappy ending.ò Her nickname 

was ñDocò because of the black leather doctorôs bag she carried containing ñmedicinalò 

vibrators and lubricants. Resident Natalie Schafer, who later played ñLovey,ò the rich 

wife of Jim Backus on Gilliganôs Island, remembered naïvely asking David Niven if Doc 

was available to give her a rub down. Choking back laughter, Nivenôs droll response was, 

ñDarling, I donôt think sheôs for you.ò As mentioned above, the Garden also had a very 

resourceful bellboy named Ben. He was a loose cannon who snooped through mail and 

seemed to know everyoneôs business a little too much. He brazenly tippled on the job, 

often helping himself to guestsô liquor. Late one night, for example, Ben woke up Kay 

Thompson and Bill Spier, demanding bottles of gin and whiskey for a party-in-progress. 

ñI donôt have any,ò Kay insisted. But Ben snapped back, ñOh, yes you do,ò and 

proceeded directly to the hiding place where the Spiers kept a secret stash. Kay 

remembered, ñOne time when Ben returned a bottle, he told me he had taken it the week 
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before, and we hadnôt missed it.ò Bill Spier said, ñHe had a whimsical grin. If he liked 

you he would do anything for you. If not, he wouldnôt lift a finger. If he liked you and 

you wanted a bottle of whiskey at 4:00 A.M., heôd get it. I used to see him at nine in the 

morning wearing a green braise apron with a pocket in it for a corkscrew, delivering a 

bottle of gin to [Robert] Benchley.ò Kay added, ñBen was the most amazing man. He 

supplied everything, for the men and for the women. He had four or five girls that he 

could bring to the parties for the menðmarried men, some of themðwho would get in a 

fast frolic when the wife was out shopping.ò Vampires would have felt right at home at 

the Garden. ñIt was lonely there during the day,ò recalled Beatrice Stewart, the wife of 

screenwriter Donald Ogden Stewart. ñThe place only came to life in the late afternoons. 

As soon as the chill settled in, you would see people. The doors opened, you heard the 

clink of ice in the glasses and people laughing uproariously.ò The Gardenôs neighbor 

across Sunset, just slightly to the west, was the Chateau Marmont, another landmark hotel 

with historic color (still open today for business). Hot nightclubs like Trocadero and 

Ciroôs were within walking distance. For take-out, there was Goldblattôs Deli. Across 

Crescent Heights on the eastern side of the Garden was Schwabôs Drugstore (the modern-

day site of Laemmleôs Sunset 5 Cinemas), with its popular soda fountain and 

luncheonette counterðwhere, according to Hollywood legend, Lana Turner was 

discovered. In truth, far more wannabe starlets would get early notice lounging around 

the pool at the Garden, including Marilyn Monroe. Between his 1948 divorce from Jane 

Wyman and his 1952 marriage to Nancy Davis, Ronald Reagan used the Garden as his 

bachelor pad. ñHe was often in the bar talking politics by the hour,ò wrote Sheilah 

Graham. (Coincidentally, Alla Nazimova happened to be the godmother of Nancy Davis, 

soon to be Mrs. Ronald Reagan.) If one wanted to mingle with important people, the 

Garden was an ñitò destination. All roads converged at its gates. Even the trolley line 

from downtown Los Angeles ended right there. Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. 

New York: Crown Publishers, 1970, pages 26, 45-47, 68, 71, 75-77, 79, 128, and 176; 

McLellan, Diana. The Girls: Sappho Goes to Hollywood. New York: L.A. Weekly 

Books, 2000, page 3; Lord, Rosemary. Hollywood Then and Now. San Diego: Thunder 

Bay Press, 2003, page 91. 

 

102 soon to be joined by Lauren Bacall: Two doors east of the Spiersô bungalow at the 

Garden of Allah, lived several ñglamazons,ò including Dusty Anderson (who later 

married director Jean Negulesco), Anita Colby and Susann Shaw, imported from the 

Harry S. Conover Modeling Agency of New York for the July to November 1943 

shooting of Cover Girl (Columbia, 1944), starring Rita Hayworth and Gene Kelly. While 

Cover Girl was in development, Harperôs Bazaar editor Diana Vreeland had discovered 

an 18-year-old beauty named Lauren Bacall and put her face on the cover of the March 

1943 issue of the magazineðwhich brought her to the attention of Hollywood. Columbia 

wanted Bacall to appear in Cover Girl as ñthe face of Harperôs Bazaar,ò but attached to 

the offer was a long-term contract that Lauren was not willing to sign. Instead, she 

screen-tested for director Howard Hawks and landed the female lead opposite Humphrey 

Bogart in To Have and Have Not (Warner Brothers, 1944). For the February to April 

1944 shooting of the picture, Bacall and her mother came out from New York and 

checked into the Garden of Allah diagonally across the pool from the Spiers. It was no 

coincidence that Bacallôs bungalow was right next door to Villa 8 which belonged to 

none other than Humphrey Bogart. Although Bogart was a married manðhe and his 
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wife, Mayo Methot, owned a house on Horn Avenue off Sunset Boulevardðhe had 

always maintained a crash pad for himself at the Garden of Allah where he loudly got 

drunk with the boys and quietly entertained women. When Bogart wasnôt using it, heôd 

loan it out to Errol Flynn for the same purposes. But once Bacall was on the premises, 

Bogart was there every night. Their romance heated up fast and, as soon as Humphreyôs 

divorce from Mayo was finalized, they would marry on May 21, 1945. It was during their 

courtship at the Garden of Allah that they became buddies with Kay Thompson and Bill 

Spier, which led to Bogart guest starring on Suspense (March 8, 1945). Graham, Sheilah. 

The Garden of Allah. New York: Crown Publishers, 1970, various pages. 

 

102 writers Robert Benchley: The outer row of Garden of Allah bungalows, behind Kay 

and Bill Spier, along the southern border of the acreage, was where writers Robert 

Benchley and Clifford Odets could be found in various states of inebriation. The western 

boundary along Havenhurst Drive included Natalie Schaferôs villa next door to her ex-

husband, Louis Calhern, and his live-in flame, Dorothy Gish. Adding to the 

sophistication, Natalie would become engaged to character actor Charlie Butterworth, 

another Garden resident. Butterworth was one of Robert Benchleyôs drinking buddies 

and, one night in particular, the twosome made quite a scene. Kay Thompson recalled, 

ñThey were acting up and giggling like a couple of pansies. After that there was a rule 

that no man could be in the bar without a woman. Imagine them being suspicious of 

Benchley and Butterworth!ò Lauren Bacall wrote in her memoir, ñAmong the 

unforgettable characters I met at this time was the great humorist Robert Benchley. 

Funny, kind, and vulnerable. He could be seen early mornings heading for the studio in 

his derby and black overcoat, briefcase under his arm, clearly trying very hard to walk a 

straight line and not fall in the pool, thereby revealing the terrible hangover which 

everyone knew he had anyway.ò Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: 

Crown Publishers, 1970, page 128; Bacall, Lauren. By Myself. New York: Knopf, 1978, 

page 136. 

 

102 Walter OôKeefe had two: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: Crown 

Publishers, 1970, page 68. 
 

102 And six-year-old David: From the authorôs 2002 interviews with Sylvia Sheekman 

Thompson and David Carradine. 
 

103 The climax culminates: Commissioned by Bill Spier for Suspense, ñSorry, Wrong 

Numberò was written by Lucille Fletcher, wife of Oscar-winning composer Bernard 

Herrmann (Citizen Kane, Psycho). Lucille and Bernard were friends of Spier and Kay 

Thompson. Bernard began his career composing and conducting music for The March of 

Time, championed by co-creator and co-director Spier. In New York during the late 

1930s, Hermannôs office was diagonally across the hall from Thompsonôs office on the 

sixteenth floor of CBS at 485 Madison Avenue. In 1942, Spier hired Herrmann to 

compose the theme to Suspense and, between movie gigs, Herrmann continued to 

compose and conduct scores for Spierôs radio programs. Peggy Rea, Spierôs assistant at 

the time, confirmed that Kay, in deference to her friendship with Lucille Fletcher and 

Bernard Herrmann, never publicly boasted about her game-changing script suggestion for 

the shock ending of ñSorry, Wrong Number.ò  
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103 ñthe greatest single radioò: From Anthony Tollinôs liner notes in the CD box set 

Old-Time Radioôs Stars on Suspense, 2000 (CBS Enterprises, Radio Spirits 4611), page 

3. 
 

103 The phenomenon exploded: Many repeat performances of ñSorry, Wrong Numberò 

followed on Suspense, all with Moorehead at the mike, but incredibly, when the 1948 

Paramount movie version was made, she lost the part to Barbara Stanwyck (who was 

nominated for the Oscar for best actress)ða prime example of Hollywood at its most 

coldhearted. 
 

104 Right in the midst of: The Independent (Long Beach, California), 7/18/1943. 

 

104 a workaholic like Spier: Suspense was not the only production on Bill Spierôs plate. 

On May 28, 1943, Spier launched another anthology series on CBS, The American 

Comedy Theatre of The Air, starting with an adaptation of the 1934 Howard Hawks 

movie, Twentieth Century, featuring the voices of Adolphe Menjou, Claire Trevor and 

Hans Conried. At that time, Spier was not yet directing episodes of Suspense; he was just 

the producer and story editor. However, for The American Comedy Theatre of The Air, he 

was the producer, story editor, and director. CBS was so impressed with Spierôs success 

on the West Coastðespecially his ability to lure big name stars to the microphoneðthey 

decided to move Radio Readerôs Digest to Los Angeles and reinstate his position as 

producer and story editor of that series (a position he had forfeited when he made the 

move to California in March 1943). Bill was set to take over the reins of Radio Readerôs 

Digest starting with the July 18, 1943, installment (with Robert Tallman on board as his 

head writer). Before that date rolled around, however, Spier suffered a massive heart 

attack that resulted in the last-minute cancellation of the July 13, 1943, episode of 

Suspense. His regular director, Ted Bliss, had just left on a four-week summer vacation to 

Europe, and Spier had intended to assume directing chores on Suspense during his 

absence. But now that Spier was incapacitated, CBS rushed Robert Lewis Shayon out 

from New York to take over producing and directing Suspense during Spierôs lengthy 

convalescence (though Spier continued to receive credit). Upon his return from vacation, 

Ted Bliss resumed directing Suspense starting with the August 10, 1943, episode. It is 

unclear if Shayon stayed on as a fill-in producer or if perhaps Bliss or someone else 

stepped in. Under strict doctorsô orders to lighten his workload, Spier permanently gave 

up his other two series, The American Comedy Theatre of The Air and Radio Readerôs 

Digest. Nevertheless, when Spier was back on his feet in September 1943, he not only 

resumed his producing and story editing chores on Suspense, he took over the reins as the 

seriesô permanent director, starting with Richard Connellôs ñThe Most Dangerous Game,ò 

starring Orson Welles and Keenan Wynn, broadcast September 23, 1943. The 

Independent (Long Beach, CA), 7/18/1943; Mason City Globe-Gazette (Mason City, 

Iowa), 7/17/1943. Grams, Jr., Martin. Suspense: Twenty Years of Thrills and Chills. 

Kearney, Nebraska: Morris Publishing, 1997, page 164. 

 

104 ñBut it was too muchò: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: Crown 

Publishers, 1970, page 222. 
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104 ñthe first hippieò: Ibid. 
 

104 ñtall, dark and woollyò: Ibid. 
 

104 ñKing Georgeò: TV Radio Mirror, 7/1955. 
 

104 ñThose high Hooperò: Modern Screen, 3/1947. 
 

104 ñTo look less likeò: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: Crown 

Publishers, 1970, page 223. 
 

104 ñBill quite forgettingò: Ibid. 
 

104 four consecutive installments: Grams, Martin. Suspense: Twenty Years of Thrills and 

Chills. Kearney, Neb.: Morris Publishing, 1997, page 164. Orson Welles guest starred on 

four consecutive installments of Suspense, all directed and produced by Bill Spier: 

Richard Connellôs ñThe Most Dangerous Gameò co-starring Keenan Wynn (September 

23, 1943); Sir Arthur Conan Doyleôs ñThe Lost Specialò (September 30); Agatha 

Christieôs ñPhilomel Cottageò co-starring Geraldine Fitzgerald (October 7); and J. M. 

Speedôs ñLazarus Walksò co-starring Hans Conried (October 19). Starting with this 

October 19 installment, the time slot for Suspense was moved from Thursdays to 

Tuesdays.  

 

104 Welles and the Spiers:  A few months after Orson Welles appeared on four 

consecutive installments of Bill Spierôs Suspense, he invited Spierôs wife, Kay 

Thompson, to guest star on two installments of his own new CBS radio series, Orson 

Welles' Almanac, on February 16 and July 12, 1944. The series featured Wellesô Mercury 

Players (including Agnes Moorehead and Hans Conried), with an orchestra conducted by 

Lud Gluskin. The February 16, 1944, installment also featured the Spiersô Garden of 

Allah neighbor, Robert Benchley. On July 12, 1944, Kay sang her revved up version of 

ñLouisiana Purchaseò (Irving Berlin) with a male chorus (including Ralph Blane and the 

Williams Brothers), identified by Welles as the ñThompsonian Singers.ò As per standard 

agreement with MGM, any guest appearance by one of its exclusive personnel had to be 

accompanied by a plug for one of the studioôs current releases. Thusly, the announcer 

read the following statement at the end of the program: ñKay Thompson appears courtesy 

of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, producers of the Technicolor picture Bathing Beauty.ò The 

plug must have been bittersweet because Kay had screen tested for the role of the music 

teacher in Bathing Beauty that ultimately was portrayed by Ethel Smith. Though no direct 

connection was explained on the radio program, Kay had worked on Bathing Beauty as 

vocal arranger and choral director. Daily Variety, 9/8/1943; San Mateo Times (San 

Mateo, California), 1/5/1944; and, from Jerry Haendiges Vintage Radio Logs at 

www.otrsite.com/logs/logy1003.htm.  
 

104 Seemingly inexhaustible: Los Angeles Times, 7/15/1943. 
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104 ñEvery weekò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

105 Uplifting variety shows: From the Reveille with Beverly website 

(http://reveillewithbeverly.com/at_the_start.htm). 
 

105 Headed by Colonel Tom: Weaver, Pat, with Thomas M. Coffey. Pat Weaver: The 

Best Seat in the House: The Golden Years of Radio and Television. New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1994, pages 148ï49. 
 

105 Since then, he had dated: Barron (1914ï1986) dated Judy Garland in 1939 and 1940. 

When he began working as an agent for the Leland Hayward Agency in 1940, Barron 

signed Judy as his client. When she became David Roseôs fianc®e, Barron threw her an 

engagement party at Romanoffôs. When Barron was drafted into military service, Judy 

eventually left the Hayward Agency, signing with Berg-Allenberg, Inc., in 1944, but she 

never stopped consulting Barron for career guidance. Barron became Kay Thompsonôs 

agent when she left MGM to start her nightclub act with the Williams Brothers in 1947. 

(See more notes on Polan, Chapter Six, page 150, under the trailing phrase Recognizing 

their potential.) 

 

105 to book her on AFRS programs: A radio show entitled Contact Contact, performed 

exclusively by servicemen, was launched out of a military base in Miami Beach, Florida, 

and ran for ñone-hundred consecutive weekly broadcastsða record for any service show. 

During its period on the air, Contact Contact was selected for the Radio Hall of Fameð

being the only all-service show to be so honored.ò The Washington Post reported, ñAndré 

Kostelanetz, Lyn Murray, and Kay Thompson have given the Contact orchestra some of 

its finest arrangements, and the 28 players know exactly what to do with the clever jive 

and Cole Porter, George Gershwin, and Jerome Kern medleys.ò A number of professional 

writers, including Dorothy Parker, Thornton Wilder, Norman Corwin and Milton ñTerry 

and the Piratesò Caniff, donated comedy sketches for the series. In January 1945, Contact 

Contact ñleft the air in order that its personnel might form a traveling unit to bring [live] 

entertainment to soldiers all over the world.ò Re-christened ñThe ATC Contact Caravan,ò 

the troupe of 58 troops toured bases and veterans hospitals in Brazil, the Caribbean, 

Reno, Los Angeles, Washington, D.C., and many other locations around the world. When 

the group was in Los Angeles, NBC-Radio presented a special broadcast of The Atc 

Contact Caravan on January 28, 1945. The following day, the men were invited to MGM 

Studios where they were greeted by none other than Kay Thompson; she took them on a 

VIP tour of the stages where The Harvey Girls and Yolanda and the Thief were shooting. 

Thompson also took part in other patriotic programming such as Letôs Ring Doorbells 

(NBC-Radio), a March 25, 1944, special celebration ñurging citizens to register that they 

may vote in the coming elections.ò Appearing on the show with Kay and her chorus were 

Walter Huston, Victor Moore, Joan Bennett, and the Charioteers. Charleston Gazette 

(Charleston, West Virginia), 3/25/1944; Reno Evening Gazette (Reno, Nevada), 

1/23/1945; Los Angeles Times, 1/30/1945; Washington Post, 5/22/1945. 
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105 motion picture, Up in Arms: From the liner notes of Kay Thompson Sings (MGM 

Records, E3146), released November 23, 1954. 

 

105 neighbor Perry Como for his debut: One of Kayôs neighbors at the Garden of Allah 

was heartthrob crooner Perry Como, his wife, Roselle, and their toddler, Ronnie. In a 

2006 interview for this book, singer Frankie Laine recalled, ñWhen Perry was living at 

the Garden of Allah, Kay coached him for his first movie.ò At the age of 32, Perry had 

come to Hollywood in the spring of 1944 to appear in Irving Starrôs production of 

Something for the Boys (20th Century-Fox, 1944) starring Carmen Miranda. In the film, 

Como sang two numbers by Jimmy McHugh and Harold Adamson: ñI Wish We Didnôt 

Have to Say Goodnightò and ñIn the Middle of Nowhere,ò the latter a duet with Vivian 

Blaine. It is not known how much influence Kay had over those songs (and possibly 

others), but she had previously provided vocal arrangements on two of producer Irving 

Starrôs previous pictures (Music in My Heart and Swing Fever), and the music director on 

the film was her old radio colleague, Charles Henderson, with whom she had just 

finishing working on Hoosier Holiday (Republic, 1943). 
 

105 the Music Maids on several films: Thompson coached and created vocal 

arrangements for the Music Maidsô appearances in Hoosier Holiday (Republic, 1943), 

Jamboree (Republic, 1944), A Wave, a WAC and a Marine (Monogram, 1944), and 

Riffraff (RKO, 1947). Regarding Hoosier Holiday: In June 1943, the four Music Maids 

(Alice Sizer Ludes, Denny Wilson, Patt Hyatt, Jeanne Darrell) and western star Dale 

Evans were cast as five rural Indiana sisters in Hoosier Holiday (Republic Pictures, 

1943), a musical in which the girls romance five farmers (played by the four Hoosier Hot 

Shotsða bluegrass novelty quartetðand actor George Byron) who want to join the Air 

Force but are refused by the induction center because the boys are needed for the ñLand 

Armyò to grow food for the war effort. Alice Sizer Ludes recalled, ñIt was our biggest 

chance to act. And Dale Evans was just as sweet as can be. We loved making that 

picture.ò Republicôs resident music director, Morton Scott, was loaded down with over 

twenty movie assignments that calendar yearðall on shoestring budgets. Given the 

musical ambitions of Hoosier Holiday, Scott needed all the help he could get. Because of 

Kay Thompsonôs ongoing involvement with the Music Maids, she volunteered her 

services as vocal coach, vocal arranger and choral directorðalthough her work was kept 

under wraps and went uncredited. To help write the orchestrations, Kay recruited a 

former colleague from her radio days, Charles Henderson, who had been an orchestrator 

for André Kostelanetz on The Chesterfield Show (CBS-Radio, 1936) and Tune-Up Time 

(CBS-Radio, 1939). Henderson was currently under contract as the chief music director 

for Twentieth Century-Foxðthough he was not exclusive to Fox when it came to 

composing songs. And so, although his orchestrations for Hoosier Holiday would be 

done under the radar, he was free to take credit for ñBoogie Woogie Hoe-Downòða new 

song with lyrics that have a distinctive Kay Thompson ring. Unlike Henderson, however, 

Thompsonôs exclusivity with MGM included songwriting so she could not have taken 

credit no matter how much she may have contributed. These are the four musical 

numbers in Hoosier Holiday for which Kay was involved: 

 

1.) ñBoogie-Woogie Hoe-Downò (Charles Henderson), sung by Dale Evans and the 

Music Maids. The first verse of was performed in the movie by Dale singing lead, backed 
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by the Music Maids; then, Dale stepped aside as the four Music Maids harmonized a 

faster second verse on their own. The final verse of the song went strictly instrumental for 

a jazzy, big band sound as several African-American dancers performed specialty acts. 

 

2.) ñ(Back Home Again) In Indianaò (James F. Hanley-Ballard MacDonald), sung by 

Dale Evans and the Music Maids. The selection of this 1917 standard honoring the 

Hoosier state was no doubt instigated by Kay Thompson because, not only was it one of 

her all-time favorite songs, she often sang it herself on radio and later included it in her 

own nightclub act with the Williams Brothers; she would also record the song for 

Columbia Records in 1947. Kayôs arrangement for this movie started off slow and 

traditional, with Dale Evans singing lead and the Music Maids providing backup 

harmonies. Then, for the second verse, Dale stepped aside and the four Music Maids sang 

an entirely new, revved up swing interlude with new Thompson lyrics. For the final 

verse, Dale returned to the mike and the traditional tempo resumed. 

 

3.) ñHoosier Holidayò (Johnny Marvin-Harry Tobias), sung by the Hoosier Hot Shots, the 

Music Maids, and Dale Evans. The first mid-tempo verse of this jaunty bluegrass song 

was performed by the Hoosier Hot Shots. Then, Dale Evans, backed by the Music Maids, 

took over with a completely reinvented, up-tempo swing verse that had Kay written all 

over it. After that, Dale stepped aside as the four Music Maids slowed things way down 

for a short, bluesy bridge; then the Maids sped things up again for two extended swing 

verses and a big finaleðincluding such typical Thompson phrasing as ñéon a Hoosier 

Ha-Ha-Holiday.ò 

 

4.) ñGiddap Mule (Weôve Got to Farm to Win This Fightò (Leonard W. Ware), 

performed by a large off-screen choir, with brief solos sung on-screen by various cast 

members including the Hoosier Hot Shots, the Music Maids, and Dale Evans. ñGiddap 

Muleò was a new patriotic song that had just been adopted as an anthem for the U.S. 

Department of Agricultureôs ñLand Army.ò The arrangement featured typical 

Thompsonian shifts of tempo and a grandiose choral finale that smacked of MGM. 

 

For the movie Riffraff (RKO, 1947), Kay once again defied her exclusivity to MGM by 

secretly moonlighting on a picture in June 1946. Riffraff was a film noir murder mystery 

starring Pat OôBrien. For a nightclub sequence, Kay assembled three Music Maidsð

Alice Sizer Ludes, Patt Hyatt, and new member Dorothy McCartyðto record the swing 

number ñMoney Is the Root of All Evilò (Joan Whitney-Alex Kramer). According to 

Alice Sizer Ludes, Kay provided the vocal arrangement and coached the trio for the 

prerecording session which was conducted by musical director C. Bakaleinikoff from an 

orchestration by Roy Webb. On-screen, the song would be lip-synched by the filmôs 

leading lady, Anne Jeffreys, backed by starlets Virginia Owen and Betty Hill. 
 

106 ñFrankie led a quiet lifeò: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: 

Crown Publishers, 1970, page 202. 
 

106 ñbig bowls of Italian spaghettiò: Ibid. 
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106 ñwith gay Hawaiian trunksò: Big Spring Daily Herald (Big Spring, Texas), 

10/4/1943. 
 

106 ñlessons in swing singingò: Ibid. 
 

106 ñfunniest assignmentò: Los Angeles Times, 10/28/1943. 
 

106 ñFrank Sinatra still telephonesò: Los Angeles Times, 11/1/1943. 
 

107 ñspecial arrangementsò: On January 12, 1945, during The Philco Radio Hall of Fame 

(NBC), Tom Breneman introduced Kay Thompson in the following manner: ñKay is probably 

one of the greatest song stylists that ever hit the airwaves. Thatôs what they used to call her when 

Kay and her Rhythm Singers were regular features with top radio shows. Besides being loaded 

with pulchritude, the galôs cleverðone of the top song arrangers we have, under contract to 

MGMðand sheôs written special arrangements for such stars as Judy Garland, Gene Kelly, and, 

yes, óthe Voiceô himself.ò (At that time, Frank Sinatra was widely known by the nickname ñthe 

Voice,ò much like these later examples: Elvis PresleyðKing of Rock ônô Roll; Aretha Franklinð

Queen of Soul; and Michael JacksonðKing of Pop.) Transcribed from a recording of The Philco 

Radio Hall of Fame, NBC, Los Angeles, 1/12/1945. 

 

107 ñrevised lyricsò: In the Anchors Aweigh music files, there is a revised lyric sheet for the 

Frank Sinatra-Gene Kelly duet, ñIf You Knew Susie like I Knew Susieò (Joseph Meyer-Buddy G. 

DeSylva), dated July 24, 1944, that reads: ñTreatment by Jule Styne and Sammy Cahn; Revised 

Lyrics: Kay Thompson.ò After Step Lively (RKO, 1944), this marked at least the second time that 

Kay had embellished Jule Styne-Sammy Cahn compositionsðand it would not be the last. 

Among many obvious Thompson quirks was the ending in which Sinatra and Kelly chant: 

 

S ï  

S ï U  

S ï U ï S  

S ï U ï S ï I ï  

S ï U ï S ï I ï E 

 

From the Anchors Aweigh music files, archived in the MGM Collection at the University 

of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

107 ñgood and loudò: Daily Variety, 8/2/1951. 
 

107 ñI like the title ofò: Fresno Bee (Fresno, California), 9/7/1943. In the Los Angeles 

Times, 10/6/1943, Hedda Hopper reported, ñJudy Garland attempting to turn song writer. 

At least she and Kay Thompson are trying.ò 

 

107 endeavors were stalled: Shortly after collaborating with Judy Garland on ñIf I Fell 

and Broke My Heart,ò Kay wrote a song on her own, a comical number entitled ñSheôs 

My Target for Tonight.ò According to Daily Variety, 11/19/1943, MGM bought it for 

Virginia OôBrien to sing in an unspecified MGM musical, but ultimately it was never 

used. Unfortunately, no sheet music or recordings have surfaced on either composition. 
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107 ñWhen Judy sometimes disappearedò: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New 

York: Crown Publishers, 1970, page 223. 

 

107 contributions to the picture: Among Kayôs duties on Meet Me in St. Louis was 

coaching the Music Maids. Alice Sizer Ludes recalled, ñOur lineup was kind of odd at 

that time. We had reduced ourselves to a trioðPatt Hyatt, Denny Wilson and myselfð

and had added a male singer named Lee Gotch, formerly of Six Hits and a Miss. I 

remember Kay put us in a very big choir for ñThe Trolley Songò and some other numbers 

for Meet Me in St. Louis. I think we even appeared in that film, too.ò According to MGM 

music files, ñThe Music Maids & Leeò sang with the larger MGM chorus on ñThe 

Trolley Songò (Hugh Martin-Ralph Blane), ñSkip to My Louò (Hugh Martin-Ralph 

Blane), and ñMeet Me in St. Louis, Louisò (Kerry Mills-Andrew B. Sterling) under Kayôs 

direction. And, as usual with Kayôs choirs, Ralph Blane was included in the group. 

Margaret Whiting distinctly remembered Kay working on the picture, too. ñI was around 

during the days [Judy] was making Meet Me in St. Louis with Vincente Minnelli,ò 

Whiting wrote in her autobiography It Might As Well Be Spring. ñThey were set to record 

Martin and Blaneôs ñThe Trolley Songò [on December 2, 1943] and I had been invited [to 

the recording studio]. Iôve always been a stickler for punctualityé So I arrived. But no 

Judy. It was still early in the morning. Vocal coach Kay Thompson was there to practice 

the routine. Everybody went through the rehearsal without Garland. There were forty 

musicians waiting around with Georgie Stoll, the conductor. Still no Judy. They 

rehearsed trolley sounds and dance steps. Ten-thirty. Eleven. No Garland. They broke for 

lunch. At one-thirty, Judy arrived with her two poodles. She apologized. She said she had 

overslept. She flashed that quick, shy grin of hers and melted the hardest heart, and said, 

óOkay, letôs get to work.ôò 

ñDo you want a rehearsal?ò Kay asked Judy. 

ñWeôll run it down once,ò replied Judy, oh so blasé. 

Whiting marveled that the first run-through was ñletter-perfect.ò 

ñCan we do a take,ò Stoll suggested. 

ñWhy not?ò Judy said. 

ñIt was a perfect take,ò Whiting confirmed. 

ñCan we do one more?ò Stoll asked. 

ñSure,ò Judy readily agreed. 

ñShe did another take,ò observed Whiting. ñIt was as good as the first. She collected her 

two poodles and went home. She had been there all of fifty minutes. And they had been 

working for five hours. But when she worked she worked. And it worked. The results 

were effortless magic.ò Whiting, Margaret and Will Holt. It Might As Well Be Spring: A 

Musical Autobiography. New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1987, pages 

76-77. And, from the Meet Me in St. Louis (MGM, 1944) music files archived at the 

University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

107 ñlittle Margaret OôBrien is being coachedò: Morning Herald (Uniontown, 

Pennsylvania), 11/8/1943; prerecording log for Meet Me in St. Louis (MGM, 1944) 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist; the listing for Meet Me in St. Louis (MGM, 1944) from the 

American Film Institute Catalog, Feature Films (www.afi.com). 
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108 ñFine,ò the precocious: Morning Herald (Uniontown, Pennsylvania), 11/8/1943. 
 

108 ñThe first time I everò: Transcribed from an interview clip of Dorothy Gilmore Raye 

featured in the A&E biography Judy Garland: Beyond the Rainbow (A&E Network, 

3/23/1977), produced in association with Peter Jones Productions, Inc. 
 

108 Kayôs other duties: Daily Variety, 1/11/1944; Modern Screen, 3/1947; Whiting, 

Margaret, and Will Holt. It Might as Well Be Spring: A Musical Autobiography. New 

York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1987, pages 76ï77. Also: After attending an 

advance screening of Meet Me in St. Louis, Kay took it upon herself to write the 

following letter to Arthur Freed: 

 

Dear Arthur:  

 

I was so moved by your beautiful picture the other night that I forgot to mind my 

manners and say thank-you for inviting me. There is a mood, a nostalgia, a music 

about the whole work ï production, story, direction, performance, décor ï that 

lingers long after the picture is over. I thought it a lyric poem from beginning to 

end. I confess to one, and only one, negative reaction, but since I was an invited 

guest, I donôt feel it my business to name it. I think it is the most beautiful picture I 

have ever seen. My deepest and warmest congratulations. 

 

Affectionately, 

Kay 

 

Undated letter, circa 1944, to Arthur Freed from Kay Thompson regarding Meet Me in St. 

Louis, from the Arthur Freed Collection at the University of Southern California Cinema-

Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

108 She even promoted: Thompson performed ñThe Trolley Songò (Hugh Martin-Ralph 

Blane) from Meet Me in St. Louis on Texas Star Theater with James Melton (CBS Radio, 

7/16/1944); the movie was not released until November 28, 1944. In fact, Kay worked on 

four Texaco Star Theater broadcasts that summer. Starting July 2, 1944, the CBS-Radio 

series had a summer replacement host: New York Metropolitan Opera star, James 

Melton, filling in for a vacationing Fred Allen. Normally, Texaco Star Theater was based 

in New York (where Melton also lived and worked), but because of Meltonôs Ziegfeld 

Follies shooting schedule on the MGM lot, the show was performed out of the CBS / 

KNX studios in Hollywood on four consecutive Sunday evenings that month (July 2, 9, 

16 and 23). While concurrently coaching Melton on Ziegfeld Follies, Kay worked on 

these four installments of Texaco Star Theater as the vocal arranger, the conductor-

arranger of  the Kay Thompson Choir (including Ralph Blane and the Williams 

Brothers), and on the July 16 installment, she was spotlighted as the guest vocalist. James 

Melton and the Williams Brothers also appeared on an AFRS Mail Call radio show on 

June 21, 1944, arranged and coached by Kay. All of this was done with the full 

cooperation of MGM in hopes of turning Melton into a mainstream star. ñJimmy 

Mentholò was the affectionate nickname that Thompson assigned to Melton. Thompson 

explained, ñThere were these great discussions with óJimmy Menthol,ô who came out 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 141 
 

from New York and who called L. B. [Mayer] óUncle L. B.ô And so we knew that they 

were friends and we couldnôt do anything but just take it lying down.ò In light of 

Meltonôs close association Mayer, it is interesting to note that the guest vocalist on the 

July 2 edition of Texaco Star Theater was Ginny Simms, who happened to be Mayerôs 

mistress at the time. And, keeping it all in the family, the showôs orchestra leader was Nat 

Finston, head of the MGM Music Department. Some of Kayôs Texaco Star Theater 

arrangements included ñJerichoò (Leo Robin, Richard Myers) which Kay had arranged 

for Lena Horne in I Dood It (MGM, 1943); ñSurrey With the Fringe on Topò (Richard 

Rodgers-Oscar Hammerstein II) from the new Broadway hit Oklahoma! (St. James 

Theatre, 1943-1948); ñBlue Moonò (Richard Rodgers-Lorentz Hart); ñLong Ago and Far 

Awayò (Jerome Kern-Ira Gershwin); ñI Love Youò (Cole Porter); ñAve Mariaò (Franz 

Shubert); ñThe Lordôs Prayerò (Albert Hay Malotte); and a medley from George 

Gershwinôs Porgy and Bess. And, as previously mentioned, on the July 16 broadcast, 

Kay sang her own version of ñThe Trolley Song.ò From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 

interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California 

Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and 

courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

108 ñMy Mother Told Meò: In a 2007 interview for this book, Hugh Martin recalled, ñI 

went to one rehearsal of Two Girls and a Sailor. Kay was rehearsing with Gloria 

DeHaven on a number called ñMy Mother Told Me There Would Be Moments Like 

This.ò Kay was at the piano playing for her and Gloria was singing. She would stop 

Gloria from time to time. Kay had such a wonderful voice, she would sing it the way she 

wanted Gloria to sing it and then Gloria would copy her.ò Kay Thompson told columnist 

Bob Thomas, ñIt was an easy life. Supposing June Allyson had a date at 2 to go over a 

song for Two Girls and a Sailor. Sheôd come in at 4 and then spend most of her time 

before the mirror fixing her hair. But sheôd have the song ready by the time it was 

needed. It was the same thing with Gloria DeHaven. Sheôd fix her hair in front of the 

mirror, but eventually the song would get done.ò Indiana Evening Gazette (Indiana, 

Pennsylvania), 4/20/1956.   
 

108 Kay got along much better: Song Parade, 2/1944. 

 

109 The guest included: In his memoir Front & Center, John Houseman writes that, from 

the mid-1940s through the early 1950s, the home of Gene and Betsy Kelly on Rodeo 

Drive in Beverly Hills was ñthe center of glamorous activity that swirled around Geneð

then at the peak of his success at MGM. Habitués of the Kellys revolving weekend 

parties included most of the townôs golden youth: their house was the scene of an 

unending series of athletic (volleyball), social-intellectual (The Game), and musical 

contests. Spontaneous and highly competitive performers included, in addition to Gene 

and Betsy, Judy Garland, Judy Holliday, Carol Haney (whose specialty was dancing on 

the piano), Roger Edens, Yip Harburg, Nick Ray, Richard Conte, Oliver Smith, Phil 

Silvers, Adolph Green, Betty Comden, Leonard Bernstein (when he was in town), 

Charles, Sydney, and the unrelated Saul Chaplin, Stanley Donen, Kay Thompson, Leslie 

Caron, Arthur Lowe, Arthur Freed, Minnelli, and many others. Houseman, John. Front & 

Center. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979, pages 412-413.       
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109 ñIt was scary watchingò: Yudkoff, Alvin. Gene Kelly: A Life of Dance and Dreams. 

New York: Back Stage Books, 1999, page 117. 

 

109 Lucille Ball on Suspense: Kay Thompson persuaded one of her favorite MGM pals, 

Lucille Ball, to appear on the January 13, 1944, installment of Suspense. Lucille played a 

terrorized dancer in ñDime a Dance,ò about a psychopathic killer with a fetish for 

dancing with corpses. Instrumental versions of ñThe Lady Is a Tramp,ò ñPoor Butterfly,ò 

and ñLimehouse Bluesò were heard during the episode. Just hours before the broadcast, 

Lucy made several suggestions for changes that inspired Bill Spier to re-write the entire 

script. As they went on the air, Bill was still frantically typing away, delivering pages as 

the show progressed. The last three pages were handed over to Lucy just in the nick of 

time, read cold. Despite the craziness, Lucy had a ball doing that show because it gave 

her a chance to play the sort of role she never would have gotten in the movies; she 

couldnôt wait to do more. Grams, Jr., Martin. Suspense: Twenty Years of Chills and 

Thrills. Kearney, NE: Morris Publishing, 1997, page 31.  
 

109 ñWe had people like Cary Grantò: From the William Spier/June Havoc radio 

interview on The Golden Age of Radio conducted by hosts Dick Bertel and Ed Corcoran, 

broadcast November 25, 1970, on WTIC Radio, Hartford, Connecticut. 

 

109 work at MGM: Kayôs behind-the-scenes work at MGM included more than just live-

action feature films. According to Variety, 10/27/1943, Thompson provided ñspecial 

musical arrangementsò for three Tom & Jerry cartoon featurettes directed by William 

Hanna and Joseph Barbera: Baby Puss (MGM, 1943); Zoot Cat (MGM, 1944); and The 

Million Dollar Cat (MGM, 1944). A thorough search of music files for all cartoons made 

during Kayôs exclusivity at MGM, from April 1943 through July 1947, did not uncover 

any specific references to Thompson, but circumstantial evidence abounds that she 

collaborated with orchestrator Ted Duncan on the instrumental arrangements for the 

above-mentioned cartoons. Additionally, Kay likely contributed vocal arrangements for 

the following MGM cartoons directed by Tex Avery: The Shooting of Dan McGoo 

(MGM, 1945), a Droopy cartoon in which a saloon singer warbles ñPut Your Arms 

Around Me, Honey (I Never Knew Any Girl Like You)ò (Albert von Tilzer-Junie 

McCree), orchestrated by Ted Duncan; Swing Shift Cinderella (MGM, 1945), with ñOh 

Johnny, Oh Johnny, Oh!ò (Abe Olman-Ed Rose, with modified lyricsðby Thompson, 

perhaps?) sung by Imogene Lynn, orchestrated by Ted Duncan; and Uncle Tomôs Cabana 

(MGM, 1947), featuring ñCarry Me Back to Old Virginnyò (James Allen Bland), 

orchestrated by Wally Heglin. Thompson was no stranger to orchestrators Ted Duncan or 

Wally Heglin; she frequently collaborated with them on live-action feature films at the 

studio. Variety, 10/27/1943. Music files from the MGM Collection at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

109 ñKay Thompson, the aceò: Olean Times Herald (Olean, New York), 12/31/1943. 
 

110 ñin Good Samaritanò: Daily Variety, 12/10/1943. Also, in the February 1944 house-

warming party guest ñsign-inò book of Johnny Green and his new wife, Bunny Waters 

(kindly provided by their daughter, Kathe Green), Kay Thompsonôs inscription mentions 

her recent stay at the Good Samaritan Hospital:  
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I Love Bunny and Johnny ï  

Because    

a) They are responsible for my enjoying my stay at the Good Samaritan Hospital ï   

b) They are responsible for my having just eaten a fine steak dinner ï  

c) They are responsible for my great admiration for them ï because they are my 

kind of friend ï the good kind. 

Kay Thompson 
 

110 ñwent home illò: From a memo by Nat Finston, head of the MGM Music 

Department, dated January 13, 1944, to "Mr. HendricksonðMr. W. K. Craig" that 

instructs them to take Kay Thompson off payroll effective 1/10/1944: ñ[Thompson] went 

home ill 12/9/43 (Leave of Absence during illness started 12/10/43 to date).ò 
 

110 ña bout of the fluò: Daily Variety, 1/11/1944. 
 

110 ñJudy Garland and Lanaò: Modesto Bee (Modesto, California), 12/14/1943. 
 

110 As did many others: Notes from the February 1944 party guest ñsign-inò book of 

Johnny Green and wife Bunny Waters refer to their December 1943 visit with Kay 

Thompson at Good Samaritan Hospital. Copy kindly provided by their daughter, Kathe 

Green. 

 

110 began secretly moonlighting: During Kayôs leave-of-absence, in addition to coaching 

Alan Curtis, she also quietly created vocal arrangements and rehearsed the Music Maids 

for Jamboree (Republic Pictures, 1944), a Poverty Row musical that began filming on 

January 5, 1944. Like Hoosier Holiday (Republic Pictures, 1943), this was another 

patriotic picture promoting rural farming for the War effort. Just as the Music Maids had 

played the four sisters of Dale Evans in Hoosier Holiday, they were cast as the four 

sisters of Ruth Terry in Jamboree. Kay injected her two cents on three swing songs 

performed by Ruth Terry and the Music Maids: ñMaggie Went to Aggieò (Charles 

Henderson-Freddie Fisher), ñWhittle Out a Whistleò (Del Porter-Carl Hoefle), and the 

big finale, ñJamboreeò (Charles Henderson-Freddie Fisher), backed by Freddie Fisher 

and His Schnickelfritz Band and Ernest Tubb and His Texas Troubadors. 
 

110 ñKay Thompson is coaching Alanò: Los Angeles Times, 1/4/1944. Alan Curtis was 

preparing to star in two Universal Pictures: Frisco Sal and See My Lawyer (the latter of 

which happened to feature the Four Teens singing Thompsonôs arrangement of ñPenny 

Arcadeò). 
 

110 ñMy dear Natò: Handwritten note from Kay Thompson to Nat Finston dated 

1/14/1944. 
 

111 Finston greeted her: In what can only be described as a further slap on the wrist, 

Kayôs very first assignment upon her return was a thankless job under the thumb of Nat 

Finston. At that time, he was busy conducting the music for Oscar Wildeôs The 

Canterville Ghost (MGM, 1944) starring Charles Laughton, Robert Young and Margaret 
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OôBrien. For an additional sequence that was being added to the film, Finston needed a 

47-second choral version of ñGertie from Bizerteò (James Cavaugh-Walter Kent-Robert 

C. Haring) to be sung on-screen by a marching battalion of soldiers. Nat ordered Kay to 

assemble, rehearse and direct a male choir (including J. D. Jewkes, Abe Dinovitch and 

Saul Silverman) for a recording session on January 20, 1944. Instead of allowing her to 

come up with a unique treatment, however, a notation on the scoring log indicates that 

the arrangement should ñfollow the standard published copyò of the composition. It was a 

workmanlike job well beneath Kayôs creative skills but, apparently, she bit her tongue 

and did what she was told. From Kay Thompsonôs MGM contract memo, dated 

3/16/1943, and the scoring log and music employment index card for Canterville Ghost 

(MGM, 1944), both archived in the MGM Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist.  
 

111 a pastiche of musical numbers: Final sequences for the 1946 general release print of 

Ziegfeld Follies, in order: 

 

1.) ñZiegfeld in Heaven.ò A non-musical introduction monologue starring William 

Powell. After having played the lead in the Best Picture Oscar winner, The Great Ziegfeld 

(MGM, 1936), William Powell was brought back to briefly recreate his role as vaudeville 

impresario Florenz Ziegfeld for the opening of Ziegfeld Follies. From his penthouse in 

the clouds of Heaven, Ziegfeld ponders his legacy. The sequence included a stop-motion 

animation interlude directed by George Sidney, ñJardin de Paris,ò featuring Buninôs 

Puppets. ñJesus,ò Kay later remarked. ñWe hated it then.ò 

 

2.) ñHereôs to the Girlsò (Roger Edens-Arthur Freed) / ñBolerino (Merry-Go-Round)ò 

(Kay Thompson). Starring Fred Astaire, Lucille Ball, Cyd Charisse. Directed by George 

Sidney. Choreographed by Bob Alton. Conducted by Lennie Hayton. Orchestration: 

Wally Heglin. Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. ñThe first thing I did on the picture 

was óHereôs to the Beautiful Ladies,ôò Kay recalled, referring to ñHereôs to the Girls,ò 

music by Roger Edens, lyrics by Arthur Freed, with an extended interlude entitled 

ñBolerino (Merry-Go-Round),ò composed by Kay Thompson. Prerecorded on April 28, 

1944, the number was sung by Fred Astaire and featured a fashion parade of ñglamazonsò 

led by Lucille Ball, decked out in a pink gown with feather headdress. Incongruously 

wielding a leather whip, Ball lashes into submission a bevy of feline women, including 

Cyd Charisse, wearing form-fitting, black-sequined cat suits. Included in Kayôs vocal 

arrangement were choral sections in the middle and at the climax, sung by Kayôs 45-

member MGM choir that included Ralph Blane, three Music Maids (Alice Sizer Ludes, 

Patt Hyatt, Denny Wilson), and Ethelyn Williams (formerly of the Williams Sisters). 

 

3.) ñBring On Those Wonderful Menò (Roger Edens-Earl Brent). Starring Virginia 

OôBrien. Directed by George Sidney. Comic answer to ñHereôs to the Girls,ò sung for 

laughs by Virginia OôBrien in pink gown on top of a merry-go-round horse. Earl Brent, 

who routinely handled all of OôBrienôs musical numbers, did the tongue-in-cheek vocal 

arrangement. 

 

4.) ñA Water Ballet.ò Starring Esther Williams. Directed by Merrill Pye. When James 

Meltonôs musical number ñWe Will Meet Again in Honolulu,ò was cut from the film (see 
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below), this instrumental portion of the sequence, a solo water ballet by Esther Williams, 

was saved. 

 

5.) ñNumber Please.ò Comedy sketch starring Keenan Wynn. Directed by Robert Lewis. 

 

6.) ñLa Traviata (Libiamo ne'lieti calici)ò (Giuseppe Verdi). Starring James Melton and 

Marion Bell. Directed by Vincente Minnelli. Dance Direction: Eugene Loring. Vocal 

arrangement: Kay Thompson. Kayôs expertise in the realm of classical music has often 

been overlooked, but her moving vocal arrangement for ñLa Traviataò was just another 

day at the office. It was the sole survivor of five numbers Kay did with Melton for the 

film. 

  

7.) ñPay the Two Dollars.ò A comedy-drama sketch starring Victor Moore and Edward 

Arnold. Directed by George Sidney. 

 

8.) ñRafflesò (Roger Edens-Harry Warren-Kay Thompson) / ñThis Heart of Mineò (Harry 

Warren-Arthur Freed). Starring Fred Astaire and Lucille Bremer. Directed by Vincente 

Minnelli. Conducted by Lennie Hayton. Orchestration by Conrad Salinger. Vocal 

arrangement: Kay Thompson. ñRafflesò was a lengthy instrumental prelude to ñThis 

Heart of Mine,ò the latter sung by Fred Astaire, who danced with Lucille Bremer. 

Recorded on August 8, 1944, the track includes Kayôs large MGM chorus (including 

Ralph Blane).  

 

9.) ñA Sweepstakes Ticket.ò A comedy sketch starring Fanny Brice, Hume Cronyn and 

William Frawley. Directed by Roy Del Ruth. Written by David Freedman. Fanny Briceôs 

association with Florenz Ziegfeld had a great deal of history behind it. During the 1920ôs, 

Fanny had become famous on the vaudeville circuit with the Ziegfeld Follies and she had 

continued to appear in his Broadway stage extravaganzas well into the 1930s, including 

Ziegfeld Follies of 1936, designed by Vincente Minnelli. She also appeared as herself in 

the movie of his life story, The Great Ziegfeld (MGM, 1936).  

 

10.) ñLoveò (Hugh Martin-Ralph Blane). Starring Lena Horne. Directed by Lemuel 

Ayers. Conducted by Lennie Hayton. Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. As fate would 

have it, Martin and Blaneôs unusual power ballad, ñLove,ò was recorded for Ziegfeld 

Follies on June 30, 1944, the very same day that Hugh was inducted into the Army. With 

Lennie Haytonôs 45-piece orchestra, Kay did the vocal arrangement, coached Lena 

Horneôs lead vocal, and directed a chorus of eighteen voices that included Ralph Blane, 

Lee Gotch, and three Music Maids (Alice Sizer Ludes, Patt Hyatt, and temporary fill-in 

Dorothy McCarty). The lyrics delve into the pros and cons of love, with the melody 

shifting from major to minor keys accordingly. The segment was directed by Lemuel 

Ayers, who more often worked as a production designer. Ayers had previously 

collaborated with Don Loper and Kay on the Ziegeld Follies proposal of ñFrankie and 

Johnnieò that was to feature Lena, but ñLoveò ended up taking its place. 

 

11.) ñWhen Television Comes.ò A comedy sketch starring Red Skelton. Directed by 

George Sidney. 
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12.) ñLimehouse Bluesò (Philip Braham-Douglas Furber). Sung by Harriet Lee. Danced 

by Fred Astaire and Lucille Bremer. Directed by Vincente Minnelli. Conducted by 

Lennie Hayton. Vocal arrangement by Kay Thompson. In Asian eye makeup appliances, 

Fred Astaire performed this ñdramatic pantomimeò with dance partner Lucille Bremer. 

Although a cabaret singer is intermittently seen through the window of a tavern, heard 

warbling the lyrics of ñLimehouse Bluesò (voiced by Harriett Lee), it was not always 

going to be that way. On October 10, 1944, just three weeks prior to the apocryphal 

preview of Ziegfeld Follies, Fred Astaire was brought in to record his own vocal version 

of ñLimehouse Bluesòðperhaps to supplement or supplant Leeôs chirping. Ultimately, 

however, Astaire remained mute throughout the segment, strictly showcasing his hoofing. 

Although Fredôs singing voice was not heard, it may come as a surprise to many that 

Kayôs was. In the beginning of the segment, a Victrola is being transported in a baby 

carriage, wheeled by an extra, passing by Fred Astaire on the busy cobblestone street. 

The sound emanating from the record playerôs brass funnel is ñôE Pinched Meò (Earl 

Brent), a new version of a bawdy British pub song first heard in The Man from Down 

Under (MGM, 1943), sung by a wench with a thick cockney accent. That womanôs voice 

is none other than Kay Thompson, recorded October 11, 1944. This segment represented 

a reunion of sorts between Fred Astaire, Kay Thompson and Lennie Hayton who had 

worked together in 1935 on The Lucky Strike Hit Parade. Of course, Kay would later 

share the screen with Fred in Funny Face (Paramount, 1957), although their friendship 

would deteriorate while making that picture. Nevertheless, in her interview with Hugh 

Fordin in 1972, Kay had fond memories of ñLimehouse Bluesò: ñIt was elegant! And 

even Fred was just superb.ò It should also be noted that singer Harriet Lee was, like Kay, 

a popular radio singer during the 1930s. In 1950, when Kay was hired to teach Janet 

Leigh how to sing for her role in Howard Hughesô Two Tickets to Broadway (RKO, 

1951), Harriet filled-in as a substitute teacher during Kayôs European nightclub 

obligations. 

 

13.) ñA Great Lady Has an Interviewò (aka Madame Crematante) (Kay Thompson-Roger 

Edens). Starring Judy Garland. Directed by Vincente Minnelli. Dance Direction: Charles 

Walters. Conducted by Lennie Hayton. Orchestration by Conrad Salinger and Wally 

Heglin. Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. See more details in this book on pages 111-

113. 

 

14.) ñThe Babbitt and the Bromideò (George Gershwin-Ira Gershwin). Starring Fred 

Astaire and Gene Kelly. Directed by Vincente Minnelli. Conducted by Lennie Hayton. 

Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. This marked the only time Astaire and Kelly danced 

on the screen together until a belated reunion in Thatôs Entertainment II in 1976. In his 

memoir, Steps in Time (page 226), Astaire commented, ñGene Kelly and I did a revised 

version of a Gershwin number originally introduced by my sister [Adele Astaire] and me 

in the Broadway show Funny Face [1927-28]. óThe Babbitt and the Bromideô it was, and 

we had some fun with it.ò In 1956, Fred would reprise other numbers from the Broadway 

show of Funny Face for the movie that borrowed the title and several songs, but not the 

plot. 

 

15.) ñThereôs Beauty Everywhereò (Harry Warren-Arthur Freed). Starring Kathryn 

Grayson. Directed by Vincente Minnelli. Conducted by Lennie Hayton. Vocal 
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arrangement: Kay Thompson. This segment was originally recorded and filmed with the 

singing of James Melton and the dancing of Fred Astaire, Lucille Bremer and Cyd 

Charisse, but after the thumbs-down preview screening, it was decided that the audience 

had gotten their fill of these stars elsewhere in the movie, so Kathryn Grayson was 

brought in to re-do the whole thing. A brief glimpse of Cyd Charisse is all that remains of 

the original footage. Although Kay did the vocal arrangements for both versions, she did 

not coach Grayson. ñI had my own vocal coach,ò Grayson recalled when contacted for 

this book. ñEarl Brent. He was my popular coach. Then I had my opera coach. The only 

time they sent me to Kay was to learn óThe Star-Spangled Banner,ô but I knew it better 

than she did. We laughed our heads off.ò Apparently, Thompson was more involved with 

Graysonôs vocals than she was awareðor willing to admit. According to Boys in the 

Band playwright Mart Crowley, Kay relished telling stories of how Graysonôs high notes 

were often so flat that they had to be replaced with pitch-perfect vocalists ïa task for 

which Kay was in charge of finding voice-doubles, recording them, and overseeing the 

sound editing to make sure the substitutions were seamless. 

 

Among the many sequences that did not make it into Ziegfeld Follies were: 

 

1.) ñThere's Beauty Everywhereò (Harry Warren-Arthur Freed). Sung by James Melton. 

Danced by Fred Astaire, Lucille Bremer and Cyd Charisse. Directed by Vincente 

Minnelli. Conducted by Lennie Hayton. Vocal Arrangement: Kay Thompson. On June 

30, 1944, at the same recording session for Lena Horneôs ñLove,ò the first version of 

ñThereôs Beauty Everywhereò was prerecorded with Lennie Haytonôs 45-piece orchestra 

and Kayôs 18-member chorus. It was one of five numbers Kay arranged for opera star 

James Melton. After the negative preview screening of Ziegfeld Follies in November 

1944, this version of ñThereôs Beauty Everywhereò was junked and completely re-

recorded and re-shot with Kathryn Grayson. Both audio versions were released on CD in 

1994, included in the expanded Ziegfeld Follies soundtrack (MGM 305124 (1994) / 

Rhino R2 71959). 

 

2.) ñWe Will Meet Again in Honoluluò (Harry Warren-Arthur Freed). Sung by James 

Melton. Water Ballet performed by Esther Williams. Directed by Merrill Pye. Vocal 

Arrangement: Kay Thompson. This was another one of five numbers Kay arranged for 

opera star James Melton. After the November 1944 screening, Meltonôs central portion of 

the segment was jettisoned. Only the instrumental water ballet interlude starring Esther 

Williams was retained. Meltonôs ñWe Will Meet Again in Honoluluò recording was 

finally released to the public on CD in 1994, included in the expanded Ziegfeld Follies 

soundtrack (MGM 305124 (1994) / Rhino R2 71959). 

 

3.) ñWhere You Gonna Go?ò (Roger Edens-Kay Thompson). Sung by James Melton and 

chorus (including Ralph Blane). Orchestrated by Conrad Salinger. Vocal arrangement: 

Kay Thompson. ñIt was beautiful,ò Kay recalled. Recorded on June 14, 1944, James 

Melton got it perfect in just two takes. Unfortunately, it never made the final cut. ñThere 

was a lot of stuff that I was involved in that didnôt come about,ò Kay lamented. 

 

4.) ñA Cowboyôs Life (aka Trail Medley)ò (Kay Thompson). Sung by James Melton and 

chorus (including Ralph Blane). Directed by Merrill Pye. Orchestration by Ted Duncan. 
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Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. Recorded on June 22, 1944, ñA Cowboyôs Lifeò was 

yet another James Melton numberðthis one with music and lyrics by Kay Thompsonð

that failed to make the final cut. A blurb in Billboard, 11/11/1944, stated the following: 

ñJames Meltonôs solo in MGMôs Ziegfeld Follies will be published by G. Schirmer. 

Number is óA Cowboyôs Lifeô which is a combination of óChisholm Trailô and óHome on 

the Range.ô Kay Thompson, of the studio music department, wrote additional music and 

lyrics.ò 

 

5.) ñKissinô the Girls Goodbyeò (Kay Thompson). Sung by Avon Long. With Lena 

Horne. Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. ñI wrote óIôm Kissinô the Girls Goodbye,ôò 

Kay recalled, ñand it was a number where Avon was getting married to Lena, so he was 

kissing all his girls goodbye. óGoodbye, Julep, Iôm a lovely oneéô He was adorable in 

it.ò 

 

6.) ñLiza (All the Clouds'll Roll Away)ò (George Gershwin-Ira Gershwin; with additional 

music and lyrics by Kay Thompson). Sung by Avon Long. With Lena Horne. Directed by 

Vincente Minnelli. Conducted by Lennie Hayton Orchestration: Conrad Salinger and 

Wally Heglin. Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. (Thompsonôs special arrangement of 

ñLizaò from Ziegfeld Follies, with additional music and lyrics by Thompson, was 

registered for copyright with the Library of Congress Copyright Office on April 3, 1944; 

filed under the author name of ñKay Thompson, pseudonym of Catherine F. Spier.ò 1944 

Catalog of Copyright Entries, by Library of Congress Copyright Office, Washington, 

D.C., 1944, page 595, item #370013.) Kay recalled that shortly after ñKissinô the Girls 

Goodbyeò was completed, ñSomebody suggested that we stick ñLizaò in there. So, I went 

back and did it for Arthur.ò Because Warner Brothers held the rights to many Gershwin 

compositions, including ñLiza,ò a deal had to be negotiated with the rival studio. An 

MGM Legal Department memo, dated April 13, 1944, from R. Monta to Arthur Freed, 

read as follows: ñRegarding óLizaô for Ziegfeld Follies. When George Schneider on April 

11 showed me the routine of óLizaô as worked out by Kay Thompson, I felt that it 

definitely constitutes a production use and we, therefore, first obtained from Warner 

Brothers their accord to a production use and asked New York to secure the right for the 

use of the routine as worked out by Kay Thompson.ò Prerecorded April 17, 1944, with 

Kayôs chorus of 18 voices and Lennie Haytonôs 38-piece orchestra, the recording was 

finally released to the public on CD in 1994, included on the expanded Ziegfeld Follies 

soundtrack. In the CD liner notes, George Feltenstein wrote, ñThe extensive musical 

prologue, written by Kay Thompson, is really a song in itself.ò Singer Michael Feinstein 

added, ñOn óLiza,ô you can hear Kay plain as day, singing in the chorus.ò The filmed 

sequence featured Avon Long singing to a silent Lena Horne. In 1946, Judy Garland and 

Vincente Minnelli would name their newborn daughter Liza after this very songðand 

name Kay and Bill Spier as Lizaôs godparents. In 2008, Liza Minnelli included Kayôs 

full -length arrangement of ñLizaò in her Tony Award-winning Broadway event, Lizaôs at 

the Palace, performed by Jim Caruso, Cortés Alexander, Tiger Martina, and Johnny 

Rodgers (as the Williams Brothers), during a costume change (with vocal sweetening by 

pianist-conductor Billy Stritch). 

 

7.) ñGlorifying the American Girlò (Sammy Fain-Ralph Freed). Sung by Lena Horne, 

Lucille Bremer, Marilyn Maxwell, E. Sheppard, and 32 male voices including all four 
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Williams Brothers, Ralph Blane, and Hugh Martin. Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. 

According to an April 11, 1944, outline of Ziegfeld Follies numbers, ñGlorifying the 

American Girlò was earmarked to follow ñHereôs to the Girls.ò The Williams Brothers 

were identified in the memo as ñthe Williams Boys Quartetteò and, aside from completed 

prerecording chorus work, there were plans to feature the foursome on-screen as well, 

scheduled for filming during the summer of 1944. Around the same time, they were also 

set to appear in MGMôs Anchors Aweigh, but eventually had to bow out of both films 

when eldest member, Bob, was drafted into the Army. 

 

8.) ñIf Swing Goes, I Go Tooò (Fred Astaire). Sung and danced by Fred Astaire. Directed 

by George Sidney. The recording was finally released to the public on CD in 1994, 

included in the expanded Ziegfeld Follies soundtrack. It is unclear if Kay did the vocal 

arrangement. 

 

9.) ñWill You Love Me in Technicolor as You Did in Black and White?ò (Hugh Martin-

Ralph Blane). Sung by Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney. Kay said, ñThere was some 

talk of the number [Roger] had done with Ralph and Hugh.ò Kay was involved in the 

prerecording of the song, but the number was never filmed. To date, the soundtrack has 

yet to be found in the vaults. 

 

10.) ñYou Gotta Start off Each Day with a Songò (Jimmy Durante). Sung by Jimmy 

Durante. Directed by Charles Walters. Vocal arrangement: Kay Thompson. This song 

was one of Duranteôs signature tunes, sung regularly on his radio show. Its big screen 

treatment, however, got lost in the shuffle. The recording reunited Thompson with 

Durante after their successful collaboration on Two Girls and a Sailor. Kay continued to 

moonlight for Jimmyôs radio show during that period and, although no proof exists, it is 

entirely possible that Kayôs vocal arrangement of ñYou Gotta Start off Each Day with a 

Songò was utilized on the program. Of the many stars put on film for Ziegfeld Follies, 

Durante was one of the few who ended up with zero screen time in the final version. 

 

11.) ñDeath and Taxes.ò Comedy sketch starring Jimmy Durante and Edward Arnold. 

Directed by Vincente Minnelli. Even Duranteôs second shot for inclusion in Ziegfeld 

Follies didnôt fly. Edward Arnold fared better, appearing in ñPay the Two Dollarsò which 

made the final cut. 

 

12.) ñBaby Snooks and the Burglar.ò Comedy sketch starring Fanny Brice as Baby 

Snooks. Directed by Roy Del Ruth. Although Fanny Briceôs Baby Snooks character was 

mainly known from her hugely popular radio series, Brice had previously introduced 

Snooks to movie audiences in Everybody Sing (MGM, 1938) in a sketch with Judy 

Garland as her playmate. In shaving down the running time of Ziegfeld Follies, only 

Briceôs ñA Sweepstakes Ticketò sketch survived. In her formative years, Kay idolized 

Fanny Brice. During the 1930s, they frequently crossed paths at CBS in New York and 

now with Ziegfeld Follies in 1944 found themselves in Hollywood working at the same 

movie studio on the very same picture. There is little doubt that Kayôs up close and 

personal exposure to Baby Snooks had an impact on the creation of Eloise. 
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13.) ñHaunted House.ò Treatment dated November 16, 1943, by Vincente Minnelli and 

George Oppenheimer, was a spoof of Universal Picturesô Frankenstein and Dracula 

franchises, featuring ñThe Monster, the Vampire, the Idiot Servant, the Mad Scientist, the 

Old Crone, the Deaf Mute, the Lady in Distress, and the Air Raid Warden.ò 

Unfortunately, Universal took the idea seriously, ganging up the Frankenstein monster, 

Dracula, and the Wolf Man under one roof in House of Frankenstein (Universal, 1944), 

followed by the low-rent sequel, House of Dracula (Universal, 1945). Universal was still 

trying to get the formula right in 2004ôs Van Helsing, but the only time the ñmonster 

conventionò concept really worked was when it was played for laughs in Abbott and 

Costello Meet Frankenstein (Universal, 1948), the closest match to what Minnelli and 

Oppenheimer had in mind for Ziegfeld Follies. It was never filmed. 

 

14.) ñPass That Peace Pipe.ò Treatment dated November 16, 1943, for a novelty song 

written by Hugh Martin, Ralph Blane and Roger Edens, to be performed by Lucille Ball, 

Nancy Walker, June Allyson, Fred Astaire, Mickey Rooney and George Murphy under 

the direction and choreography of Charles Walters. The same song was also a candidate 

for the duet between Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly. Both dreams went up in smoke. 

Charles Walters finally got to bring ñPass That Peace Pipeò to the screen when he made 

his feature-length directorial debut on the Freed Unitôs Good News (MGM, 1947), 

performed by Joan McCracken and Ray McDonald from a vocal arrangement by Kay 

Thompson. And, in the category of see-I-told-you-so, ñPass That Peace Pipeò got Oscar 

nominated for Best Song. 

 

15.) ñThe Steam is on the Beam.ò Hugh Martin, Ralph Blane and Roger Edens also 

submitted a treatment for ñThe Steam Is on the Beamò (Johnny Green-George Marion, 

Jr.), a song from Johnny Greenôs short-lived 1942 Broadway show, Beat the Band. [In 

1947, RKO turned Beat the Band into a film featuring ñThe Steam is on the Beam.ò] 

With Charles Walters in mind to direct, the cast was to include Van Johnson, June 

Allyson, Nancy Walker, Virginia OôBrien, Kenny Bowers and Ben Blue. Unfortunately, 

Arthur Freed seemed to be in no hurry to move forward with it. With time running out, 

Johnny Green recorded a new version of the song on September 1, 1944, featuring Kay 

Thompsonôs rousing lead vocal, plus her arrangement and direction of a scorching hot 

swing chorus (of which Ralph Blane was a voice). Green was employed exclusively by 

MGM as a composer, conductor and arranger, but his contract allowed him to fulfill 

outside obligations as a star bandleader for the Decca label. Perhaps because ñThe Steam 

is on the Beamò was essentially recorded as a demo for Ziegfeld Follies, it languished in 

the Decca vaults for three years before being rescued from oblivion. It finally saw the 

light of day in September 1947 when it was issued as part of an album of four ten-inch 

78s entitled Johnny Green: His Music, His Piano and His Orchestra (Decca A-571). 

From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the University 

of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by 

special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. From the MGM, Arthur Freed, and 

Roger Edens Collections archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-

Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Wilder, Alec. Life Story. Unpublished, 

circa 1971, pages 69ï71. Typescript (189 pages) contained in the Alec Wilder Archive, 

Eastman School of Music. Courtesy of Alec Wilder authority and historian David 

Demsey.  
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111 ñThere was a lot of talkò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

111 He was concurrently collaborating: Williams, Tennessee. Notebooks. Edited by 

Margaret Bradham Thornton. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2006, page 376. 
 

111 ñdarkly gleaming curlsò: Williams, Tennessee. Memoirs. New York: New 

Directions Publishing Corp., 2006, page 47. 
 

111 ñflavor of prostitutionò: Hanson, Patricia King, exec. ed. American Film Institute 

Catalog of Motion Pictures Produced in the United States, Feature Films 1941ï1950. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971, page 2873. 

 

111 Roger Edens, met with Kay: By 1944, the simpatico between Kay Thompson and 

Roger Edens had solidified. Kay described him as follows: ñSouthern, polite, adored 

what he was doing, and loved to play and to drink. Roger was my best friend.ò Silverman, 

Stephen M. Dancing on the Ceiling: Stanley Donen and His Movies. New York: Knopf, 

1996, page 90. 
 

111 ñLetôs write a numberò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

Hedda Hopperôs February 22, 1944, column in the Los Angeles Times prematurely leaked 

that Thompson was coaching Greer Garson for Ziegfeld Follies.  
 

112 ñSo Roger came upò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

112 to spoof Garsonôs image:  In February 1944, when Kay Thompson and Roger Edens 

decided to collaborate on ñA Great Lady Has an Interviewò for Greer Garson in Ziegfeld 

Follies, they were deliberately spoofing the starôs real-life pomposity. Seven months 

later, in the September 1944 issue of Ladies Home Journal, a reporter came to very 

similar conclusions about Garsonôs affected behavior: ñGreer is the complete show-off. 

Five minutes talk with her develops into a literal travelogueðsince in one sentence she is 

quite apt to throw her vigorous lithe body from here to way over there. In the next, sheôs 

across the room, out a door, and back in through another oneðwith the shades of 

Bernhardt, Duse and Fifi the Gorgeous Soubrette dogging her many footsteps.ò Ladies 

Home Journal, 9/1944. 
 

112 ñSo we began to improviseò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

112 ñAnd what did Madameò: Ibid. 
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112 ñWhen we finished itò: Ibid. 
 

112 ñAs Kay and Roger gotò: Minnelli, Vincente, with Victor Arce. Vincente Minnelli: I 

Remember It Well. Garden City: Doubleday, 1974, page 144. 
 

112 ñAbsolute dead silenceò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

113 ñIsnôt Greer Garson an ass?!ò: Ibid. 
 

113 ñOh, it would have been funò: Hollywood Reporter, 4/9/1996; Ladiesô Home 

Journal, 9/1944; Troyan, Michael. A Rose for Mrs. Miniver: The Life of Greer Garson. 

Louisville: The University Press of Kentucky, 1999, page 171. 
 

113 ñKay suggested Judyò: Minnelli, Vincente, with Victor Arce. Vincente Minnelli: I 

Remember It Well. Garden City: Doubleday, 1974, pages 144ï45. 
 

113 ñSo the next dayò: Judy Garlandôs initial involvement in ñA Great Lady Has an 

Interviewò for Ziegfeld Follies was a bit more involved than space and pacing allowed in 

this book. What follows is the complete version of the events: Kay Thompson explained, 

ñSo the next day, we called Judy and said, óCome up to Kayôs office.ôò Judy was in the 

middle of shooting Meet Me in St. Louis, but during a break, she raced up to Kayôs office 

to meet with Kay and Roger. Unfortunately in the meantime, Kay and Roger had been 

called down to the set of Meet Me in St. Louis to troubleshoot some minor problemð

where they figured they would run into Judy. Under the impression that Thompson would 

return to her office momentarily, Garland waited. Fifteen minutes turned into thirty 

minutes. By the time forty-five minutes had gone by, Judy was annoyed and getting ready 

to depart, but just at that moment, Kay returned. ñIôm the Statue of Liberty,ò Judy 

grumbled, her mood having turned to stone. ñThey set me up in here eight years ago.ò 

Garland was exhausted from the rigors of Meet Me in St. Louis and was suffering from a 

variety of illnesses that had caused numerous production delays. So yes, under the 

circumstances, forty-five minutes felt like an eternity to Judy Garland. ñLook,ò Kay 

apologized, ñIôm completely, absolutely, thoroughly sorry. Something went wrong with a 

number down on the set. They called for me. When I get my curls caught in a musical 

score Iôm not human.ò Then Roger arrived and told Judy, ñWe gotta learn this number 

right away.ò ñShall we get to work?ò Kay pleaded. ñLetôs,ò Judy sniffed, remaining 

moody. ñShe was bristling,ò Kay recalled. ñShe had one thing on her mindðdo itðdo it 

so impressively that Iôd be flabbergasted, and then get out of there.ò However, acting 

ñlike a combination of Gertrude Lawrence, Greta Garbo and five other grand ladies of the 

screenò was not exactly Garlandôs forte. Roger made Judy sit down and watch Kay do the 

routine, from start to finish. ñSo I did it,ò Kay recalled. ñI flounced all over the thing. 

óOh, this is a story of a poor, impoverished dada dada, who the rest of the world, you and 

I, dada dada daéô [When it was over], Roger said, óDo it again.ôò This time, however, 

they made Judy stand beside Kay. ñDo it exactly like she does it,ò Edens instructed 

Garland. Judy began emulating Kay, as if they were synchronized images, side by side. 
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By then, Ralph Blane had arrived to add his two cents. Kay recalled, ñRalph said, óSee, 

Judy, now you do like this and such.ô And Iôm saying, óNow go over here,ô and she got 

up on the desk and Iôm saying, óPut your hand on your hip like that.ôò Before long, the 

dark cloud over Garland had lifted. All was forgiven and forgotten. Suddenly, all that 

mattered in the entire world was this fascinating new kind of character she was being 

asked to play. ñJudy was just captivated,ò Kay said. ñJust electrified. She was just in her 

little girl period, you know, of innocence, whatever it was. But she hadnôt made her 

departure yet, and this was certainly it.ò Modern Screen, 3/1947; and, from Hugh 

Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special 

permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

113 ñSo I did itò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

113 ñIôm saying, óNowôò: Ibid. 
 

113 ñJudy was just captivatedò: Ibid. 
 

113 ñJust before we startedò: Ibid. 
 

114 ñWeôd had this poor treatmentò: Ibid. 
 

114 ñSo we went to Samò: Ibid. 
 

114 ñThe corkscrew knotsò: Los Angeles Times, 7/18/1944. 
 

115 ñI donôt think I everò: Troy Record (Troy, New York), 8/24/1961. 
 

115 ñKay introduced the first rapò: New York Observer, 7/20/1998. 
 

115 ñShooting the numberò: Minnelli, Vincente, with Victor Arce. Vincente Minnelli: I 

Remember It Well. Garden City: Doubleday, 1974, page 145. 
 

115 ñdisplays an unexpected flairò: Newsweek, 4/1/1946. 
 

115 ña talent approaching Beatriceò: New York Times, 3/31/1946. 
 

115 ñBut you see thatôsò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

115 powerful rendition of ñLoveò: Six months after Lena Horne prerecorded and filmed 

ñLoveò for Ziegfeld Folliesðbut long before the movie was releasedðKay sang ñLoveò 

on the January 21, 1945, installment of The Philco Radio Hall Of Fame. Performed live 

from the famous Earl Carroll Theater and Restaurant in Hollywood, Kay brought along 
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her own backup group nostalgically billed as her ñRhythm Singersò which included Bob, 

Don and Andy Williams, her newlywed sister Marian (going by her married name 

ñMarion Doengesò), Ralph Blane, Loulie Jean Norman, and Jimmie Garland (Judyôs 

older sister), backed by Paul Whiteman and His Orchestra. Master of Ceremonies Tom 

Breneman gave the following introduction: ñIôm gleaming at Kay Thompson who is 

going to sing a song called óLove.ô It was written by Hugh Martin and Ralph Blane for 

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayerôs forthcoming production, Ziegfeld Follies. And you know itôs a 

good song because those are the same two lads who wrote that wonderful óTrolley Songô 

from MGMôs Meet Me in St. Louis. Kay Thompson and her Rhythm Singers get 

musically amorous with óLove.ôò One day before Thompson performed ñLoveò on radio, 

Judy Garland sang the song on the radio special The March of Dimes (NBC / CBS, 

January 20, 1945), and six days later, on March 22, 1945, Judy recorded ñLoveò for 

Decca Records (released as the B-side with ñIf I Had Youò). Kay served as vocal 

arranger and vocal coach for Garlandôs broadcast and recorded versions of ñLove.ò Due 

to a myriad of production delays, the general public would not get to hear Lena Horneôs 

original version of ñLoveò in Ziegfeld Follies until the movie played briefly in Boston on 

August 13, 1945, and then, after further editing, it opened more officially in New York 

on March 22, 1946.  
 

115 ñprotested she could notò: Movieland, 8/1945. 
 

115 ñMy voice isnôt that goodò: Ibid. 
 

116 ñKay was the bestò: In Theater, 4/26/1999. 
 

116 ñSometimes Kay overworked peopleò: ñLoveò was prerecorded for Ziegfeld Follies 

on June 30, 1944, the very same day that Hugh Martin was inducted into the army. 
 

116 ñI was nervous about whetherò: From Hugh Martinôs 2009 correspondence with 

Michael Feinstein upon hearing Thompsonôs performance of ñLoveò on the 2009 CD 

compilation Think Pink! A Kay Thompson Party (Sepia Records 1135). 
 

116 Few people knew that: Prior to Kay Thompsonôs vocalization of ñôE Pinched Meò 

(Earl Brent) in Ziegfeld Follies, the song was first performed by Binnie Barnes in The 

Man from Down Under (MGM, 1943), recorded on February 19, 1943, conducted by 

David Snell from an arrangement by Wally Heglin. Kayôs version was recorded on 

October 11, 1944, and subsequently released on the 1994 laser disc of Ziegfeld Follies 

(CAV, ML 104761); it was reissued in the 2009 three-CD box set Think Pink! A Kay 

Thompson Party (Sepia Records 1135). 

 

116 Whenever Kay wasnôt needed: In May 1944, Kay was assigned to work with music 

director David Snell and orchestrator Wally Heglin on MGMôs fifteenth film in the 

ñAndy Hardy Familyò series, preliminarily titled Uncle Andy Hardy, starring Mickey 

Rooney. For a Wainwright College assembly scene, Kay directed a large choir 

performing ñHail to Wainwrightò (Goldman-Whiteman-Earl K. Brent-David Snell). With 

piano accompaniment by Harriett Lee, Thompsonôs chorus included Ralph Blane and the 

Seckler Quartetðfour male singers from Six Hits and a MissðBill Seckler, Mack 
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McLean, Marvin Bailey, and Justin Conlon. The number was rehearsed on May 17, 1944, 

and prerecorded the following day. Kay conducted another choral number, ñAuld Lang 

Syneò (Traditional-English lyrics by Robert Burns), sung a cappella by five men and five 

women, to be lip-synched in the picture by students at the train station on New Yearôs 

Eve. Thompson was preparing numbers for Mickey Rooney when he suddenly got a draft 

notice from Uncle Samðand was subsequently inducted into the Army on June 14, 1944. 

It was announced that he would be replaced in the movie by June Allyson who would 

ñcarry on in a feminine version of the antics that used to beset Andy.ò But when letters of 

protest poured into the studio, the production was put on hold for two years until Rooney 

could return to the beloved series. When filming resumed in April 1946, Thompson was 

too busy on other films to be further involvedðthough her prerecordings of ñHail to 

Wainwrightò and ñAuld Lang Syneò were utilized. The title of the picture was changed to 

Love Laughs at Andy Hardy and it was finally released in January 1947. Nevada State 

Journal (Reno, Nevada), 3/10/1944; Oelwein Daily Register (Oelwein, Iowa), 6/15/1944; 

Fresno Bee Republican (Fresno, California), 6/22/1944; and, from the Love Laughs at 

Andy Hardy notes in the AFI Film Catalog. 

 

116 services for various: In addition to Kayôs work on various films at MGM, she was 

frequently assigned to polish diamonds in the rough, from Ava Gardner to Van Johnson. 

There were also many wannabes who went through Thompsonôs crash courses but never 

quite made the cut. One such example was Anne Triola. According to Daily Variety, 

1/14/1944, ñAnne Triola, singer at Bar of Music, is being given special vocal coaching by 

Metroôs Kay Thompson with possibility of being signed there to term contract.ò Triola 

did not get the contract with MGM, but she landed a few bit parts at other studios. Her 

most important (and final) role was in Lullaby of Broadway (Warner Brothers, 1951), 

starring Doris Day. In the film, Triola performed two numbers with co-star Billy De 

Wolfe. Even though things never worked out for her at MGM, Triola always credited 

Thompson with greatly enhancing her vocal range and teaching her how to move. 

 

116 assignments on Lost in a Harem: In the spring of 1944, Kay provided vocal 

arrangements, additional lyrics, vocal coaching and choral direction on Lost in a Harem 

starring Bud Abbott and Lou Costello (the No. 1 boxoffice comedy team, on loan-out 

from Universal Pictures), Marilyn Maxwell (Swing Fever), John Conte (as ñPrince 

Ramo,ò a role originally intended for Desi Arnaz), and Jimmy Dorsey and His Orchestra. 

It just so happened that Maxwell had caught the roving eye of Frank Sinatra, even though 

he was a married man with two children. Because Kay was separately coaching the star-

crossed lovers that same spring, she occasionally acted as a go-between, with her Garden 

of Allah residence apparently providing a natural rendezvous destination. Although 

Kayôs work on the songs for Lost in a Harem went uncredited, a March 1944 item in The 

Hollywood Reporter confirmed that she was working on the ñSons of the Desertò 

number. As additional proof, an original lyric sheet for ñSons of the Desert,ò dated March 

15, 1944, reads: ñMusic by Sammy Fain; Words by Ralph Freed; Patter Lyrics by Kay 

Thompson.ò Prerecorded on March 21, June 14 and July 18, ñSons of the Desertò was 

sung by John Conte and accompanied by Kayôs large chorus that included Ralph Blane, 

Phil Neely, J. D. Jewkes, David Marshall, Randolph Symonette, Freeman High, and the 

new Seckler Quartet (four singers formerly with Six Hits and a Miss: Bill Seckler, Mack 

McLean, Marvin Bailey, Justin Conlon). The only other vocal number that was included 
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in the final cut of Lost in a Harem was ñWhat Does It Take?ò (Don Raye-Gene De Paul), 

sung by Marilyn Maxwell, vocal arrangement and coaching by Kay Thompson (recorded 

March 24). Kay provided the vocal arrangements for three more songs that were 

prerecorded but ended up on the cutting room floor: ñIt Is Writtenò (Don Raye-Gene De 

Paul), sung by John Conte and Marilyn Maxwell (recorded March 24); ñI Know Itôs 

Wrongò (Don Raye-Gene De Paul), sung by Marilyn Maxwell with Jimmy Dorsey and 

His Orchestra (recorded May 8); and ñNocha de Rondaò (Maria Theresa Lara), sung by 

John Conte, Marilyn Maxwell with Jimmy Dorsey and His Orchestra (recorded April 21). 

The last two are available on the 1998 CD collection Tommy & Jimmy Dorsey: Swinginô 

in Hollywood. Orchestrations were divvied up among Johnny Green, Lennie Hayton, 

George Bassman, Ted Duncan and Herbert Stothart. Following Kayôs work on Hit the Ice 

(Universal, 1943), Lost in a Harem was her second Abbott and Costello pictureðand the 

association would continue with at least the latter half of the comedy duo. While working 

on Lost in a Harem, Lou Costello was secretly bankrolling another film. On April 16, 

1944, The New York Times reported, ñFully recovered from the illness which kept him 

out of films for fifteen months, Lou Costello appears to be making up for lost time. Busy 

by day with his partner, Bud Abbott, in antics for their MGM picture Lost in a Harem, 

the rotund comic spends his evenings at the Monogram studio where Biltmore 

Productions are producing A Wave, a WAC and a Marine.ò The behind-the-scenes 

intrigue, however, was thicker than the plot of the film in question. The Times report 

explained, ñOriginally it was the comedianôs [Lou Costelloôs] intention to direct [A Wave, 

a WAC and a Marine] under the name óLucas Tello,ô but Universal, to whom the comedy 

boys are under contract, objected even to the extent of making known its displeasure in 

trade paper advertising.ò Consequently, a shell company, Biltmore Productions, was 

formed by Sebastian Cristillo, the father of Lou Costello, and Edward Sherman, Abbott 

and Costelloôs business manager. Cristillo took the title of executive producer, Sherman 

became the producer of record and Phil Karlstein (Werewolf of London, Invisible Man 

Returns) was hired as the pictureôs official director. Appearances might have been 

deceiving, however, because not one foot of film was shot without Lou Costelloôs 

presence on the set. The New York Times revealed that the movieôs nocturnal shooting 

schedule had been arranged so that Lou could ñbe on hand to sit in on story conferences, 

supply a comedy gag or give a bit of advice wherever and whenever necessary.ò And, to 

help out with the moviesô musical numbers, Lou enlisted the aid of kindred rebel Kay 

Thompson who likewise refused to be limited by pesky exclusivity clauses. Filmed from 

April 6 to early May 1944, A Wave, a WAC and a Marine starred comedian Henny 

Youngman (his film debut), Elyse Knox (future mother of actor Mark Harmon), plus an 

appearance by Thompsonôs darlings, the Music Maids (Alice Sizer Ludes, Patt Hyatt, 

Denny Wilson, and newcomer Bonnie McRaven) singing Kayôs uncredited arrangement 

of ñTime Will Tellò (Eddie Cherkose-Jacques Press) backed by Freddie Rich and His 

Orchestra (borrowed from NBCôs The Abbott & Costello Radio Show). Additionally, Kay 

contributed the very Thompsonian vocal arrangements for ñYes, I Love My G.I. Guy,ò 

performed by Connie Haines (a regular singer on The Abbott & Costello Radio Show), 

and the finale number, ñCarry Onò (Cherkose-Press), featuring a large off-screen choir 

that included the Music Maids. Through it all, the Metro Gestapo was apparently none 

the wiserðor chose to look the other way. New York Times, 4/16/1944; Tommy & Jimmy 

Dorsey: Swinginô In Hollywood, 1998, Turner Classic Movies Music / Rhino Movie 

Music R2 75283. CD Produced by George Feltenstein & Bradley Flanagan. Liner notes 
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by Will Friedwald; Hanson, Patricia King, exec. ed. American Film Institute Catalog of 

Motion Pictures Produced in the United States, Feature Films 1941ï1950. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1971, page 1413; and, from the Lost in a Harem recording 

logs, music index card, and the lyric sheet for ñSons of the Desertò (from Lost in a 

Harem), dated 3/15/1944, ñMusic by Sammy Fain; Words by Ralph Freed; Patter Lyrics 

by Kay Thompson,ò archived in the MGM Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

116 Thrill of a Romance: From July to November 1944, Kay intermittently lent a hand to 

Thrill of a Romance for producer Joe Pasternak, directed by Richard Thorpe (Two Girls 

and a Sailor ), starring Van Johnson, Esther Williams (in a role originally intended for 

Kathryn Grayson), Tommy Dorsey and His Orchestra, plus the motion picture debut of 

Metropolitan Opera star Lauritz Melchoir. An August 31, 1944, memo to Roger Edens 

from music department watch dog Izzy Friedman noted: ñIn checking with Kay 

Thompson, I have been advised that she is now working on [Ziegfeld Follies] Routine 

Number Nine ñThereôs Beauty Everywhereòðdoing background work; and also working 

on Thrill of a Romance, so under these conditions I must charge her half time to you and 

half time to Thrill of a Romance as long as she is doing work on Ziegfeld Follies.ò The 

idea to assign Kay to Thrill of a Romance may have come from Louis B. Mayer himself. 

It was Mayer who had recruited opera star James Melton to appear in Ziegfeld Follies, a 

merger that Kay Thompson helped maximize to Mayerôs great satisfaction. Repeating the 

strategy, Mayer had snagged the Metôs Lauritz Melchior to add some longhaired class to 

Thrill of a Romance, so it seems quite likely that Mayer expected Thompson to work her 

magic again. A rousing standout among Melchoirôs seven numbers in the picture was 

ñVive lôAmour,ò an adaptation of the traditional sing-along folk song with the familiar 

refrain, ñVive la, vive la, vive l'amour. Vive la, vive la, vive l'amour. Vive l'amour, vive 

l'amour. Vive la compagnie!ò From a music arrangement by Thompson and Georgie Stoll 

and new verse lyrics by Thompson and Ralph Blane, the number was recorded on 

September 9, 1944, sung by Lauritz Melchior with Kayôs large MGM chorus including 

Ralph Blane, Dick Williams, and the King Sisters, and orchestra was conducted by 

Georgie Stoll. At the time of the movieôs release in May 1945, sheet music was issued of 

Kayôs version of ñVive lôAmourò featuring a photo of Melchior. Even though she was 

named on the published chart, Kay received no credit in the film itself. Lauritz Melchior 

was an unconventional choice for movie stardom. Born in Denmark in 1890, he was past 

his prime, rotund, and effete. In The Vinyl Closet: Gays in the Music World, author Boze 

Hadleigh stated: ñAlthough he strained endlessly to present a heterosexual image, 

Melchior was one of the two great loves of British writer Hugh Walpole, who became his 

patron in return for services rendered.ò Melchior was also linked with one of Tennessee 

Williamsô favorite writers, Hart Crane. Hadleigh added: ñAfter he began living off the fat 

of Hollywood land, Melchior was described as óSophie Tucker in a suit.ô As his girth and 

reputation grew, he dropped his male lovers and eventually acquired three wives and two 

kids. Even so, Peter Lawford, who co-starred [with Melchior] in Two Sisters from Boston 

(MGM, 1946), later revealed that the great Dane had more than once pinched his 

bottom!ò Kay contributed vocal arrangements for three songs recorded by Tommy 

Dorsey and His Orchestra for Thrill of a Romance: ñI Should Careò (Axel Stordahl-Paul 

Weston-Sammy Cahn) with vocal by Bob Allen (Kayôs 1937 colleague with Hal Kempôs 

band on Itôs Chesterfield Time); ñHungarian Rhapsodyò / ñThe Guy with the Slide 
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Tromboneò performed by 15-year-old pianist Helene Stanley as ñSusan Dorsey,ò Tommy 

Dorseyôs fictional silver screen daughter, who begins by keyboarding a classical number 

that, à la Hazel Scott, rips into a boogie-woogie jam, which Helene also sings; and 

ñPlease Donôt Say No, Say Maybeò (Ralph Freed-Sammy Fain) sung by Lauritz Melchior 

with Kayôs large MGM chorus (including Ralph Blane) at the climax. Hadleigh, Boze. 

The Vinyl Closet: Gays in the Music World. San Diego, CA: Los Hombres Press, 1991, 

page 64; and, from the Arthur Freed Collection and the Thrill of a Romance recording log 

archived in the MGM Collection at the University of Southern California Cinema-

Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

116 Music for Millions: Kay worked briefly on Music for Millions (MGM, 1944) starring 

Margaret OôBrien, June Allyson, Jimmy Durante, and Marsha Hunt, produced by Joe 

Pasternak. Kay arranged and directed her MGM choir (including Six Hits and a Miss) for 

two numbers: ñHallelujah Chorusò (Handel) with José Itrubi conducting the orchestra 

(recorded 5/13/1944); and ñUmbriagoò (Jimmy Durante-Irving Caesar) sung by Jimmy 

Durante (recorded 8/2/1944). The Durante number was also recorded for Decca Records 

on 7/26/1944, performed by Durante with Six Hits and a Miss. 
 

116 Week-End at the Waldorf: After producer Arthur Hornblow Jr. hit the jackpot with 

Gaslight (MGM, 1944), his very next production was Week-End at the Waldorf (MGM, 

1945) adapted from the 1929 German novel Menschen im Hotel (People in a Hotel), by 

Austrian writer Hedwig ñVickiò Baum, the same book on which Grand Hotel (MGM, 

1932) was based. The director was veteran Robert Z. Leonard, nicknamed ñPopsò 

because of his massive resume of over 140 pictures dating back to 1913, including The 

Great Ziegfeld (MGM, 1936) and Ziegfeld Girl (MGM, 1941). In April 1944, The 

Hollywood Reporter had announced that Judy Garland would star in Week-End at the 

Waldorf, but that never came to pass. Populating the famous Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in 

New York City (interiors duplicated on MGM stages) would be an all-star cast including 

Ginger Rogers (as ñThe Actressò), Lana Turner (as ñThe Stenographerò), Walter Pidgeon 

(as ñThe War Correspondentò), Van Johnson (as a soldier with shrapnel lodged near his 

heart, spending his last weekend before dangerous surgery), Edward Arnold (ñThe 

Businessmanò), Keenan Wynn (ñThe Rookie Reporterò), Robert Benchley (as ñRandy 

Morton, New Yorkôs most widely read columnistò), and Xavier Cugat and His Orchestra 

(as themselves). Charles Walters was the dance director, Johnny Green was the musical 

director, Ted Duncan did the orchestrations and Kay was credited for ñchoral 

arrangement.ò The theme song, ñWeek-End at the Waldorfò (Johnny Green-Hugh 

Martin-Ralph Blane), was intended as a vocal for the opening titles. ñWe have a demo 

recording of Kay singing óWeek-End at the Waldorfô with Johnny Green and Irving 

Aaronson playing two pianos,ò said George Feltenstein, who oversees the MGM vault. 

This rare Thompson vocal, recorded December 8, 1944, was released for the first time on 

Feltensteinôs 2006 expanded CD box set of Thatôs Entertainment! The Ultimate 

Anthology of MGM Musicals. Another version of ñWeek-End at the Waldorf,ò featuring a 

lead vocal by Ralph Blane, was recorded as well, but, ultimately, only the instrumental 

orchestration made it into the final film. Kayôs work was evident in ñGuadalajaraò (Pepe 

Guizar), the one big nightclub production number in movie, sung and danced by Lina 

Romay (as ñJuanitaò), accompanied by Xavier Cugat and His Orchestra (recorded 

December 18, 1944). Adapted by Sammy Fain and Ted Koehler from the traditional 
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Mexican rhapsody, Kay added lyrics and her large chorus (including Ralph Blane). To 

bridge the language barrier, Antonio Morales was paid $125 for one week beginning 

December 12, 1944, as ñVocal Assistant to Kay Thompson in Spanish Lyrics for 

óQuadalajara.ôò Today, Week-End at the Waldorf can be seen on a glass-encased 

television screen in the lobby at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, continuously playing year-

round, 7 days a week, 24 hours a day. The rare Kay Thompson vocal demo of ñWeek-

End at the Waldorfò was released for the first time on the 2006 expanded CD box set of 

Thatôs Entertainment! The Ultimate Anthology of MGM Musicals (Turner Classics Movie 

Music/Rhino Movie Music, R2-73192). The CD liner notes erroneously listed the 

recording date as ñ7/18/1941,ò and that ñRalph Blaneò was the second pianist. However, 

it has been confirmed that the recording date was ñ12/8/1944ò and that the second pianist 

was ñIrving Aaronson.ò An alternate take of Thompsonôs vocal was licensed for the 

three-CD collection Think Pink! A Kay Thompson Party (Sepia Records 1135), released 

in the UK in 2009. USA Today, 1/17/2006; Hanson, Patricia King, exec. ed. American 

Film Institute Catalog of Motion Pictures Produced in the United States, Feature Films 

1941ï1950. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971, page 2731; and, from the 

Week-End at the Waldorf recording log and the ñRalph Blaneò and ñAntonio Moralesò 

employment index cards archived in the MGM Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist.  

 

116 Her Highness and the Bellboy: Like Week-End at the Waldorf, Her Highness and the 

Bellboy (MGM, 1945) also took place in an elegant New York hotel, the kind of setting 

later associated with Kay and her alter ego, Eloise. In fact, as depicted in Her Highness 

and the Bellboy, the fictional ñEaton Hotel, overlooking Central Parkò is a thinly 

disguised version of The Plaza, which Kay later used as the home of Eloise and 

frequently as her own real-life residence. And it is no mere coincidence that the Bellboy 

of the title, played by Robert Walker, walks a guestôs pug dog through Central Parkða 

canine that bears a striking resemblance to Eloiseôs own pet pug, Weenie, and Kayôs real-

life pet pug, Fenice. Directed by Richard Thorpe (Two Girls and a Sailor, Thrill of a 

Romance), Her Highness and the Bellboy was yet another Joe Pasternak production that 

utilized Kayôs services in conjunction with Music Director Georgie Stoll. The movie 

starred Hedy Lamarr, Robert Walker, June Allyson, ñRagsò Ragland, and the Spiersô very 

close friend, Agnes Moorehead, as ñCountess Zoe.ò Kayôs large choir sang ñHoneyò 

(Haven Gillespie-Seymour Simons-Richard A. Whiting) for the opening and ending 

titles, as well as during the climax of a fantasy bit. George Feltenstein observed: ñHer 

Highness and the Bellboy has this dream sequence where June Allyson falls asleep and 

the lyrics go, óIôm in love with you, honey.ô Itôs the same kind of crazy female harmonies 

like in ñHereôs to the Girlsò in Ziegfeld Follies, the same kind of feel.ò Kay also arranged 

and conducted the Dreamers singing a pop rendition of ñHoneyò heard in the movie 

coming over a radio as June Allyson sings along to the broadcast (Under Kayôs direction, 

Allysonôs singing voice was dubbed by Patt Hyatt of the Music Maids). Now a quintet, 

the current members of the Dreamers were Leonard Bluett, General White, James Shaw, 

Charles Gross, and a new kid on the block named Joe Adams. ñJoe didnôt last very long 

with us,ò Bluett chuckled. ñHe went on to manage Ray Charles for 45 years and is now 

very, very rich. Heôs got fourteen Rolls Royces in his driveway.ò Recorded on various 

dates between December 28, 1944, and April 27, 1945. From the Her Highness and the 
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Bellboy recording log archived in the MGM Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist.  

 

116 The Clock: Unusual both for the Freed Unit and Judy Garland, The Clock was not a 

musical, but rather a straight forward drama about the romance that develops between a 

girl (Garland) and a soldier (Robert Walker) during his two-day leave from military 

service. The Clock was considered a transitional film for Judy, breaking away from 

teenage roles to play a young woman. By the end of the movie, Judyôs character marries 

the soldier and they consummate their union before he must return to military duty. 

Vincent Minnelli masterfully directed the film with extraordinary subtly and genuine 

emotion that stills packs a wallop today. MGMôs sweet girl-next-door was finally being 

allowed to grow up. For the record, however, The Clock was filmed after Judyôs sizzling 

performance in ñA Great Lady Has an Interviewò for Ziegfeld Follies, but the public 

would have to wait another year for that eye-opener to be released. Perhaps putting The 

Clock out first helped ease the shock. In a November 14, 1944, memo to Nat Finston 

(head of the MGM Music Department), composer-orchestrator George Bassman 

requested ñthe services of Kay Thompson to assist on the vocal arrangements of 

óWhisperingô and óI Never Knewôò for The Clock. The next day, Thompson found the 

following Finston missive in her inbox: ñPer discussion with Arthur Freed and as per 

understanding, your assignment will be The Clock. This is to commence immediately. 

For Production Records and Music Department Records, kindly advise Izzy Friedman of 

your progress. George Bassman has been assigned as Scorer for this picture.ò Recorded 

on December 20, 1944, a harmony ballad called ñWhisperingò was sung by a female trio 

formed by Kay: Marion Doenges (Kayôs sister), Mary Moder, and Jeanne Dunne. The 

song is heard coming over a radio in a milk truck driven by James Gleason (Manhattan 

Merry-Go-Round) who gives Judy Garland and Robert Walker a lift. Kay also provided 

the choral arrangements that accompany the background score by George Bassman. Most 

memorably, she provided the ethereal choral embellishment for the pivotal moment 

leading up to the first kiss between Garland and Walker, reprised at the finale of the 

motion picture. Kay also arranged and conducted the vocals for three songs that were 

recorded but ultimately shelved: ñI Never Knewò sung by Andy Williams, Bob Williams, 

Joe Karnes, Henry Kruse, Mack McLean, Charles Schrouder and Judy Matson; ñDonôt 

Blame Meò sung by Kayôs former Rhythm Singer, Loulie Jean Norman; and ñDonôt Get 

Round Much Anymoreò sung by Margaret Whiting. From the Arthur Freed Collection 

and The Clock recording log archived in the MGM Collection at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

116 Yolanda and the Thief: Following The Clock, Vincente Minnelli segued into 

directing Yolanda and the Thief starring Fred Astaire as a con man after the money of an 

heiress played by Lucille Bremer. For the songs composed by Arthur Freed and Harry 

Warren, Kay provided all the vocal arrangements and directed the choir, backed by 

Lennie Haytonôs orchestra. On January 6, 1945, Kay brought in her sister, Marion 

Doenges, and two Music Maid vets, Patt Hyatt and Trudy Erwin, to record audition 

demos to be the singing voice for Lucille Bremer. Trudy won the gig but one day earlier, 

Marion had passed the test to dub Cyd Charisseôs chirping in The Harvey Girls. They 

couldnôt very well have Bremer and Charisse with the exact same singing voice, now 

could they? Marion still ended up being heard on the Yolanda soundtrack, though. Kay 



ENDNOTES for KAY THOMPSON: FROM FUNNY FACE TO ELOISE by Sam Irvin 

© Copyright 2018, Sam Irvin. All Rights Reserved.                                                                                  Page 161 
 

had her do some specialty lines for ñThis is a Day for Loveò (recorded February 6-7), a 

song which also featured Maury Rubensô Childrenôs Choir. Dance Director Eugene 

Loring collaborated with Fred Astaire on the choreography, a teaming that would be 

repeated years later for Funny Face. However, this was not the only legacy of Yolanda 

and the Thief that would resonate in Kayôs future. Few people are aware of just how 

influential this movie was on Kayôs development of the Eloise books. According to 

Eloise artist Hilary Knight, ñKay and I had a favorite movie, the old Fred Astaire film, 

Yolanda and the Thief. In it was a character actress named Mildred Natwickï[as] an 

eccentric woman who wasnôt British, but she said everything three times.ò Natwick 

played ñAunt Amarillo,ò and she greeted her niece, ñYolanda,ò played by Lucille 

Bremer, to the sprawling family estate by saying, ñWelcome to the home that has been 

waiting waiting waiting for the sound of your sweet voice.ò Then she urges the servants 

to ñHurry hurry hurry!ò and ñMarch march march!ò Anyone familiar with Kay 

Thompsonôs Eloise books will instantly recognize that Natwickôs ñAunt Amarilloò talks a 

lot like ñNanny,ò Eloiseôs caretaker who likewise speaks in threes. Just as Her Highness 

and the Bellboy served as one of the inspirations for Eloiseôs pet dog, ñWeenie,ò Yolanda 

and the Thief provided the prototype for ñNanny.ò And not coincidentally, at Kayôs 

personal request, Mildred Natwick would later play ñNannyò in the 1956 Playhouse 90 

production of ñEloise.ò Eyebrows may elevate considerably further at the revelation that 

Aunt Amarilloôs triple-speak quirk, co-opted by Kay for Nanny, was originally dreamed 

up by Ludwig Bemelmans, author of the Madeline childrenôs booksïEloiseôs progenitor 

and literary rival. Yolanda and the Thief was based on a short story published in the June 

1943 issue of Town and Country by Ludwig Bemelmans and Jacques Thery. Bemelmans 

had been hired by MGM to develop a script of Yolanda, but after several months, it 

appeared that he had accomplished little more than decorating his office. Arthur Freedôs 

secretary Peggy Rea explained: ñOne day the young Italian man who was in charge of 

maintenance at the Thalberg BuildingðAugust Spatafore, I thinkðhe called me and 

said, óPeggy, I have to talk to Mr. Freed right away. Itôs an emergency.ô I said, óAugust, 

heôs in New York. Now, whatôs the matter?ô And he said, óWell, Iôve got to talk to him 

because this Bemelmans person has ruined his office.ô So I said, óAuggie, donôt you 

touch a thing. Not a thing.ô And he said, óBut I gottaðô and I said, óNo! Now you leave 

that office the way it is. Iôll go down and see it.ô Well, I went down to see it and there it 

was. Murals all over the white walls. On the right hand side, there was Leo the Lion and 

his lady. Leo was in a top hat and she was in a diamond choker. They were doing itðto 

each other, you know? On the left wall! Tigers were doing it. These offices were nothing 

but a plain white room with a desk, two chairs and a hat rack, with a window looking out 

to Culver Boulevard. On both sides of the window, painted on the wall, were these 

charming black iron picture frames with little French scenes. Charming little French 

scenes. Then you turn aroundðoh my Godðand the hat rack had at least six or eight 

toile hats in pastel colors hanging on it. And then you turned to go out and on the walls 

by the door were more black iron picture frames with little scenes in them. And on the 

door was an outline of Ludwig, he was quite portly, with a tiny little dog on a leash, 

relieving itself on the door. I justé Iôll never forget it. I called everybody in the Freed 

Unit. óYou gotta get down here!ô And I said, óNow keep the key because I told Auggie 

not to touch it.ô Roger said, óOh my God, L. B. will tear it down and sell the walls.ôò 

Needless to say, Bemelmans did not last long at the studio. ñFor a couple of years,ò 

Peggy added, ñthere was such a waiting list for the use of that office.ò Sadly though, it 
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was eventually painted over, back to that creative shade of white. A couple of years later, 

Bemelmans was commissioned to paint murals in a lounge at the Carlyle Hotel in 

Manhattan; his fantastical depiction of Central Park inhabited by picnicking rabbits, 

elephants and a menagerie of other animals became the centerpiece of ñBemelmansô 

Bar,ò a landmark New York watering hole. Regarding Yolanda, the question remained 

whether Bemelmans came up with the idea for Aunt Amarillo to speak in triplets. Upon 

inspection of the original magazine source material, the character had not yet developed a 

predilection for babbling threesomes. After scouring the numerous versions of Yolanda 

treatments and scripts on file in the Arthur Freed and MGM Collections at the University 

of Southern California Library, Aunt Amarilloôs speaking-in-threes only turns up in the 

final shooting script dated December 27, 1944. According to the AFI Catalog of Motion 

Pictures, 1941-1950, claims, ñThe final draft of the screenplay was written by Irving 

Brecher, with help from Bemelmans.ò There is one other story about Yolanda and the 

Thief that Kay mentioned in an interview with Hugh Fordin: ñLucille [Bremer] was in the 

bathtub [set]. All of a suddenðóAargh!ôò Vincente Minnelli flew into a rage with Arthur 

Freed. ñIt was something,ò Kay continued. ñGod! óItalian son of a bitch.ô óJewish son of a 

bitch.ô óHebe.ô óWop.ô I mean, the hatred of the world. Ugh! And Judy [Garland], just at 

the height of it, came in [to visit]ðshe was going with Vincente, you know, madly in 

loveðand she came in, thin thin thin, looking marvelous in her little Harvey Girl outfit, 

all smiling and started to say, óHello darling,ô and heard this [tantrum] and just turned and 

ran out with Lennie [Hayton] and meé [We] just flew off that stage. We literally ran. 

Ran over to Harvey Girls. óLetôs just get out of this!ô God! Terrifying.ò New York Post, 

11/2/2002; Excerpt from taped interview of Peggy Rea by John Scheinfeld conducted 

2/16/1990. Courtesy of John Scheinfeld; Hanson, Patricia King, exec. ed. American Film 

Institute Catalog of Motion Pictures Produced in the United States, Feature Films, 1941ï

1950. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971, listing for Yolanda and the Thief; 

and, from Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, archived at the 

University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

 

116 Yolanda and the Thief: In the first hardback edition of this book (published by 

Simon & Schuster on November 2, 2010), the list of Thompsonôs projects concluded with 

ñéHer Highness and the Bellboy, The Clock, and Yolanda and the Thief.ò Subsequently, 

the author discovered and verified that Thompson had also worked on the music 

arrangements for three Tom & Jerry cartoons, so, the following line should be adjusted to 

read as follows: ñéHer Highness and the Bellboy, The Clock, Yolanda and the Thief, and 

three Tom & Jerry cartoons.ò 

 

116 juggling all of this: Because of her enormous workload at MGM, Kay was eventually 

given a full-time assistant by the name of Gerry Dolin, whom she mentored to become an 

arranger, choral director and accompanist in his own right. After Kay left MGM in 1947, 

Dolin became Frank Loesserôs assistant and served as the choral director for Loesserôs hit 

Broadway musical Whereôs Charley (St. James Theatre, 10/11/1948-9/9/1950) starring 

Ray Bolger in the role that won him the 1949 Tony Award for Best Actor in a Musical. 

Dolin would repeat the task for the 1952 Warner Brothers movie adaptation, also starring 

Bolger. Dolin is perhaps best remembered, however, as the indispensable accompanist 

and arranger for a long list of singing stars including Eleanor Powell, Esther Williams, 
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Eartha Kitt, and Betty Garrett. In her autobiography, Garrett wrote: ñMy favorite Gerry 

Dolin story is about the time they were getting ready to record the soundtrack for 

Neptuneôs Daughter [(MGM, 1949)]. In those days, they just didnôt think to use a 

personôs voice unless they were óa singerô so Jack Cummings, the producer of the movie, 

came to Gerry and said, óFind some singers in the studio who can be the voices of Esther 

Williams and Ricardo Montalban in óBaby, Itôs Cold Outsideô [(Frank Loesser)].ô Gerry 

was friendly with Esther and Ricardo and he thought they had nice voices and could sing 

their own songs. So he rehearsed them, made a recording, and took it to Cummings. óI 

think Iôve got just the people to dub for Esther and Ricardo.ô Cummings heard the record 

and said, óThatôs fantastic. They sing so well and they sound just like Esther and 

Ricardo.ô óIt is Esther and Ricardo,ô Gerry said. Cummings was so mad he never spoke to 

Gerry again.ò A chain smoker, Gerry died in the early 1990s from emphysema. Garrett, 

Betty with Ron Rapoport. Betty Garrett and Other Songs. Lanham, Maryland: Madison 

Books, 1998, page 114; and, from a list of ñMusic Department Personnel,ò dated April 

1946, that includes ñJerry Dolinò as ñAssôt to Kay Thompson,ò from the MGM 

Collection at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Dolin is listed variously as ñGerald L. Dolin,ò ñGerry Dolin,ò ñJerry 

Dolinò and ñGerry Dolan.ò Betty Garrett, a close friend and colleague of Dolin, spelled 

his name ñGerry Dolinò throughout her autobiography.  

 

116 Spier was laid up: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: Crown 

Publishers, 1970, page 222. 
 

116 ñinsidious ideasò: Tune In, 7/1944. 
 

116 ñIf I have one moreò: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: Crown 

Publishers, 1970, page 223. 
 

117 When Bill was back: Los Angeles Times, 10/29/1944. The item erroneously lists 

ñ10580 Bellagio Road,ò which is not an existing address. The Spiersô true address of 

11580 Bellagio Road was verified by several other sources, and to avoid further 

confusion, the numeric correction has been made here and duly noted. 

 

117 Horneôs star turn on Suspense: On November 9, 1944, Lena Horne guest-starred on 

Suspense in episode entitled ñYou Were Wonderful.ò Portraying a fictional nightclub 

chanteuse named Lorna Dean, Lena would perform three songs which Kay had arranged 

for the program: ñEmbraceable Youò (George Gershwin-Ira Gershwin), ñOne Dozen 

Rosesò (Lewis-Washburn-Jurgens-Donovan), and ñAmerica (My Country ôTis of Thee)ò 

(Samuel Francis Smith), backed by Lud Gluskin and His Orchestra. Written by Robert L. 

Richards, the plot revolved around how a singer discovers that her nightclub employer is 

actually a Nazi spy who was using song selections as a way to convey secret signals to an 

enemy submarine off the coast of Buenos Aires. A report in Screen Romances noted: 

ñLena Horne was given her first dramatic role in Suspenseòðthough the more obvious 

milestone was conveyed in the photograph that accompanied the blurb showing Lena, a 

African American woman, rehearsing with Bill Spier, her Caucasian director. This 

casting coup was not just an opportunity for a chanteuse to test her acting skills. Horne 

was the first African American star to headline the phenomenally popular radio show. In 
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those days, African Americans were rarely promoted as the top stars of anything other 

than ñraceò pictures made specifically for black audiences. Yes, a Best Supporting 

Actress Oscar had been awarded to Hattie McDaniel for Gone With the Wind (MGM, 

1939) but it was for playing a ñmammyò slave in a production that focused on Clark 

Gable and Vivian Leigh. More times than not, black actors were relegated to subservient 

roles in white-dominated Hollywood moviesïand McDaniel was no exception. Lena 

Horne, on the other hand, refused to go along with that stereotype. In 1942, when she 

became the first black performer to be awarded a major studio contract, it was with the 

understanding that she would not be obligated to portray servantsða condition that 

handicapped her entrée into mainstream Hollywood movies. With the notable exceptions 

of Cabin in the Sky and Stormy Weather (both with primarily black casts), Lenaôs screen 

appearances were often designed as standalone musical numbers that could easily be cut 

out in racist Southern markets that were not accepting of black performers. And so, when 

Kay Thompson suggested Lena for an episode of Suspense, Bill Spier knew he would 

encounter resistance. There were concerns that Roma Wines would pull its sponsorship, 

in addition to fears that certain Southern affiliates of CBS might preempt the broadcast 

altogether. But, with MGM on his side, Spier pressed forward with the plan, refusing to 

take ñnoò for an answer. ñIt was an event of terrific importance to Lena,ò noted 

Movieland magazine, ñfor it was the first time a performance of hers was judged on merit 

alone; she was announced only as the star of the play, without reference to her race.ò 

After all, the color of oneôs skin was irrelevant on radio. However, even though Spier 

could have taken the easy route by having Horne portray a character whose race was 

never identified, instead, he brazenly chose to make a point of it. In the following 

exchange between Lenaôs character, Lorna, and the villainous Nazi sympathizer, Mr. 

Harmon, race relations were front and center: 

 

HARMON: I dare say [the war] has been disillusioning to a lot of people. Take your 

people in America, for instance. Not much for them to fight for, is there? 

 

LORNA: Well, a lot of them are fighting, just the same. 

 

HARMON: I dare say. Anythingôs better than what they have at home, eh? Strange 

war, though. The Japanese now. I understand that they have certain very 

progressive policies towards the, uh, colored races. 

 

LORNA: Except for the Chinese, I suppose. 

 

HARMON: Yes, well, Chinese. Backward people, you know. Always have been 

Communists and so on. Continually just the same, all this race business. 

 

LORNA: I suppose it is to some people. 

 

HARMON: Or how about the Nazis? Cute devils. All this talk about a master race. 

Ha, ha! They donôt mean a word of it, you know. 

 

LORNA: Canôt we talk about something else? 
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No doubt, the network and the sponsor wished the subject would be dropped but it wasnôt 

long before the dialogue returned to polemic territory. When a friend named Johnny 

points out that this shady South American nightclub might be paying its singers with 

blood money, Lorna refuses to give up her job. 

 

JOHNNY: Youôre really a cold-hearted dame, arenôt ya? 

 

LORNA: Listen, Johnny, Iôm an entertainer because I like it. And because itôs the 

only way I can make enough money to live halfway like a human being. With 

money, I can do what I want to doé more or less. I can live where I want to. Go 

where I want to. Be like other peopleé more or less. Do you know what even that 

much freedom means to someone like me, Johnny? 

 

No whitewashing here. This broadcast was one of the most daring half-hour dramas of its 

time. Spier noted that in the Suspense studio, Lena ñseemed so poised, so sure of herself 

and her every speech, so business-like in her approach to the role.ò However, Horneôs 

composure was an act. ñShe was scared half to death,ò Bill soon discovered. ñHer hand, 

when she grabbed mine for encouragement, was ice cold. Part of it stemmed from 

nervousness, yes; every true artist is nervous about a performance. Most of it, however, 

came from her great anxiety to justify the chance which had been given her.ò When 

contacted for this book in 2002, Lena Horne confirmed being ñvery nervousò doing her 

turn on Suspense, but she liked her director. ñBill was marvelous and intelligent. Anyone 

married to Kay would have to be strong. It takes a very intelligent man to marry a strong 

woman.ò Without the Spiersô courageous commitment to the cause, Lenaôs big night on 

Suspense would never have happened. It was an especially memorable and proud evening 

for members of the black community who were glued to their radios in record numbers. It 

appears that nothing negative surfaced in the media, no doubt thanks in large part to 

MGMôs powerful public relations fixer, Howard Strickling, who routinely tried to keep 

racial censorship incidents out of the press. Reports after the fact were uniformly 

positive, with Movieland magazine declaring the response to be ñphenomenal.ò However, 

there must have been some ruffled feathers behind closed doors because Lenaôs guest 

shot would be the only time a black star appeared on Suspense during its entire twenty-

year run, from 1942 to 1962. Even so, Lena made good on her determination to shine. 

ñShe reminded me of a panther, with its strength all sheathed,ò Spier rhapsodized after 

the broadcast. ñOnce I began to work with her, however, I soon discovered that added 

ingredient that makes you aware, not what a beautiful colored girl she is, but what a 

remarkable woman. And thatôs what came over the air. Just as Dietrich, Orson Welles, or 

Charles Boyer are sharply profiled and different from the everyday hero or heroine, so 

Lena is different from the average, run-of-the-mill artist. Even the cadence and heft of her 

voice is highly personalized.ò Horne certainly made an impression. The broadcast scared 

the bejesus out of her six-year-old daughter, Gail. ñI was so frightened by the Nazis 

stalking [my mother] in the program,ò Gail recalled, ñthat I hid under a glass coffee table 

(the way we did under our desks in school), much to the contemptuous amusement of my 

littl e brother. That same night Air Raid Warden [Humphrey] Bogart came rapping on our 

door to say that a light was shining through the blackout curtains. As far as I was 

concerned, real life was just like the movies.ò Screen Romances, 3/1945; Movieland, 

8/1945; Buckley, Gail Lumet. The Hornes: An American Family. New York: Plume 
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Books, 1987, page 191; and, dialogue transcribed from the Suspense installment ñYou 

Were Wonderfulò (CBS-Radio, 11/9/1944), written by Robert L. Richards, produced and 

directed by William Spier, starring Lena Horne as Lorna Dean. 
 

117 ñOh God, what a nightò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

117 ñI figured by this timeò: Movieland, 8/1945. 

 

117 Lena prompted the mob: In an interview conducted by David Craig (husband of 

Nancy Walker from 1951-1992), Lena Horne explained that comedy was never part of 

her nightclub act until much later in her career: ñWhen Kay and I used to clown around 

[at private Hollywood parties], sheôd say, óYouôre the best living room comic we ever 

had.ô But I had never dared do it in public. I was only able to be that way with people I 

was close to. They could see that side of me that nobody else ever saw.ò Craig, David. 

On Performing: A Handbook for Actors, Dancers, Singers on the Musical Stage. New 

York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1987, pages 130-131. 
 

117 ñjust when everybody wasò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

117 Thompson and Ralph Blane: Ibid. 
 

117 ñJudy Garland and Peter Lawfordò: Ibid. 
 

117 ñKay would have no clueò: Brenner, Marie. Great Dames. New York: Crown 

Publishers, 2000, page 131. 
 

118 ñWe had the most elegantò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

118 Broadway Corned Beef Hash: Chicago Daily Tribune, 7/12/1951. 
 

118 ñAll  the parties were greatò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

118 event on the A-list calendar: Marge Champion remembered Kay being a habitué of 

Hollywoodôs A-list party circuit: ñAs No±l Coward once said, óShe had a talent to 

amuse.ô Kay was always welcome at anybodyôs party ï and she was asked a lot because 

everybody wanted to see her perform. It was like Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne who had a 

talent for taking songs and writing special lyrics for peopleôs birthdays or anniversaries 

and so they were invited to everybodyôs parties. But I donôt know how well any of us got 

to really know what made these people tick. You didnôt have conversations about politics 
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or religion. It was more about showbiz and maybe the traffic in Los Angeles. But we 

adored Kayðand Gower [Champion, Margeôs husband], in particular, absolutely revered 

her talent as a performer and her style of dance and movement.ò From the authorôs 

interview with Marge Champion. 

 

118 July Fourth at Villa Tramonto: Joseph Cotten and his wife, Lenore Kipp, lived at 

17800 Tramonto Drive, Pacific Palisades. Stars and Stripes (Darmstadt, Germany), 

4/16/1976; Cotten, Joseph. Vanity Will Get You Nowhere: An Autobiography. San 

Francisco: Mercury House, 1987, page 124.  
 

118 ñWe had the Ramsò: Stars and Stripes (Darmstadt, Germany), 4/16/1976. 
 

118 ñI would sing with Kayò: Café Gala was located at 1114 Horn Avenue above Sunset 

Boulevard in West Hollywood, up the hill from the now-defunct Tower Records. After 

Café Gala folded, it became the now-defunct flagship location of Spago where Swifty 

Lazar held his famous Oscar parties. 
 

118 ñWe would just close downò: Bogle, Donald. Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams: The 

Story of Black Hollywood. New York: Ballantine Books, 2005, pages 254ï55. 
 

119 ñJudy Garland, Donald OôConnorò: Lowell Sun (Lowell, Maine), 6/8/1959. Frances 

Edwards was a former hostess for the commissary on the MGM lot. 

 

119 Beneath all the merriment: In the first hardback edition of this book (published by 

Simon & Schuster on November 2, 2010), the last two paragraphs of Chapter Four read 

as follows: 

 

Beneath all the merriment, however, Thompson was tired of waiting for a  

shot on the silver screen, and her resentment was not always kept in check. In  

his unpublished memoir, jazz composer Alec Wilder observed that after Kay  

had been in Hollywood for a while, ña tougher, harsher, more cynical personò  

emerged. 

       Kay had reason to be cynical. Bolstering the careers of others was a bit- 

tersweet endeavor for someone who craved the spotlight so intently. But, for  

the time being, Kay had no choice but to submerge those feelings and bide her  

time. 

 

Subsequently, the author discovered and verified that, around 1944-45, Kay Thompsonôs 

husband, Bill Spier, directed and produced a musical-mystery radio series pilot entitled 

Kay Thompsonôs Club Midnight. It was more or less a hybrid of his Kay Thompson 

Forecast pilot, ñ51 East 51ò (CBS, 7/21/1941), and the Lena Horne episode of Suspense, 

ñYou Were Wonderfulò (CBS, 11/9/1944), both set in nightclubs. Kay Thompsonôs Club 

Midnight would feature weekly crime stories set in and around Club Midnight, a cabaret 

owned by Thompson, who was also the hostess, headliner, and amateur sleuth. 

Hardboiled plots would be interspersed with musical numbers by Thompson and various 

guest starsðpresumably many of her MGM colleagues who were already populating 

Suspense on a regular basis. According to Daily Variety, 1/22/1945, the pilot for Kay 
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Thompsonôs Club Midnight was under consideration by the Philip Morris tobacco 

company for sponsorship (to replace its CBS quiz show parody It Pays to Be Ignorant), 

but the firm ultimately passed. No other sponsors took the bait, so the series never got off 

the ground. No recording of the pilot (nor copy of the script) has surfaced. SOURCES: 

The authorôs interview with Peggy Rea; Daily Variety, 2/15/1944 and 1/22/1945. 
 

The author believes this pilot is another example of Kayôs passionate desire to emerge 

from the shadows of ñbehind-the-scenesò work at MGMðand it also demonstrates how 

her aspirations for stardom were frustratingly stymied once again. The author felt these 

details were important indicators of Thompsonôs state of mind, so, the last two 

paragraphs of Chapter Four should be adjusted to read as follows:  

 

Beneath all the merriment, however, Thompson envied the stars around  

her. Determined to boost her profile as an actress, she and her husband con- 

cocted a musical-mystery radio pilot entitled Kay Thompsonôs Club Midnight,  

a hybrid of the Thompson Forecast pilot, ñ51 East 51,ò and the Lena Horne  

episode of Suspense, ñYou Were Wonderful,ò both set in nightclubs. The 

idea was for Kay to play a cabaret star who solves crimes on the sideðwith  

big-name guest stars dropping by each week. Spierôs golden imprimatur  

as director and producer made the project even more enticing. Nonetheless,  

no sponsors signed on, so the series never got on the air. 

      Feeling unappreciated and underutilized, Thompsonôs resentment  

mountedðand was not always kept in check. In his unpublished memoir,  

jazz composer Alec Wilder observed that after Kay had been in Hollywood  

for a while, ña tougher, harsher, more cynical personò emerged. She had  

reason to be cynical. Bolstering the careers of others was a bittersweet  

endeavor for someone who craved the spotlight so intently. But, stuck in a  

dead-end job, Kay had no choice but to submerge those feelings and bide  

her time. 

 

119 ña tougher, harsherò: Wilder, Alec. Life Story. Unpublished, circa 1971, pages 69ï

71. Typescript (189 pages) contained in the Alec Wilder Archive, Eastman School of 

Music. Courtesy of Alec Wilder authority and historian David Demsey. 

 

 

Chapter Five: Friend of Dorothy 
 

120 ñKay is my best criticò: Modern Screen, 3/1947. 

 

120 Kay Thompsonôs contribution: In addition to her embellishment of ñOn the Atchison, 

Topeka and the Sante Fe,ò Kayôs stamp was all over The Harvey Girls. So much so that, 

according to various legal department memos regarding record sales royalties, Kay 

Thompson was officially listed as a co-writer on ñSwing Your Partner óRound and 

óRoundò (Harry Warren-Kay Thompson-Johnny Mercer) and ñMarch of the Doagiesò 

(Harry Warren-Kay Thompson). The latter song, nicknamed ñJudy of Arc,ò was cut from 

the final film, but later included in Thatôs Entertainment! III (MGM, 1994), as well as the 

original soundtrack CD, performed by Judy Garland and Kayôs large studio chorus that 
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included Ralph Blane, Don Williams, Joe Karnes, Don Ellis, Eugene Dorian, Ginny 

OôConnor, and Frankie Laine. Kay also collaborated on a number entitled ñTraining 

Montage (The Train Must Be Fed),ò a number performed by Edward Earle, Selena Royle, 

Marjorie Main, Joe Karnes (Kayôs rehearsal pianist and key chorus member), and girl 

chorus (featuring call-outs by Judy Garland, Virginia OôBrien, Cyd Charisse and Elva 

Kellogg). Although the liner notes to the 1996 soundtrack CD credits ñTraining 

Montageò with ñMusic and Lyrics by Roger Edens, Conrad Salinger and Harry Warren,ò 

this appears to be erroneous. The actual lyric sheet for ñTraining Montage,ò found in the 

MGM music files, dated January 15, 1945, reads: ñMusic & Lyrics by Kay Thompson, 

Ralph Blane and Roger Edens.ò Additionally, Kay took several of Harry Warrenôs 

melodies and weaved them together into a big, brassy instrumental entitled ñRay Bolger 

Dance;ò the original orchestration chart reads ñby Harry Warren and Kay Thompson.ò 

Roger Edens hired Ray Bolger for The Harvey Girls to play a nerd who comes alive 

during a standout solo dance sequence. The casting choice was met with considerable 

skepticism. ñEverybody thought [Bolger] would be terrible,ò Kay told writer Stephen M. 

Silverman. But, at Edensô request, Kay worked in concert with choreographer Bob Alton 

to fashion a frenetic instrumental ñmiddletureò that would challenge Bolger to new 

heights of rubbery calisthenics, resulting in Bolgerôs most memorable screen time since 

playing the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz. ñRay Bolgeréwas absolutely wonderful in 

that part,ò Kay fondly recalled. ñAbsolutely fabulous.ò The Harvey Girls (R2-72151), 

Turner Classic Movies Music / Rhino Movie Music, CD released 1996; from the lyric 

sheet for ñTraining Montageò (from Harvey Girls), dated 1/15/1945, ñMusic & Lyrics by 

Kay Thompson, Ralph Blane and Roger Edens,ò found in the MGM Collection archived 

at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, 

archivist; and, from Stephen M. Silvermanôs August 1993 interviews with Kay 

Thompson. Used by special permission and courtesy of Stephen M. Silverman. Portions 

of the interviews appear in Stephen M. Silvermanôs book, Dancing on the Ceiling: 

Stanley Donen and His Movies, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996. 

 

120 ñscreamingò: From Stephen M. Silvermanôs August 1993 interviews with Kay 

Thompson. Used by special permission and courtesy of Stephen M. Silverman. Portions 

of the interviews appear in Stephen M. Silvermanôs book Dancing on the Ceiling: Stanley 

Donen and His Movies (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996). 
 

121 ñTheyôre going to make meò: Furia, Philip, and Michael Lasser. Americaôs Songs: 

The Stories behind the Songs of Broadway, Hollywood, and Tin Pan Alley. New York: 

Routledge, 2006, page 210. 
 

121 ñWhat are you talkingò: Furia, Philip. Skylark: The Life and Times of Johnny 

Mercer. New York: St. Martinôs Press, 2003, page 157. 
 

121 ñThat number was justò: From Stephen M. Silvermanôs August 1993 interviews 

with Kay Thompson. Used by special permission and courtesy of Stephen M. Silverman. 

 

121 Garland at the mike: The Harvey Girls opens with the ballad, ñIn the Valley (Where 

the Eveninô Sun Goes Down),ò beautifully sung by Judy Garland. It is reprised later in 

the film as a duet between Garland and Kenny Baker. In recent years, an amazing 
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discovery was found in the MGM vaults: a demo recording of Judy Garland and Kay 

Thompson singing ñIn the Valley (Where the Evening Sun Goes Down),ò accompanied 

on piano by Roger Edens (recorded April 23, 1945). It is the only known recording of 

Judy and Kay singing together and is happily available as supplemental material on the 

1996 CD soundtrack of The Harvey Girls (Turner Classic Movies Music / Rhino Movie 

Music.R2-72151). The track was also licensed for the three-CD collection Think Pink! A 

Kay Thompson Party (Sepia Records 1135), released in the UK in 2009. 
 

121 ñOn Harvey Girls, Judyò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay 

Thompson, archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, 

Ned Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 

Portions of the interviews appear in Hugh Fordinôs book The World of Entertainment! 

Hollywoodôs Greatest Musicals: The Freed Unit at MGM (New York: Doubleday, 1975). 

 

121 one of her largest choruses: For the earlier sections of ñOn the Atchison, Topeka and 

the Santa Fe,ò many members of the cast had to come in to record individual lines, 

including Virginia OôBrien, Marjorie Main, and Ray Bolger. And for the choral parts, 

Kay assembled one of her largest choruses ever, 40 strong. ñI'm on the soundtrack for 

óOn the Atchison, Topeka and the Santa Feô in The Harvey Girls,ò recalled Andy 

Williams. ñI still remember every note of that arrangement.ò Recorded January 5, 6 and 

8, 1945, the mammoth choir also included Don Williams, Bob Williams, the Music 

Maids (Patt Hyatt, Alice Ludes, Dottie Messmer, Trudy Erwin), Ralph Blane, Joe Karnes, 

Earl Brown, Loulie Jean Norman (former Rhythm Singer), Jimmie Garland (Judyôs older 

sister), Ginny OôConnor (later Mrs. Henry Mancini), Lee Gotch (formerly of Six Hits and 

a Miss), William Seckler (formerly of Six Hits and a Miss), Dorothy McCarty, Mary 

Moder, Jud Conlon, Dorothy Jackson, Judy Matson, Ruth Clark, Dorothy Wilkerson, 

Vivian Edwards, Kenneth Rundquist, Claude Martin, Arnet Amos, and Marion Doenges 

(Kayôs younger sister). In Theater, 4/26/1999; and, from The Harvey Girls music files in 

the MGM Collection archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-

Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

121 ñI learned that MGMò: Lou Weiss, who later represented Kay in the mid-1950s 

when she was with the William Morris Agency, recalled, ñKay once told me that she 

picked Frankie Laine out of the chorus at Metro and said, óYouôre different. You have 

something. Youôre gonna be famous one day.ôò And indeed, he was. Laine went on to 

become a major recording artist with hits such as ñThatôs My Desireò (1947), ñMule 

Trainò (1949), ñOn Sunny Side of the Streetò (1951), ñI Believeò (1953) and ñMoonlight 

Gamblerò (1957). He may be best remembered, however, for his iconic theme songs for 

the hit television series Rawhide (CBS-TV, 1959-66), starring Clint Eastwood, and for 

Mel Brooksô Blazing Saddles (Warner Brothers, 1974). Born in Chicago in 1913, Frankie 

Laine was the son of Al Caponeôs barber. When he was just an altar boy, Frankie began 

singing in the choir at the Immaculate Conception Church which led to sporadic work on 

the vaudeville circuit as a singer and songwriterðthough success remained elusive. At 

age 28, he chucked it all to work as a machinist in a Cleveland factory. During one 

graveyard shift, he was listening to a local radio program on WHK and heard a song by a 

trio known as the Barries (Lee, Sharon, and Linda Barrie). He was so taken with their 

sound, he contrived to meet them and promptly fell in love with Linda who became his 
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fiancée. In August 1943, when the trio got a contract to sing with Johnny Mercer on 

Capitol Records in Hollywood, Frankie quit his job and followed the girls to California. 

Initially, his plan was to manage the Barries but, after a painful break-up with Linda, he 

decided to push his own career as a singer again. ñI learned that MGM was holding 

auditions for their all-male chorus,ò Laine explained in his autobiography, ñso I went 

over to Culver City and tried out for a lady named Kay Thompson. I did a jazz tune for 

her and she liked what she heard. As part of the chorus I sang background music on The 

Harvey Girls.ò Contacted for this book in 2006, Laine elaborated, ñAside from chorus 

singing on that picture, Kay booked me to dub in the voice for a dancerða great big 

guyðin óMarch of the Doagies.ôò Thompson also gave Laine encouragement regarding 

his career. In an interview in the Chicago Tribune, Laine told writer Steven H. Scheuer, 

ñKay says to me now: óWhen the time is right and the place is right and other intangibles 

come together, youôll make it. In the meantime, you go on doing whatever you can.ô So I 

keep on trying and when I miss I just say, óSo it wasnôt the right time yet.ô That might be 

a defense mechanism, tooé [but] Iôm taking Kay Thompsonôs advice: óWhen the time is 

right and the place is right.ôò Chicago Tribune, 2/7/1959; Laine, Frankie, with Joseph F. 

Laredo. That Lucky Old Son: The Autobiography of Frankie Laine. Ventura: Pathfinder 

Publishing of California, 1993, pages 52-57. 
 

121 ñto dub in the voiceò: From the authorôs 2006 interview with Frankie Laine. 

 

121 changed her name to Marion (with an o): Marian Fink, Kayôs younger sister, 

changed her name to Marion (with an o) Doenges when she married an Air Force pilot 

named Robert Doenges on July 26, 1942. Marriage date courtesy of Jeffrey G. Fink Sr. 

(Kayôs nephew). 
 

121 ñthe librarian in the Musicò: A list titled ñMusic Department Personnelò dated April 

1946 lists ñMary Thompsonò as the secretary to George Schneider. Mary was, in fact, 

Marion Fink Doenges, Kay Thompsonôs younger sister. Her address is listed as ñ617 

North Alpine Drive, Beverly Hills.ò From the MGM Collection at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 
 

121 ñhired Marion for $100ò: From the MGM Collection at the University of Southern 

California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

121 Cydôs voice double: Kayôs younger sister, Marion Doenges, dubbed Cyd Charisseôs 

parts in ñItôs a Great Big Worldò with Judy Garland and Virginia OôBrien (recorded 

January 5, 1945) and ñWait and Seeò with Kenny Baker (recorded January 16, 1945), 

credited on the MGM recording logs as ñMarion Doenges.ò Because of the unfamiliar 

last name, not everyone aware that Doenges was Thompsonôs sister, least of all Cyd 

Charisse who, when contacted for this book, was astonished to learn this fact. Charisse 

told Vanity Fair writer-at-large Marie Brenner that Kay was ña bundle of energy. I 

remember her flying by in the rehearsal hall with all this vivaciousness and energy ï 

there was nobody more enthusiastic about everything than Kay.ò Brenner, Marie. Great 

Dames. New York: Crown Publishers, 2000, page 131; and, from the MGM Collection at 

the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, 

archivist. 
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122 For Lansburyôs vocal: Virginia Rees dubbed the singing voices of Eleanor Powell in 

Broadway Melody of 1940 (MGM, 1940) and Marlene Dietrich in The Lady Is Willing 

(Columbia, 1942). On the subject of The Lady Is Willing, Rees was quoted in Classic 

Images, ñAfter one of [Dietrichôs] songs, Fred MacMurray, who starred opposite her, said 

something like, óI didnôt know you could sing.ô This got a big laugh from the preview 

audience because she had been just a hair off-key. I was in the choir in the background of 

the number in question, and Morris Stoloff [head of Columbiaôs music department], who 

liked my work, asked me to dub Marlene.ò For The Harvey Girls, Rees sang Angela 

Lansburyôs two big numbers, ñWait and Seeò and ñOh, You Kid,ò in prerecording 

sessions directed by Kay Thompson on February 15, 1945. Classic Images, 11/1998. 
 

122 ñIt was all rather hush-hushò: Classic Images, 11/1998. 
 

122 ñLansbury had been replacedò: From the Easy to Wed trivia page on the 

NotStarring.com website (www.notstaring.com/movies/easy-to-wed). 

 

122 Lucille Ball lip-synching: Prior to being dubbed by Virginia Rees in Easy to Wed 

(MGM, 1946), Lucille Ballôs singing voice had been dubbed by a variety of singers 

including Trudy Erwin for Too Many Girls (RKO, 1940), Martha Mears for Du Barry 

Was a Lady (MGM, 1943), and Gloria Grafton for Meet the People (MGM, 1944).  
 

122 ñLunch was divineò: From Hugh Fordinôs 1971ï72 interviews with Kay Thompson, 

archived at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned 

Comstock, archivist. Used by special permission and courtesy of Hugh Fordin. 
 

122 ñThe clannishness of usò: Ibid. 
 

122 ñKay used that voiceò: In addition to Angela Lansbury, a host of others claimed that 

Kay used her Eloise voice during her MGM days, including Skitch Henderson, Frankie 

Laine, Ginny OôConnor Mancini, Alice Sizer Ludes, and Leonard Bluett. 
 

122 ñUntil Bill gave Sinatraò: Graham, Sheilah. The Garden of Allah. New York: Crown 

Publishers, 1970, page 202. 

 

123 premier radio director-producer: At the height of his success with Suspense, Bill 

Spier became known as ñHitchcock of the Airwaves.ò In fact, Alfred Hitchcock himself 

was an enthusiast of the series. Peggy Rea recalled, ñAlfred Hitchcock was such a big fan 

of the show. For Suspense, we used very fine scripts, adaptations and stories. Hitchcock 

used to call at least once a month right as the show was going off the air. Heôd call at the 

booth. I would answer and say, óBill, itôs Mr. Hitchcock.ô Hitchcock would say, óTell me 

again who wrote it. I want to talk to him.ôò Hitchcock would later acquire the television 

rights to many of his favorite Suspense episodes for dramatization on Alfred Hitchcock 

Presentsðincluding ñBanquoôs Chairò (CBS-TV, May 9, 1959) which he directed 

himself. Grams, Jr., Martin. Suspense: Twenty Years of Thrills and Chills. Kearney, NE: 

Morris Publishing, 1997, page 43; and, excerpt from taped interview with Peggy Rea by 

John Scheinfeld conducted 2/16/1990. Courtesy of John Scheinfeld. 
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123 Spier had been hired: Vidette-Messenger (Valparaiso, Indiana), 1/22/1945; Sunday 

Times-Signal (Zanesville, Ohio), 8/20/1944; Screen Romances, 3/1945; Fresno Bee 

(Fresno, California), 4/26/1946. 

 

123 frustratingly stymied: Not only did Spierôs movie ambitions hit a brick wall, his 

desire to launch Kay Thompsonôs Club Midnight, a new radio series starring his wife, did 

not pan out either.  

 

123 ñhonorably dischargedò: Jack Jenney enlisted in the navy on December 3, 1943, for 

two years of service. He was sent to the U.S. Naval Training Station in San Diego, where 

he was classified as ñPetty Officer, third class, Truman Elliot (Jack Jenney) [sic; his birth 

name was Truman Elliott Jenney; his nickname was Jack], A. F. Co. 43ï541.ò 

Unfortunately, his alcohol-ravaged body was not up to the physical rigors of boot camp. 

ñJenney was stricken with a fever shortly after he entered the service two months ago,ò 

reported Down Beat, 2/1/1944. After his convalescence, he was assigned to the Fleet 

Music School, where he earned the rating of musician third class. Then he was 

transferred to a base in Gulfport, Mississippi, where he earned the rating of apprentice 

seaman. However, after having served only nine months and three daysðall on American 

soilðJack was suddenly sent home on September 5, 1944. According to his honorable 

discharge certificate, Jack was ñnot physically qualified for enlistmentò due to a 

ñphysical disability existing prior to enlistment.ò It further stated that Jack ñdoes not 

require treatment or hospitalizationò but ñis not recommended for reenlistment.ò His 

weight at the time was listed as 141 poundsðskin and bones for a man five feet ten 

inches tall. Information from the honorable discharge certificate issued by the navy to 

Jack Jenney is courtesy of Jack Jenneyôs son, John Jenney, and Johnôs half-brother, Frank 

Watson. 
 

123 Having declared bankruptcy: Details of Jack Jenneyôs bankruptcy were reported in 

Down Beat, 9/15/1941. The Harvey Girls sessions are available on MCA Recordsô 1994 

CD box set collection Judy Garland: The Complete Decca Masters (Plus) (MCAC4-

11059). 
 

123 hospitalized with kidney failure: Jazz Journal, 10/1996. 
 

123 ñperitonitis after complicationsò: Death certificate courtesy of Jack Jenneyôs son, 

John Jenney, and Johnôs half-brother, Frank Watson. Jackôs body was cremated. Other 

information is from Jack Jenneyôs obituary in Down Beat, 1/1/1946. 

 

123 duties on Easy to Wed: Kay also worked on Easy to Wed (MGM, 1946), a musical 

remake of Libeled Lady, starring Van Johnson, Esther Williams and Lucille Ball, directed 

by Edward Buzzell and produced by Jack Cummings. Johnny Green, the musical director 

on the picture, routinely placed Ted Duncan in charge of orchestrations and Kay 

Thompson in charge of vocalsðand this film would be no exception. The movie opened 

with a big production number, ñThe Continental Polkaò (Johnny Green-Ralph Blane), 

performed by Lucille Ball and twelve chorus boys and girls. As mentioned earlier, Ball 

lip-synched to the singing voice of Virginia Rees, accompanied by a predominantly 
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female choir under Thompsonôs direction. Prerecorded on March 2 and 3, 1945, the song 

also included a manly verse featuring the quartet harmonies of Andy Williams, Joe 

Karnes, Lee Gotch, and Jud Conlon (Conlon was replaced by Leighton Noble on the 

second recording day)ðalthough, for reasons unknown, this male section of the song was 

edited out of the final version used in the film. But that was the least of the cuts. Johnny 

Green and lyricist Ralph Blane collaborated on four more numbers for the picture, none 

of which were used: ñTell Ya What Iôm Gonna Do,ò sung by Van Johnson and Jean 

Porter, prerecorded May 28, 1945, but cut after a test screening; ñGonna Fall in Love 

with You,ò intended for Van Johnson but never recorded; ñLetôs Get This Over With;ò 

and ñContinental Fan-Tan.ò Also cut was the Esther Williams-Van Johnson vocal version 

of ñToca tu Sambaò (Raul Soler), prerecorded April 19, 1945. Instead, the song was 

assigned to Ethel Smith, the same novelty swing organist who had just appeared in 

Bathing Beauty and Twice Blessed. And, although a prerecording was made of ñVive 

Mexicoò (Pedro Galindo), sung by Esther Williams with Thompsonôs large chorus 

(including Verlaine Jones and Barbara Whitson), it was replaced in the film by two 

versions of the same song performed by the strolling Guadalajara Trio (Mario Santos, L. 

Leyva, J. Castillon), first in a restaurant scene, and later reprised at the finale with Kayôs 

choir. Two more numbers were planned for Esther Williams that bit the dust: ñGuabina 

Chiquinquire¶aò (Bambuco); and ñCanôt I Do Anything But Swimò (Harriet Lee), a 

parody of Frank Sinatraôs 1940 hit song, ñEverything Happens to Meò (Tom Adair-Matt 

Dennis). Aside from ñThe Continental Polka,ò the only other big production number that 

made it into the final cut of Easy to Wed was ñBoneca de Pixeò (Ary Barroso), sung by 

Esther Williams and Van Johnson with Thompsonôs large chorus, backed by Johnny 

Greenôs orchestra, featuring an organ solo by Ethel Smith, prerecorded April 19, 1945. 

Hanson, Patricia King, exec. ed. American Film Institute Catalog of Motion Pictures 

Produced in the United States, Feature Films, 1941ï1950. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1971, production notes for Easy to Wed; and, from the MGM Collection 

at the University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, 

archivist. 

 

123 Twice Blessed: Produced by Arthur L. Field and directed by Harry Beaumont, Twice 

Blessed was a starring vehicle for the twenty-two-year-old Wilde Twins, Lee and Lyn.  

ñThe film is predicated on a mistaken-identity gimmick,ò wrote Hal Erickson in All 

Movie Guide, ñwith ótypicalô teenage girl Terry Turner (Lee Wilde) trading places with 

her high-IQ look-alike Stephanie Hale (Lyn Wilde).ò Although the main titles credited 

David Snell for ñMusical Direction,ò Earl Brent for ñMusical Arrangements,ò and Wally 

Heglin for ñOrchestrations,ò the trio got quite a bit of uncredited help from their superiors 

on the lot. Half of the score cues were composed by Lennie Hayton and many of the 

vocal and choral arrangements were done by Kay Thompson. Even Ralph Blane and 

Charles Walters got into the act by collaborating with Earl Brent on an instrumental 

jitterbug cue called ñStephanie Plays Jukebox.ò The studio initially wanted the four 

Williams Brothers to appear in the movieôs big production number of ñLero-Lero / Bem 

Te Vi Atrevidoò (Benedicto Lacerda- Eratosteres Frazão) but, at that time, Bob Williams 

was still serving in the military. So, settling on just a trio of brothers, Andy, Dick and 

Don Williams were each paid $50 to prerecord the song, under Kayôs coaching and 

direction, on February 15, 1945. (The very same day, the boys were used in Thompsonôs 

choir for some prerecording sessions for The Harvey Girls). Unfortunately, when it came 
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time to film the number, the Williamsô appearance was nixed and, instead, the song was 

performed instrumentally on the organ by Ethel Smith (soon to be Mrs. Ralph Bellamy, 

from August 1945 to 1947). Smith had previously appeared in Bathing Beauty (MGM, 

1944), in the role of the music teacher for which Kay Thompson had been screen-tested. 

(It is a bit startling in hind sight to realize that in Ethel Smithôs short movie career, she 

managed to usurp screen time from both Kay Thompson and the Williams Brothers.) 

Smithôs signature song, ñTico-Tico No Fub§,ò (Zequinha De Abreu-Ervin Drake), 

performed in Bathing Beauty, was released on Decca Records with ñLero-Lero / Bem Ti 

Vi Atrevidoò from Twice Blessed as the B-side (Decca 23353). From the Williams 

Brothersô employment index card in the MGM music files archived at the University of 

Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

123 and Abbott and Costello in Hollywood: While completing work on The Harvey Girls 

and Easy to Wed, Kay began working on Abbott and Costello in Hollywood (MGM, 

1945), produced by Martin A. Gosch and S. Sylvan Simon (who also directed the 

picture), starring Bud Abbott and Lou Costello, Frances Rafferty, Bob Stanton, and a 

cameo appearance by Lucille Ball as herself. On familiar turf, Thompson found herself 

arranging the vocals for several numbers composed by Hugh Martin and Ralph Blane. 

With no particular projects in mind, Hugh and Ralph had a whole backlog of songs just 

sitting on the shelf, waiting for the right opportunities to come along. This proved to be 

especially advantageous when Hugh was away serving in the Army, no longer available 

to collaborate with Ralph on a regular basis. So, when Abbott and Costello in Hollywood 

was in need of songs, Blane dusted off seven ñnewò Martin-Blane originals, adapting 

and/or completing the lyrics to fit the particular needs of the picture. Because Ralph was 

spending so much time with Kay, it is all but certain that she would have been influential 

in the finishing of those songs, especially given that she was officially in charge of their 

vocal arrangements. Two of the Martin-Blane songsðñI Like Loveò and ñCharm Against 

Troubleòðwere dropped before they were recorded. Two more were recorded but 

ultimately not used: ñThe Cocabola Tree,ò sung by Lou Costello, Jean Porter and the 

Lyttle Sisters (Sally, Darlene, Dorothy and Sue Gourly), and ñShake Your Salt (On the 

Bluebirdôs Tail),ò sung by former Music Maid Bobbie Canvin (dubbing for Frances 

Rafferty) and a male trio (Joe Karnes, Claude Martin, John Moss). The three songs that 

made it to the screen were: ñI Hope the Band Keeps Playing,ò sung by Bob Stanton and 

the Lyttle Sisters; ñAs I Remember You,ò sung by Bob Stanton; and, last but not least, 

ñFun on the Wonderful Midway,ò sung by Bob Stanton, Bobbie Canvin (again dubbing 

for Rafferty), and Kayôs large chorus. From the MGM Collection archived at the 

University of Southern California Cinema-Television Library, Ned Comstock, archivist. 

 

123 delirious choral arrangement: Thanks to Thompsonôs delirious vocal treatment, 

ñFun on the Wonderful Midwayò from Abbott and Costello in Hollywood is, for better or 

worse, the standout among them. Included as a bonus track on the Rhino / Handmade CD 

soundtrack of Best Foot Forward (Rhino RHMT 7774), ñFun on the Wonderful Midwayò 

is startling to hear, if not at times painful. Kayôs frantic choral eruptions spiral to 

outlandish heights that some might deem the nadir of her MGM output. Admittedly, 

played on its own, this track sounds above and beyond even Kayôs own over-the-top 

benchmark. Only when heard in the context of the film itself is the breadth of Kayôs 

genius evident. At the climax of the motion picture, a movie within the movie is being 




