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      “Gary Giddins has performed a great service in tracking Crosby’s life and career so scrupulously. He’s not only superb on
         the music, but he also has lovingly considered the films of the ’30s…. A masterly performance.”
      

      — Robert Gottlieb, New York Times Book Review

      “A literary tour de force that redefines the pejorative genre ‘show-business biography’ and suggests the genre’s potential
         as serious scholarship and even perhaps as art…. Bing Crosby: A Pocketful of Dreams is a compelling narrative of one of our most important and underrated historical figures, and it’s a durable companion. You
         have to read the book to get to know him; maybe reread it. It’s that good.”
      

      — Bruce McCabe, Boston Globe

      “An ambitious, literate, and eminently readable biography of the famed crooner…. Giddins’s account is big, but lean; there’s
         no padding, but instead a wealth of observation not only on Crosby’s early career but also on its social and historical context.
         A pleasure for fans, this is likely to become both the standard biography of the singer and a model for other show business
         lives.”
      

      — Kirkus Reviews

      “Bing Crosby: A Pocketful of Dreams demonstrates the advantages of good history over jaded generational memory…. In Bing Crosby, Giddins sees the story of a
         monumental cultural force, and the author has given his subject duly epic treatment.”
      

      —David Hajdu, Village Voice

      “A terrific biography…. Giddins takes a fresh and compelling look at the forgotten first half of Crosby’s long career, turning
         the clock back to the Roaring Twenties to show how Crosby started out as a hard-drinking, hard-swinging jazzman whose nonchalant
         way with a song was universally regarded, even in Harlem, as the height of hipness.”
      

      — Terry Teachout, Time

      
         “Giddins is a dangerous critic; his writing is so evocative he can make you think yourself intimate with music you’ve never
         even heard. He believes. By the end of Part One, the reader does, too.”
      

      — John Anderson, Newsday

      “Giddins has done his work diligently, cutting through the encrustation of myth and press agentry surrounding Bing Crosby
         in — and since — his lifetime, bringing welcome clarity to his rise as a singer, radio personality, and movie actor and mapping
         his personal life with admirable objectivity.”
      

      — Richard M. Sudhalter, Los Angeles Times

      “The author’s boundless but utterly clear-eyed enthusiasm for his subject is contagious.”

      — Joanne Kaufman, People

      “While Giddins covers Crosby’s personal life in detail, including his early alcoholism and marriage to actress Dixie Lee,
         the heart and soul of the book is the author’s infectious love of Bing Crosby’s performances. It’s catching.”
      

      — Tom Beer, Biography Magazine

      “Giddins offers ripe social insights and Bing Crosby: A Pocketful of Dreams soars when it shows what the singer meant to America, not just to American music.”
      

      — John Freeman, Denver Post

      “Hits all the notes, meticulously…. One of the best aspects of Giddins’s approach is his ability to place Crosby in terms
         of his time, both historically and musically. The book is an education in terms of popular music…. The definitive biography
         for the ages.”
      

      — Deirdre Donahue, USA Today

      “Giddins’s fascination with the environment from which artists emerge enhances all his writings…. He covers Bing’s fabulous
         ascendancy to stardom from 1927 to 1935 brilliantly — band singing, stage shows, radio broadcasts, filmmaking, golfing, and
         wild parties across the land.”
      

      — Philip Elwood, San Francisco Chronicle

      “No singer should be without this book. It’s the story, among other things, of the man who invented American pop singing.”

      — Tony Gieske, Hollywood Reporter

      “As Gary Giddins makes plain in his perceptive and exhaustively researched biography, Crosby was the right man at the right
         place at the right time…. Giddins has a keen understanding of who Bing Crosby was, how he got that way, and why he was so
         widely, gratefully loved. I await his second volume with eager expectation.”
      

      — Jonathan Yardley, Washington Post Book World
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         It is a pleasure to think about Bing Crosby.
      

      —Gilbert Seldes, The Public Arts

      To be interesting, a man must be complex and elusive. And I rather fancy it must be a great advantage for him to be born outside
         his proper time and place.
      

      —Max Beerbohm, Rossetti and His Circle

      The bearers of the myth of every decade seem to carry in their hands the ax and the spade to execute and inter the myth of
         the previous one.
      

      —Murray Kempton/Part of Our Time

      Whatever might have been bad in the first part of his life, was surely condemned and reformed by his better judgement.

      —Samuel Johnson, Lives of the Poets

      Let us consider the case of a bodily voice.

      —Saint Augustine, Confessions
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      INTRODUCTION

      
         There was a time, not so long ago, when it was truthfully said that no hour of the day or night, year after year, passed without
            the voice of Bing Crosby being heard somewhere on this earth.

      —Gilbert Seldes, The Public Arts(1956)
         
            1
         
         
      

      His last words were characteristic. Walking off the eighteenth green of the La Moraleja Golf Club, in a suburb of Madrid,
         Bing Crosby said, “That was a great game of golf, fellas,” and then took a few steps and was gone.
         
            2
         
          The three Spanish champions who made up the foursome had ribbed the old crooner about his ratty red sweater and white hat,
         but Bing and Manuel Pinero won by a single stroke and collected ten dollars. Bing had been in a good mood all afternoon, singing
         and laughing during the four-and-a-half-hour match, shooting a respectable 85, a lot better than his 92 the day before. He
         was scheduled to hunt partridge in the countryside the next day; then, on Sunday, fly west to the island resort of Palma de
         Majorca for more golf before starting home to San Francisco.
      

      But after what was to be his last game, shortly after 6:00 P.M. on October 14, 1977, about twenty yards from the clubhouse, Crosby silently crumpled. The others thought he had slipped.
         When they realized he had suffered a massive heart attack, they frantically 
         administered oxygen and cardiac tonic injections. An hour later, at Madrid’s Hospital de la Cruz Roja, Bing Crosby was pronounced
         dead on arrival — “cardiac insufficiency due to coronariopathies and valvular sclerosis.”
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      His death was front-page news everywhere. In the United States and Great Britain, his passing was treated as comparable to
         that of Churchill and de Gaulle. Newspapers then were edited and written by the generation of men and women who came of age
         during World War II. They remembered Crosby as a shining light during those years, not merely because Der Bingle had made
         the largest number of V-Discs and army broadcasts, toured in England and France in 1944, and raised $14.5 million in war bonds
         (a Yank magazine poll declared him the individual who had done the most for GI morale) but because perhaps more than anyone else
         he had come to define — at a time when national identity was important — what it meant to be American.
      

      Yet to the swarming generation born after the war, all the reverence was a mystery. He was known to them as a faded and not
         especially compelling celebrity, a square old man who made orange-juice commercials and appeared with his much younger family
         on Christmas telecasts that the baby boomers never watched. He had long since disappeared from movies and the hit parade.
         If children of the sixties knew his work at all, it was from his perennial hit record of “White Christmas,” TV reruns of his
         Road pictures with Bob Hope, and his duet with David Bowie on “Little Drummer Boy.” They would have been amazed to learn how advanced,
         savvy, and forceful a musician he had been in his prime.
      

      That was the cost of having played Everyman too long and too well. Harry Lillis Crosby was the most influential and successful
         popular performer in the first half of the twentieth century. His was the voice of the nation, the cannily informal personification
         of hometown decency — friendly, unassuming, melodious, irrefutably American. In his looser and wilder years, when the magnitude
         of his stardom was without precedent or equal, he had been reckoned the epitome of cool. But universal acceptance demanded
         of him a willful blandness that obscured the full weight of his achievement. Of the few musicians who had synthesized modernism
         in popular music and jazz, Crosby received the least serious attention from biographers and 
         critics after 1950. What Edmund Wilson wrote of Charles Dickens’s standing in the 1930s describes Bing Crosby’s at the time
         of his death: he had become so much a “familiar joke, a favorite dish, a Christmas ritual” that pundits no longer saw “in
         him the great artist and social critic that he was.”
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      But more than familiarity laid waste to Crosby’s reputation. Popular culture plays by the numbers, and Bing’s numbers — and
         the aesthetic they represented — were shaded by those of rock. His art was now as remote from demotic tastes as classical
         music or jazz. Four of the last century’s most treasured singers died in quick succession in the late summer and fall of 1977:
         Elvis Presley on August 16, Ethel Waters on September 1, Maria Callas on September 16, and Bing Crosby on October 14. All
         were American-born and all were celebrated beyond the idioms with which they are primarily associated. Of them, Bing’s stature
         seemed especially secure: his obituaries triggered so many record sales that MCA (Decca) could not handle the orders and farmed
         them out to other plants, requiring more than a million discs per day. Yet on the twentieth anniversary of their deaths, only
         Elvis’s memory was widely acknowledged in mass media. Two years later Newsweek devoted forty-plus pages to “Voices of the Century: America Goes Hollywood,” in which Crosby was not mentioned, except to
         caption a photograph with Frank Sinatra.
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      In the decade following his death, Crosby’s personal stature had been tarnished by a one-two punch.
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          First, there was a savage, ineptly researched biography that ignored his art in its haste to show that yet another departed
         hero had feet of clay. It was soon followed by a resentful memoir by his alcoholic eldest son, Gary Crosby. Under the law,
         the dead cannot be libeled, and those books, published in the early 1980s, generated an irresponsible piling-on. Unfounded
         rumors were passed off as fact.
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          The fading portrait of the imperturbable crooner, the soul of affection, the totem of cool, was replaced by the crude rendering
         of a pinchfaced, right-wing, child-beating philanderer.
      

      His contemporaries had a more accurate sense of him. Crosby was a phenomenon in the cultural life of the United States long
         before the war. He had helped lift morale while elucidating the American temperament during the Great Depression, the worst
         years of privation in the nation’s history. Combining musical cultures as no one had 
         ever done (he sang in every idiom short of grand opera), he made the country a more neighborly and unified place. After the
         war Crosby became an even bigger star, selling more movie tickets and records than ever, serving as a steady barometer of
         the postwar mood, a bulwark against the reign of paranoia, an outrider of the affluence that followed. Without any dramatic
         outward change, he had somehow been the right man for successive crises, assertive and optimistic through Prohibition, the
         Depression, and hot and cold wars. He had the chameleon’s ability to reflect his surroundings and the artist’s discernment
         to illuminate them. If Churchill, in his Savile Row pinstripes with his cigars and learned oratory, incarnated the British
         lion, Bing, in his peculiar motley (shirttails, beat-up hats, torn sweaters, mismatched socks) with his pipe and preternatural
         calm, embodied the best in American individualism. In 1943 H. Allen Smith observed, “He has been the antithesis of all that
         the Sunday schools and the Boy Scouts and the ‘Y’ secretaries taught — and look at him!”
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      Of the handful of artists who remade American music in the 1920s, Crosby may be said to have had the broadest immediate impact,
         if only because he reached the largest number of people. He played a decisive role in transforming popular song from a maudlin
         farrago steeped in minstrelsy and vaudeville into a swinging, racially nuanced, and internationally accepted phenomenon that
         in one form or another dominated the age. He was by no means alone, yet he attained a matchless orbit of popularity. Most
         histories of the Depression and the New Deal never mention Crosby, as if the rantings of Huey Long or Father Coughlin exercised
         greater impact on the public temper than “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?,” “The Last Round-Up,” or “The One Rose.” Yet as
         many as 50 million people tuned in every Thursday evening to hear Bing’s Kraft Music Hall (1935-46). Consider that the hottest TV series of 2000, Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, peaked with 36 million viewers.
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      Popular art listens, absorbs, reflects, harangues, and can, in troubled times, console. Crosby’s records were as reassuring
         as President Roosevelt’s “fireside chats.” In a national poll conducted in the late 1940s, Crosby was voted the most admired
         man alive, ahead of Jackie Robinson, Generals Eisenhower and MacArthur, Harry Truman, Bob Hope, and the Pope.
         
            10
         
          Bing was less impressed with himself. He 
         remarked in 1960, “As far as I am concerned, with the exception of a phonograph record or two, I don’t think I have done anything
         that’s really outstanding or great or marvelous or anything that deserves any superlatives.’
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          Emerson wrote, “Every hero becomes a bore at last.”
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         Even to himself.
      

      Except for a confederation of minstrel troupes and chains of vaudeville theaters, the entertainment industry barely existed
         when Harry Lillis Crosby was born in 1903 to a lower-middle-class Anglo-Irish-American Catholic family. The wax-recorded disc
         was three years old, and the first nickelodeon was two years down the road. The first regularly scheduled radio broadcasts
         didn’t begin until 1920. Over the next half century, the United States forged the first empire dependent not on strategic
         colonies but rather on the irresistible sway of its popular arts. Crosby’s prestige was crucial in shaping that empire, in
         spreading a New World style and image. Not the least of his achievements was his role in ensuring the prosperity — in some
         instances, the very survival — of several major entertainment corporations, including CBS, NBC, ABC, Decca Records, Paramount
         Pictures, and Ampex tape.
      

      Crosby was the first white vocalist to appreciate and assimilate the genius of Louis Armstrong: his rhythm, his emotion, his
         comedy, and his spontaneity. Louis and Bing recorded their first important vocals, respectively, in 1926 (“Heebie Jeebies”)
         and 1927 (“Muddy Water”) and were the only singers of that era still thriving at the times of their deaths, in the 1970s.
         When Crosby came of age, most successful male singers were effeminate tenors and recording artists were encouraged to be bland,
         the better to sell sheet music. The term pop singer didn’t exist; it was coined in large measure to describe a breed he invented. Bing perfected the use of the microphone, which
         transfigured concerts, records, radio, movies — even the nature of social intercourse. As vocal styles became more intimate
         and talking pictures replaced pantomime, private discourse itself grew more casual and provocative. Bing was the first to
         render the lyrics of a modern ballad with purpose, the first to suggest an erotic undercurrent.
      

      The great cultural critic Constance Rourke identified the three regional stereotypes of nineteenth-century American humor
         as the Yankee, the backwoodsman, and the minstrel.
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          Bing remains the 
         only entertainer to embody all three, producing in the bargain a twentieth-century composite, often described in his day as
         the Common Man. Bing’s discography, a compilation of 1,668 songs (not including hundreds more he sang on radio), is astonishingly
         comprehensive. It enfolds the Yankee’s Tin Pan Alley, the backwoodsman’s western laments, and the minstrel’s Old South ballads.
         It explores every idiom, class, and precinct of American song, from hymns, anthems, spirituals, and novelties to Hawaiian,
         Irish, light opera, and r&b; he even took a fling at rock ‘n’ roll. No other performer’s catalog is comparable.
      

      During his most prominent years, from 1934 to 1954, Crosby held a nearly unrivaled command over all three key entertainment
         media, racking up legendary phonograph sales, radio ratings, and motion-picture grosses. At no time was he marketed to one
         generation or faction of the audience. He may have begun as a Jazz Age emoter for the College Humor set, but by the mid-thirties, he was America’s troubadour. Bing’s influence can be heard in the work of numerous singers
         in diverse idioms, including Armstrong, whose first foray into popular songs in 1929 was in part a response to Bing’s achievement,
         Jimmy Rushing, Connie Boswell, Perry Como, Billie Holiday, Frank Sinatra, Jimmy Wakely, Roy Rogers, Herb Jeffries, Billy Eckstine,
         B. B. King, Mel Tormé, Ella Fitzgerald, Rosemary Clooney, Johnny Hartman, Tony Bennett, Ruth Brown, Dean Martin, Ray Charles,
         and Elvis Presley, who recorded more than a dozen of Crosby’s signature hits. Instrumentalists from Jimmy Dorsey to Sonny
         Rollins have attempted to mimic a semblance of the Crosby cry.
      

      Popular culture, like sports, is beset with statistics, a fixation on chart and box-office rankings, grosses and salaries,
         and prizes. But whereas sports statistics live forever, pop stats are ultimately transitory and meaningless — no recitation
         of past sales figures can incline us to listen to Billy Murray records or to read Lloyd C. Douglas novels or to buy Walter
         Keane paintings. The only pop stats that continue to matter involve artists who continue to matter.
      

      It is impossible to regard Bing Crosby as a historical figure without considering some of his statistics. If nothing else,
         they reveal his dominance over popular entertainment from Prohibition until the mid-1950s, when his decline as the nation’s
         preeminent muse was signaled by the comeback of a newly charged Sinatra and the arrival 
         of Elvis — the former marketed to adults, the latter to their children. During Crosby’s reign, that split did not exist.
      

      
         	He was the first full-time vocalist ever signed to an orchestra.

         	He made more studio recordings than any other singer in history (about 400 more than Sinatra).

         	He made the most popular record ever, “White Christmas,” the only single to make American pop charts twenty times, every year
            but one between 1942 and 1962.
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             In 1998, after a long absence, his 1947 version hit the charts in Britain.
         

         	Between 1927 and 1962 he scored 368 charted records under his own name, plus twenty-eight as vocalist with various bandleaders,
            for a total of 396. No one else has come close; compare Paul Whiteman (220), Sinatra (209), Elvis (149), Glenn Miller (129),
            Nat “King” Cole (118), Louis Armstrong (85), the Beatles (68).
         

         	He scored the most number one hits ever, thirty-eight, compared with twenty-four by the Beatles and eighteen by Presley.

         	In 1960 he received a platinum record as First Citizen of the Record Industry for having sold 200 million discs, a number
            that doubled by 1980.
         

         	Between 1915 and 1980 he was the only motion-picture star to rank as the number one box-office attraction five times (1944-48).
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             Between 1934 and 1954 he scored in the top ten fifteen times.
         

         	Going My Way was the highest-grossing film in the history of Paramount Pictures until 1947; The Bells of St. Mary’s was the highest grossing film in the history of RKO Pictures until 1947.
         

         	He was nominated for an Academy Award for best actor three times and won for Going My Way.

         	He was a major radio star longer than any other performer, from 1931 until 1954 on network, 1954 until 1962 in syndication.

         	He appeared on approximately 4,000 radio broadcasts, nearly 3,400 of them his own programs, and single-handedly changed radio
            from a live performance to a canned or recorded medium by presenting, in 1946, the first transcribed network show on ABC —
            thereby making that also-ran network a major force.
         

         	He financed and popularized the development of tape, revolutionizing the recording industry.

         	He created the first and longest-running celebrity pro-am golf championship, playing host for thirty-five years, raising millions
            in charity, and was the central figure in the development of the Del Mar racetrack in California.
            
               16
            
            
         

      

      * * *

      
         Such reckonings count for little and would mean nothing at all if Crosby’s art did not merit rediscovery. He was, first and
         foremost, a masterly, innovative musician — an untrained vocalist of natural charm and robust power with impeccable instincts
         about phrasing and tempo. He pared away the rococo mannerisms of bygone theatrical styles in favor of the clean melodic line.
         Lyricists thought him a godsend because he not only articulated words but also underscored their meaning. Crosby, who never
         learned to read music and could play no instrument except rudimentary drums, had an apparently photographic and audiographic
         memory. He had only to hear a song to know it.
      

      As an actor, Crosby broke the rules. He was the antithesis of a Hollywood matinee idol — small and average-looking with outsize
         ears, thin lips, pointed jaw, and a padded midsection that belied his graceful athleticism. He created a new prototype: the
         unflappable maverick with a pocketful of dreams, a friend to men and catnip to women. The immense success of his 1940s movies
         has overshadowed his often daring work in the 1930s, when he developed into an accomplished farceur and an exceptional improviser
         of physical shtick.
      

      A performer of such enormous popularity becomes, inevitably and in spite of himself, a social critic. Crosby, an unreasonably
         modest man who never took credit for anything musical, let alone social or political, nonetheless played a coercive role in
         the acceleration of civil rights. He encouraged and pioneered racial integration on stage, radio, and records and in movies;
         in 1936, after winning the contractual right to produce his own pictures, he hired Louis Armstrong and gave him star billing,
         a Hollywood first for a black entertainer. A Jesuit by training and temperament, Crosby had enjoyed the benefits of a classical
         education. He lived in a small parochial world until he was twenty-two. He was a classroom cutup and lover of old show business,
         not least minstrelsy, but by the time he dropped out of law school, he understood that American popular music was a stew of
         intermingling ethnicities. He absorbed the influences of performers so diverse that few would have mentioned them in the same
         sentence, among them, Al Jolson, John McCormack, the Mound City Blue Blowers, Ukelele Ike, Ethel Waters, Mildred Bailey, Van
         and Schenck, Bix Beiderbecke, and, most decisively, Armstrong.
      

      Perhaps the most telling aspect of Crosby’s neglected role in integrating American show business was his calculated decision
         to attach 
         himself to an ethnic wing. At the time of his death, he was widely remembered as Irish American. Yet not until he reached
         his mid-thirties did Bing show any inclination to embrace that identity. His mother’s forebears had left Ireland for Canada
         three generations earlier, and his father’s Protestant family had been in the United States since 1635. Paramount Pictures
         had nurtured his persona as the all-American man, without ethnic attachments. The primary semblance of Irishness in his work
         was his signature vocal technique, the upper mordent, a broken-note adornment imported from Ireland and Scotland that became
         known as the Crosby cry. Not until 1939, on the eve of the war, did he truly embrace his Irish heritage. Thanks to the antisemitic
         venom spewed by the radio priest Father Coughlin, Irish American Catholics had come to be associated with intolerance. Bing
         quietly stepped up to embody a larger truth. As he began to sing Irish songs and play Irishmen and priests, he required no
         rhetoric to stress the point that nothing was more all-American than its minorities.
      

      Crosby rarely allowed stereotypical Catholic pieties to interfere with the scampish irreverence that informed much of his
         best work, from the romantic comedies to the Road movies. It was even present in his finest screen performances, as the golfing, imbibing, indulgent, yet determined Father
         Chuck O’Malley in Leo McCarey’s great films, Going My Wayand The Bells of St. Mary’s. Bing’s casual Huckleberry Finn demeanor as a pipe-smoking idler who never dresses up or removes his hat was portended by
         his odd name, which eclipsed cultural divisions with its unmistakably North American yet faintly Asian (the open-mouthed aw surrounded by two grin-making ees) arrangement of consonants and vowels: an Anglo-Danish surname modified by a nickname’s New World audacity. In a world of
         Skips, Whiteys, Blackies, Reds, Pinkys, Shortys, Macs, Butches, and Chips, Bing was a standout moniker, a name that underscored
         his easygoing modesty. He taught the world what it meant to live the American common man’s dream. Aside from his music, that
         was the best part of his art, perhaps the best part of himself.
      

      Bing was a remarkably autobiographical performer. Yet while the public thought it knew him intimately, his intimates conceded
         that Crosby was, in many respects, unknowable. They would often remark on his intelligence, humor, and generosity, and then
         marvel at his contradictions: the melting warmth and chilly reserve, the conservatism and 
         liberality, the piety and recklessness. Bing liked people who made him laugh (he expressed bewilderment that anyone might
         think him, as many did, a loner) but avoided public displays of affection and introspection. After he lost the soul mate of
         his early years, guitarist Eddie Lang, he could no more have bared his soul to another man than submit to psychoanalysis.
         Iron-willed and self-made, insouciant and obstinate, gregarious and remote, he was thoroughly enigmatic, yet hardly unknowable
         — no man with a legacy as large as Crosby’s could be that. Neither saint nor monster, Crosby survives his debunkers along
         with his hagiographers because the facts are so much more impressive than the prejudices and myths on either side. Bing Crosby
         was, after all, a poor boy from a Catholic working-class district in turn-of-the-century Spokane who caught the attention
         of the world and made it better. “Call me lucky,” he said. But it was never just luck or even talent. It was also the determination
         and brains of an alert young man who came along when American entertainment was at a crossroads. He showed it which road to
         take.
      

   
      Part One

      [image: art]

      BINGO FROM BINGVILLE

      I will sing with my spirit, but I will also sing with my mind.

      — I Corinthians 14:15

   
      1
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      THE HARRIGANS

      
         With a mother named Harrigan, you are Irish, I take it?
      

      — Ken Carpenter, Kraft Music Hall (1945)
         
            1
         
         
      

      Late in the spring of 1831, Bing Crosby’s maternal great-grandfather, Dennis Harrigan, a fifty-one-year-old farmer and carpenter
         who lived in Schull parish, in the southwestern region of County Cork, Ireland, ushered his family aboard a timber ship bound
         for New Brunswick, Canada.
         
            2
         
          Leading his wife, Catherine,
         
            3
         
          and nine of their ten children onto the creaking deck, Dennis knew what to expect of the grueling voyage. Still, he counted
         himself lucky, for few members of his congregation were able to leave at all. Of the 65,000 emigrants who set sail in 1831,
         only ninety or so from tiny Schull could afford passage, not many of them Catholic.
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          A brave, resolute lot, they gazed westward with tenacious faith as the ship cleared Ireland’s southernmost point, the Mizen
         Head of southwest Cork’s Mizen peninsula, once a haven for smugglers and pirates who sought refuge in its impregnable coves.
      

      The Canadian-built vessels were designed not for carrying passengers but for transporting timber, New Brunswick’s primary
         export. To maximize efficiency, the shipbuilders hastily modified the holds and lowered passenger fares by more than two-thirds,
         allowing greater numbers of Irish families to emigrate and generating the slogan 
         “timber in, passengers out.” Dozens of those ships were lost at sea, and many more were decimated by typhus, dysentery, and
         other diseases. All were cursed with conditions as barbarous as those of slave ships: insufficient food supplies, inadequate
         sanitation and gender partition, little if any ventilation, berths half as high as those required by law for slavers. The
         journey averaged six weeks, and the only music heard was the shrill wail of unceasing lamentations.
      

      The wilderness of Canada’s eastern provinces promised to be friendlier to the Harrigans. Dennis’s siblings had brought over
         their families the previous year. Now Dennis removed his own family (all but his married daughter, Ellen Sauntry, who arrived
         in New Brunswick twenty years later as a widow with seven children), fourteen years before the Great Hunger and before the
         tidal wave of Irish immigration that flooded America’s urban centers. His smaller generation of immigrants would explore and
         prosper in rural America, migrating from the Northeast to the Midwest to the Northwest, building successful farm communities
         with the logging skills they learned in the Canadian woods. The names of Mizen peninsula’s Catholic congregants who left that
         season and in harder ones to follow took root all across America: Fitzgerald, Driscoll, Reagan, Harrigan, Sullivan, Donovan,
         Coughlin, O’Brien, Hickey, Mahoney.
      

      They had abandoned a hellish place.

      A hundred years had passed since Jonathan Swift offered his “modest proposal” to abate Ireland’s poverty, beggary, and congestion
         by cannibalizing its “Popish” offspring. “A most delicious, nourishing and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted, baked
         or broiled,” he advised, “a delicacy befitting landlords, who, as they have already devoured most of the parents, seem to
         have best title to the children.”
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          Ireland, cherishing its brood not least as a defense against the privations of old age, tripled its population in the decades
         after Swift.
      

      But congestion was not the foremost source of Ireland’s sorrows. The nefarious Penal Code of 1695 barred Irish Catholics —
         three-quarters of the population — from owning land and businesses, from voting, and from building schools and churches or
         attending those that existed.
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          Informants, particularly those who turned in priests, were rewarded. The Act of Union, passed in 1801 amid a blizzard of
         bribes, threats, and hangings, promised to balance the scales between Ireland and England but in fact gave the dominant country
         a 
         captive market — fortifying a corrupt system of absentee landlords, toppling what was left of Irish commerce, and dissolving
         the Dublin-based Parliament. While the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 did away with the code, it could not abate the long
         history of religious enmity.
      

      Ireland became a grim landscape of windowless mud-and-stone cabins, potato-and-milk diets, cholera. The Duke of Wellington
         observed, “There never was a country in which poverty existed to the extent it exists in Ireland.”
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          and the French traveler Gustave de Beaumont found in the Emerald Isle extremes of misery “worse than the Negro in his chains.”
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          In the year the Harrigans set out for New Brunswick, the Mizen peninsula was beset by cholera and famine.
      

      Most likely the Harrigans spoke Gaelic, not English, and could not read at all. They were tough, hardworking, close-knit,
         intensely religious, and musical. A legend passed down into the twentieth century traces the family’s genesis to John of Skibbereen
         (a town some twelve miles east of Schull), who may have been Dennis Harrigan’s father and was known as Organ O’Brien for his
         fine playing of the church instrument.
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          The importance of music and dance in nineteenth-century Ireland can hardly be overstated, for amusements provided as much
         solace as the church. After a visit in 1825, Sir Walter Scott described the people’s “natural condition” as one of “gaiety
         and happiness.”
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      When the ship finally docked, the Harrigans made their way through the Miramichi section of New Brunswick to the outlying
         woods of the Williamstown settlement, six miles inland, where they learned to clear land for tillage and built log cabins
         that furnished little protection against the winter’s freezing temperatures. Dennis’s nine children ranged in age from one
         to twenty. He made capable carpenters of his sons.
      

      Most of Williamstown’s Catholic settlers were from Mizen peninsula and were powerfully united by culture and custom. The strongest
         bond was religious, strengthened by the prejudices of the Irish Methodists who preceded them. A second bond was the tradition
         of aggregate farming, the sharing of tilled soil between families as in the Irish townlands. A third, consequent to the first
         two, was the observance of secrecy: the “sinister side”
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          of the Irish character that 
         historian Cecil Woodham-Smith has traced to the days of the Penal Code. A fourth was the heritage of strong, venerated women
         (Ireland was that rare nation where husbands paid dowries for wives, instead of the reverse) who secured their households.
         A fifth bond was that of large families — small communes within the larger ones.
      

      Music — the public converse of the secret self — was the sixth bond, taking the form of Irish melodies and rhythms that became
         increasingly popular and influential in the last half of the nineteenth century, complementing styles developed at the same
         time by African Americans. It was the custom in Ireland and Africa, but not in Europe, to dance to vocal music; to favor the
         pentatonic scale, call-and-response phrases, and cyclical song structures; to employ expressive vocal mannerisms, including
         dramatic shifts in register, nasality, and most especially the upper mordent.
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      The mordent — a fast wavering from one note to another and back, a fleeting undulation that suggests a mournful cry — was
         a vestige of the Byzantine influence that dominated European music in the Middle Ages. That influence vanished from most of
         Europe but endured in the plaintive folk music of Scotland and Ireland, owing to their economic and geographical isolation
         from the modernizing impact of the Reformation and Renaissance. A 1950s edition of Chambers’s Encyclopaedia defines the mordent as a “certain oscillation or catch in the voice as it comes to rest momentarily upon a sustained sound”
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          and goes on to qualify it as a basic attribute of “crooning.” Among young Celtic singers of the twenty-first century, the
         mordent-heavy approach is known as sean nos,
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             or old style, but it was new to Americans in the 1920s, when Dennis Harrigan’s great-grandson pinned the mordent to popular
         music like a red rose.
      

      Sealing the family’s bargain with the New World, Catherine Harrigan, in her early forties, gave birth on September 6, 1832,
         to her eleventh child, the only one born in North America, Dennis Jr. It would have greatly surprised Bing Crosby to learn
         that his maternal grandfather was Canadian; he assumed he was Irish born, and wrote as much in his memoir and on his mother’s
         death certificate.
         
            15
         
          (When Bing attempted to trace the family line during a visit to Ireland, he was thwarted by his certainty in the matter.)
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          If Dennis Sr. embodied the trials of transatlantic resettlement, his son — born in 
         New Brunswick and baptized at St. Patrick’s in Miramichi — would personify the westward journey into and across the United
         States.
      

      By 1835 his family, like so many of Williamstown’s interconnected tribes, was earning much of its livelihood from logging
         and timber. The desirable riverfront land had been taken by previous settlers, but the rigors of clearing tracts acclimated
         the newcomers and taught them to survive the wilderness. Protestants and Catholics often worked together, united by the hostile
         environment. Dennis Harrigan’s appointment as overseer of highways in 1839 affirmed the increasingly significant Catholic
         presence. But the old enmities persisted. Catholics were characterized as criminal or rowdy and were severely punished; one
         man was hanged for stealing twenty-five pennies and a loaf of bread. Catholic children had to travel long distances to escape
         the schooling of Methodist crusaders. The first Catholic teacher, James Evers, hired in 1846, was falsely accused of sexually
         molesting a Methodist student and was fired. A petition attesting to his “good moral character” was signed by thirteen parents
         of Williamstown, including Dennis Harrigan.
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          Evers spent two years futilely defending himself, then cleared out in 1849, at which time the Court of General Sessions at
         Newcastle concluded that he was a man of “moral and sober habits” and “taught to our satisfaction.”
      

      Evers’s calamity prefigured that of Williamstown. As Great Britain reduced tariffs on timber from the Baltic countries, New
         Brunswick’s timber industry declined. Town merchants foreclosed on their debts. Opportunities in the western United States
         lured away the settlers’ children. The Williamstown settlement would be little remembered today but for the inordinate number
         of eminent Americans whose New World roots are in those woods.
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          Dennis Harrigan’s descendants alone include, among his grandsons, William and John Harrigan, who built the Scotch Lumber
         Company in Fulton, Alabama; Emmett Harrigan, head of a major law firm in St. Paul and an unsuccessful candidate for the U.S.
         Senate; and Ellen Sauntry’s brazen Miramichi-raised son, William Sauntry Jr., the millionaire lumber baron of Stillwater,
         Minnesota, known as “the King of the St. Croix,” whose garish mansion, the Alhambra, stands today as a Stillwater tourist
         attraction. Dennis’s great-grandsons include Lyman Sutton, president of Stillwater’s Cosmopolitan State Bank; Gordon Neff,
         whose chain stores introduced supermarkets to Los Angeles; Colonel 
         Bill Harrigan, who helped rescue the First World War’s “Lost Battalion” in the Argonne Forest; bandleader Bob Crosby; and
         Bing.
      

      Dennis and Catherine passed away within a few years of each other and are presumably buried in a churchyard’s unmarked graves
         in Red Bank, on the Miramichi River. They were almost certainly gone by 1866, the year several of their children, now in their
         thirties and forties, left for Maine, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. Dennis Jr., however, remained another fifteen months.
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          After attending school in Williamstown and Red Bank, he tried his hand at various jobs. While working as a logger in Newcastle
         and later as a brewer, he boarded in the home of a friend, Michael Ahearn. In 1867, the year the Dominion of Canada was chartered,
         he married Ahearn’s sister, Katie. Within weeks the couple headed south through Maine and across to Stillwater, Minnesota.
      

      Dennis Jr., one of the most industrious and devout of his father’s sons (two or three brothers were thought to be ne’er-do-wells
         and were probably alcoholic), eventually earned a reputation as a reliable, proficient contractor and builder, specializing
         in church architecture. Stillwater provided a congenial setting for him to hone his skills; many Miramichi families, including
         three of his siblings, had been drawn to the prosperous logging and rafting enterprises on the St. Croix River. He also continued
         with his wife, Katie, the custom of large families. Married in their thirties, the two produced five boys and two girls between
         1867 and 1879.
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          They remained in Stillwater until the last was born.
      

      According to the Crosby genealogy written by Larry Crosby (Bing’s oldest brother), it was Katie who advanced the family’s
         musical calling. In his account, she “not only baked a wonderful pie, but sang like a bird, and it was common gossip when
         she was out rowing on the lake, that either Katie Harrigan or an angel is out there singing.” Her boys were raised to be practical.
         In Larry’s account, Dennis “wisely brought up four of his sons to be respectively [a] lather, plumber, plasterer and electrician.
         They could build a house or win a fight, without any outside help.” Singing was a pastime, hardly a profession. Two grandchildren
         of Ellen Sauntry, Dennis Jr.’s older sister, “won renown on the stage,” to the chagrin of their parents, who considered acting
         “unmoral.”
      

      
         Katie managed to pass on her love of singing to at least one child, her fourth-born and first daughter, Catherine Helen Harrigan,
         who was delivered on February 7, 1873, in a boarding room above an old creamery.
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          This Catherine also inherited her father’s pious diligence. When her own children — Bing among them — were middle-aged, they
         reminisced about her “sweet, clear voice”
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          and took care not to smoke, drink, or swear in her presence. A childhood photograph of Catherine reveals a comely round-faced
         girl who looks nothing like the severe image she presented in later years. In her large, pale eyes, one can see her mother’s
         penetrating stare and her father’s hooded lids, both of which she passed on to her most famous son.
      

      A year or two after Catherine was born, the Harrigans moved into a large boardinghouse on Main Street. Many of its thirty
         or so tenants were from New Brunswick. Dennis probably owned part of the house, but in 1879, when the youngest of his children,
         George, was born, he was able to secure a home of his own on Second Street, where he took in boarders to bolster his income.
         In 1881, finding increasingly limited opportunities in Stillwater, he moved the family to St. Paul. Before the year was out,
         he relocated again, to Knife Falls (now Cloquet), near Duluth, where his fortunes improved. He built that town’s first Catholic,
         Methodist, and Presbyterian churches, as well as a school, and was appointed a church trustee. In 1885, with his reputation
         as a builder secure, Dennis took his family back to St. Paul for three years. There Catherine, now twelve, and her brother
         Edward spent their afternoons at the ice palace, he making and she demonstrating ice skates. They were obliged to earn their
         keep beyond essentials, a Harrigan practice that Catherine, who could skate her name on ice, instilled in her own children.
      

      The West had lured many Miramichi families, including a few of Dennis’s uncles and aunts, by the time he succumbed. Most had
         relocated to Washington and Wisconsin, drawn by the booming economies set in motion by land speculators and lumber barons.
         Dennis chose Tacoma, a seaport on Puget Sound, about twenty-five miles south of Seattle, where the lumber industry increased
         the population tenfold in the 1880s. A boom was predicted when the Northern Pacific Railroad named Tacoma its terminus, and
         in 1884 the city was incorporated from two smaller boroughs of the same name. Signs 
         of progress — electric lights, warehouses, shipways, a hospital — reflected the influx of thousands of blue-collar families
         drawn by the promise of cheap lumber and land. No city in the nation boasted a higher percentage of families who owned their
         own homes. Not even the scourge of racial violence halted growth; in fact, it may have helped. Tacoma created international
         headlines when a mob led by city officials rounded up 200 Chinese residents at gunpoint and forced them to board southbound
         trains. The United States was forced to pay China an indemnity, but the specter of competitive, minimally paid labor had been
         subdued.
      

      In 1888 the Northern Pacific Railroad completed its pass through the Cascade Mountains and sold 90,000 acres of timberland
         to the St. Paul and Tacoma Lumbering Company, which built a sawmill on the tidal flats of Commencement Bay. That year Dennis
         and his eldest son, William, decided to make their move. Boarding in a Tacoma rooming house, they worked as carpenters until
         they earned enough to buy a place that could accommodate Katie and the children, who arrived a year later. Dennis was fifty-seven,
         old for carpentry, but he soon established himself as a contractor and built several notable structures, including Seattle’s
         Hull Building and Tacoma’s Aquinas Academy annex, Scandinavian Church, and Dominican Sisters convent.
      

      All but the two youngest children helped keep the Harrigans solvent. William, twenty-three in 1890, worked alongside his father
         as a lather until he hired on as a streetcar conductor for the Tacoma Rail and Motor Company; Ambrose, twenty-one, was foreman
         for an electrical-supplies concern; Edward, twenty, worked as a plumber; Catherine, who at seventeen was called Kate, fashioned
         and sold hats for the G. W. H. Taylor millinery company; her fifteen-year-old sister, Annie, worked at home as a dressmaker;
         at thirteen and eleven, respectively, Frank and George helped with the chores.
      

      A few years later Kate took a job clerking at Sanford & Stone’s popular mercantile store on Tacoma Avenue and was designing
         hats for a branch of the company that staged amateur theatricals.
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          While appearing in one of those productions, she attracted the attention of an unlikely suitor: a mandolin-playing auditor
         for the Northern Pacific, Harry Lowe Crosby.
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      THE CROSBYS

      
         Like unto a saga of old, runs the story of the coming of the Crosby family into the West.
      

      — Mrs. George E. Blankenship (1914)
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      By the time the Harrigans left Canada, the Crosbys had earned distinction in America, initially as seafarers based in New
         England. They made history sailing around Cape Horn to the Pacific Northwest. Mrs. Blankenship could not contain her enthusiasm
         in the chapter she devoted to the family’s accomplishments in her Early History of Thurston County, Washington. “In all the wild experiences related during the compilation of this book,” she wrote, “none were more picturesque and interesting
         than the history of an entire family of stalwart sons and fair daughters with their aged but sturdy father, coming with their
         own ship, laden with their own goods, their children and themselves, to take their part in conquering the wilderness.”
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      In focusing on Washington State, she traced the Crosbys only as far back as the 1840s, when the illustrious Captain Nathaniel
         Crosby spurred and pioneered the territory. Larry Crosby’s genealogy dove centuries deeper into the paternal line, back to
         “Vikings and Catholics” who settled in Ireland, Scotland, and northern England.
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         Crosby is a Danish name, meaning “town of the cross” (Cros is a transposition of the Danish kors and by is a diminutive of the Danish 
         burg).In his account, written with mock lofty diction and printed in faux Old English type, the first recorded Crosbys were of the
         Irish house of Ardfert, notably the Right Reverend John Crosbie, appointed bishop of Ardfert in 1601. The family spread out
         over western and middle Ireland to Kerry and Queens, as far north as Tyrone (home to a knight, Sir Pierce Crosby) and as far
         south as Cork, where the Harrigans also settled.
      

      The family’s conversion to Anglicism was coerced during the reign of Henry VIII and was eventually fully embraced. Edmundus
         Crosby served the king as cantorist at St. John’s in Doncaster, and Richard Crosby did likewise as auditor of St. John’s in
         York.
         
            4
         
          The first in the line to reach the New World, in 1635, was Simon, who bought a homestead in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Through
         marriage, Simon’s progeny aligned the family twice over with descendants of the Mayflower Pilgrims, who preceded him by fifteen years.
      

      In 1755 Deacon Nathaniel Crosby married into the brood of Elder William Brewster, a Mayflower alumnus whose family founded Brewster, Massachusetts, where many Crosbys lived until the early nineteenth century.
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          A generation later his grandson, Captain Nathaniel Crosby, the first in the family’s line of sea captains, married Ruby Foster,
         who traced her ancestry to another noted Mayflower passenger, Governor Winslow. Those ties earned Bing membership in the General Society of Mayflower Descendants. But Bing
         neglected to mention those relations in his 1953 as-told-to autobiography, Call Me Lucky, preferring to concentrate on the outstanding men of the sea.
      

      Yet, as Larry discovered, several Crosbys “distinguished themselves in the learned professions and as military leaders in
         the Revolutionary War.” Josiah Crosby, inadvertently overlooked by Larry, signed a declaration of the Continental Congress
         in Amherst in 1776 as a representative of New Hampshire.
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          The family’s most celebrated colonial, however, was Enoch Crosby, who joined the Continental Army at twelve as a spy and
         claimed to be the model for Harvey Birch, the undercover hero of James Fenimore Cooper’s bestselling 1821 novel, The Spy. Cooper testily denied Crosby’s claim: “I know nothing of such a man as Enoch Crosby, never having heard his name, until I
         saw it coupled with the character of the Spy, after my return from Europe.”
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          But on the evening C. P. Clinch’s adaptation of the novel opened at New York’s Park Theater (not ten weeks after the book
         
         was first published), Enoch appeared in his box to “thunders of applause.”
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          Cooper admitted he based his story on an anecdote told to him by Governor John Jay and subsequently conceded he never learned
         the name of the spy, because “Jay felt himself bound to secrecy.”
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          It is known that Jay arranged for Enoch Crosby to enlist as a spy in the British army, and that Enoch refused, Birch-like,
         his offer of a reward.
      

      Whether Crosby was the prototype for Birch (who exemplifies for Cooper’s General Washington “the patriotism that pervades
         the bosoms of [our] lowest citizens”), the twentieth-century Crosbys were proud to claim a hero of low estate, even as they
         vouched themselves two coats of arms. Somewhat defensively, Larry explained that heraldry “does not denote an aristocratic class, but rather personal merit secured by the humblest as well as the highest.” The motto of their
         Irish arms — depicting two hands, a lion, and three swords— is Indignante Invidia Florebit Justus (Despising envy, the just shall flourish). The English arms display three rams and the motto Liberty Under Thy Guidance,
         the Guidance of the Lamb of God. Bing preferred the Irish emblem, sporting it on the breast pockets of his blazers.
      

      Captain Nathaniel, known as Nathaniel Jr. or Nathaniel II, was the fourth Crosby of that name in a line that produced three
         or four more.
         
            10
         
          Born in 1810, in East Brewster, Massachusetts, he and his brothers, Clanrick and Alfred, were tutored in the seaman’s life
         by their father, who commanded a vessel out of Cape Cod. In his twenties, Nathaniel moved to Wiscasset, Maine, where he married
         Mary Lincoln and raised a family. By 1844 his reputation for daring had earned him a commission from a U.S. government agent
         to command the brig O. C. Raymond, charged with taking emergency supplies from Boston to immigrants who poured into the Oregon Territory seeking their fortunes.
         Reaching the mouth of the Columbia River, he continued to Portland, an outpost of log cabins, and put his crew ashore to build
         a warehouse for his cargo. That cabin survived as the settlement’s post office.
      

      Crosby took to the community, enchanted by the vitality of the frontier and the commercial promise it held, discerning for
         himself a role amid the burgeoning industries and direct trade routes to Hawaii — 
         still known as the Sandwich Islands — and China. He decided to transport his family and made one last visit to New England
         to outline his plan. Over the next few years, Captain Crosby traded along the West Coast and Hawaii, ferrying supplies at
         government behest to secure the territory and earning enough money to enable his brothers to purchase the Grecian, a 247-ton brig. In September 1849, with twenty-four people on board, all but five of them relatives, the Grecian left New York.
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          Clanrick and Alfred served as captain and second officer. On board were their wives, children, in-laws, housekeeper, and
         their retired father, Captain Nathaniel Crosby Sr.
      

      Within five months the Crosby brig rounded the Horn and docked in Portland. The party continued to the small settlement of
         Tumwater. That town, incorporated three years earlier, consisted of little more than a blockhouse and a few one-room cabins.
         It became home to Clanrick and his family. In partnership with a man named Gray, Clanrick bought a gristmill and land along
         the river, eventually building a general store and emerging as a prominent citizen, a leader and philanthropist. His father
         also lived there a couple of years but returned to Cape Cod shortly before his death. Alfred moved his family to Astoria,
         Oregon.
      

      The man responsible for the emigration, Captain Nathaniel Crosby Jr., soon tired of sedentary life. Early in 1852 he transported
         his family — and the first cargo of spars (poles used in the rigging of ships) ever sent from the Pacific Coast — to China.
         After establishing a home in Hong Kong, he returned for a second consignment of spars, this time from Olympia, the growing
         settlement at Tumwater’s northern border, soon to be designated capital of Washington Territory. He died in Hong Kong four
         years later, leaving a widow; two daughters, Mary and Martha; and a son, Nathaniel. All but Martha quickly returned to Tumwater.
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      Clanrick helped young Nat get on his feet, selling him a parcel of land at Tumwater’s north end and employing him at the mill.
         Nat took a wife, Cordelia, and prospered for a time, building a spacious, two-story A-frame house with a small cherry orchard
         out front. But a bad investment in steamships annihilated his savings, and he was forced to relocate to Olympia, where he
         found employment as postmaster. (Although they lived in the Tumwater house only a few years, it continued to be known as “the
         old Crosby home,” and in 1949 the 
         deed was given to the local chapter of Daughters of the Pioneers of Washington in return for its restoration and preservation.
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          Bing contributed $1,800 toward the purchase and gave the Daughters two chairs his grandparents had owned when they lived
         in the house.) Nat and Cordelia raised two sons. Frank Lawrence, born in Tumwater in 1862, made a name for himself in the
         Puget Sound area as U.S. deputy marshall residing in Tacoma, thirty miles northeast; his brother, Harry Lowe, born in Olympia
         on November 28, 1870, developed a less exacting attitude toward life.
      

      Given the eight-and-a-half-year gap between the births of Frank and Harry, each may be said to have been raised virtually
         as an only child, but it was the younger who became a provincial dandy. Pampered by servants throughout his childhood, Harry
         was by all accounts a guileless young man, lighthearted and informal, unburdened by ambition, hail-fellow-well-met — in short,
         a model for the character Bing Crosby would bring to movies in the 1930s. He was appealing in a ruddy, moonfaced way, favoring
         broad suspenders and a rakishly tilted straw hat, and he loved music. Accompanying himself on mandolin or a four-string guitar,
         Harry sang old favorites made popular by roving minstrel troupes, newer novelty songs and ballads, Chinese ditties learned
         from the Asian servants his mother had brought home from the Orient, and Gilbert and Sullivan. The Mikado was the rage of the 1890s, and a cousin of Harry’s, Sam Woodruff, famously toured the Northwest as Koko.
      

      Harry sang with an Olympia-based men’s choir, the Peep-O’-Day Boys, and played in the city’s silver cornet band at about the
         time Kate Harrigan was singing in a Tacoma church choir. In 1890, after dropping out of college, Harry moved to Tacoma, where
         Frank lived, and found work as a bookkeeper for the Northern Pacific Railroad’s Land Department. For three years he lived
         in a string of hotels and rooming houses, but his bachelor days were numbered when he encountered the stabilizing glint-eyed
         gaze of Miss Harrigan appearing in a department-store theatrical.
      

      From the first, they seemed oddly matched, a devout Catholic courted by a casual Protestant. Kate was a willful, disciplined
         young woman who distrusted luck and abhorred sloth. Harry was incapable of raising his voice and trusted less to Providence
         or God than to 
         goodwill and serendipity. In time, she would come to be characterized as humorless, even autocratic. He never lost the epithet
         earned as a young man, Happy Harry — though it was amended much later to Hollywood Harry. The women employed in Bing Crosby’s
         offices were more bemused than offended by Dad Crosby’s fanny-pinching, in light of Mother Crosby’s temperament, which brought
         everyone, including her sons, to solemn attention.
      

      Music may have sealed their courtship, but Harry’s willingness to convert to Catholicism made possible their marriage. He
         established a standard other non-Catholics would be expected to uphold as a precondition to marrying into the family. The
         wedding took place in a small wooden church, Holy Rosary, on January 4, 1894, and the couple moved directly into the hotel
         — St. John House — in which Harry boarded. Within weeks they acquired their first of several houses in the alphabetically
         configured city. Located in the “backwoods” area of N Street,
         
            14
         
          this house came to Kate’s mind fifty years later when a writer solicited her Mother’s Day recollections. “One of my warmest
         Mother’s Day memories goes back to before the children were even born,” she said, “back to the day when their father and I
         knew we had established a home for them, a place warm and livable, and I could close my eyes and imagine them there.”
         
            15
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      TACOMA

      
         There are literally millions of Crosby relatives around these parts.
      

      — Burt McMurtrie, columnist (1948)
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      Kate Crosby wouldn’t have to imagine for long. She was expecting when she and Harry moved into the house at 616 South N Street.
         On the third day of the New Year, 1895, Laurence Earl was born at home. Before the year was out, they moved to a better neighborhood,
         near Wright Park, and a bigger house to accommodate Harry’s mother, Cordelia, who lived with them for a few months. In that
         house, at 110 North Yakima, a second son, Everett Nathaniel, was born on April 5, 1896. The family’s fortunes changed when
         Harry lost his job with the Northern Pacific and was forced to scuffle for work through the depression years of 1897 and 1898.
         His plight may account for the four-year pause before more children arrived. The Crosbys moved twice more, never beyond the
         radius of a few blocks in the residential district just north of downtown Tacoma.
      

      Harry’s luck changed in 1899, when he was hired as a clerk in the Pierce County treasurer’s office, under Treasurer Stephen
         Judson, who had been one of the Washington pioneers of the 1850s.
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          The family was now able to rent a handsome three-story, many-gabled corner house at 922 North I Street, where their third
         son, Edward John, 
         was born on July 30, 1900. Judson was defeated in the Republican sweep of 1902, but his successor, John B. Reed, promoted
         Harry to bookkeeper. That December Harry celebrated his good fortune by purchasing, for $850, two adjoining lots on J Street,
         between North Eleventh and North Twelfth, with the intention of building a residence he estimated would cost $2,500.
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          The deed was made out to his wife, who could never feel truly settled in a rental.
      

      Construction at 1112 North J was completed ten months later, in the first weeks of a cold winter. Set on a grassy incline
         from the street, the wooden two-story frame house had wide eaves and a large front porch with three sets of double columns
         supporting a roof porch just below the second-story bedroom windows. Harry and Kate permitted themselves the luxury of a piano.
         Down the street they could see Puget Sound, and only three blocks away stood St. Patrick’s, the small wooden church that had
         served the community for a dozen years and where Edward (Ted) was baptized.
      

      Kate was pregnant again during the construction, with a due date in mid-spring. As the day approached, the stinging April
         winds suddenly departed and she delivered her fourth son on Sunday, May 3, which the Daily Ledger declared AN IDEAL SUMMER DAY.
            4
         
         
      

      Kate, who had just turned thirty, and Harry, finally established in the city’s middle class, decided that this boy’s arrival
         merited a public announcement. For the first time, they alerted the newspapers of a newborn. When the Daily Ledger failed to print the item in “City News in Brief” until May 5, implying with the word yesterday that the great event had taken place on May 4,
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          Kate stipulated the correct date for its rival, the Tacoma Daily News(“Mr. and Mrs. H. L. Crosby are receiving congratulations on the arrival of a son at their household May 3”),
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          and requested a correction from the Ledger, which appeared on May 7.
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      On May 31, accompanied by Kate’s younger brother Frank and his wife (the boy’s godparents), Harry and Kate carried the infant
         to St. Patrick’s for his baptism.
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          Harry was disappointed at not having a girl, but Kate placated him by naming the boy after him. For his middle name, however,
         she chose Lillis, after a neighborhood friend, circumventing a generational ranking of senior and junior (though both Harrys
         would often use those designations). Happy Harry cradled the 
         infant in his arms, looked into blue eyes that would never darken, and gave forth in song, “Ten Baby Fingers and Ten Baby
         Toes.”
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      For all the decisiveness with which May 3, 1903, was flagged as Harry Lillis Crosby’s birthday, the date proved controversial
         in and out of family circles.
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          In all official accounts (generated by Paramount, Decca, the Crosby offices, and, most insistently, Bing himself), it was
         altered by one day and one year, to May 2, 1904. The true date was additionally obscured as two of his older brothers came
         to believe he was born in 1901. Bing lost the year early in his career at the conniving of Everett, who, acting as his manager,
         believed he was shaving three.
      

      The first of young Harry’s two younger sisters, Catherine Cordelia, named after her mother and her recently deceased grandmother,
         arrived on October 3, 1904.
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          The second, Mary Rose, with whom Harry developed a particular childhood affinity, followed on May 3, 1906. That Kate delivered
         four of her six children on the third day of the month is merely an actuarial oddity; that she delivered two on the same day
         of the same month created birthday havoc, as Mary Rose insisted on having the day to herself.
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          Peace prevailed when Harry’s birthday was advanced by twenty-four hours. In later years Mary Rose would triumphantly produce
         the family Bible in which their father assigned Harry May 2.
      

      By the time Mary Rose arrived, the family fortunes had once again bottomed out. Harry Crosby’s benefactor, John B. Reed, was
         ousted in the 1904 election by his former cashier, Edgar M. Lakin, who advanced Harry to the title of deputy in the county
         treasurer’s office.
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          Of the eight men working in the treasurer’s office, Harry had been there the longest. Yet he was fired late in 1905, presumably
         so that Lakin could reward a political crony. After several more firings, complaints that city employees were being dismissed
         on trumped-up charges grew widespread. In April 1906 the citizens of Tacoma approved a city charter amendment requiring a
         public hearing and ratification by a two-thirds majority of the city council before a city employee could be discharged.
      

      The city’s indignation came too late to help Harry. In the first years of the century, Tacoma’s population had exploded from
         38,000 to more than 84,000, but the expected fiscal boom was not forthcoming.
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         The economy was stymied by the consolidation of the timber industry and railroads. The increase in jobs did not keep up with
         the number of job hunters. Like many others disappointed with prospects on the coast, Harry began to think about the inland
         frontier and its burgeoning center, Spokane, 200 miles east, where logging and mining camps were proliferating as fast as
         they once had in Tacoma. The prospect of a fresh start was made more imperative by Harry’s liberal spending.
      

      The very week he was fired, he had come home with tickets for The Merry Widow, insisting that they had been given him by a friend. He and Kate “enjoyed every minute of the show,” Ted recounted in a fanciful
         biography of Bing, noting with lingering embarrassment that Harry’s “sprees” exacerbated “their financial troubles on the
         Coast.”
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          Just how much embarrassment and debt Harry incurred is no longer possible to ascertain, but given Kate’s keen sense of social
         standing, such difficulties may have sparked her own willingness to leave their home, friends, parents, and siblings, especially
         her sister, Annie, whose prospering marriage made Kate more envious than she liked to admit. Bing would later praise his father’s
         hunch in recognizing Spokane as “a fine place for a man to raise his family,”
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          but he hinted at a darker motive in lauding it as a place where the people “don’t care who you are, what you’ve been, or
         what your reputation was before they met you. It’s how you handle yourself after you arrive there that counts.”
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      Within a week of his dismissal, Harry was visiting Spokane, soon to become one of the world’s great wheat centers. Where wheat
         is harvested, distilleries and breweries are sure to follow, and Harry landed a job as bookkeeper at the newly developed Inland
         Brewery. Harry sold the house on J Street to Annie and her husband, Ed Walsh, for a dollar.
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          The nominal figure may indicate the settlement of a debt or the intention to resume ownership at a future date. The Walshes
         never lived in the house but held on to it for many years before selling.
      

      Harry had to begin work immediately, but Kate was in the last weeks of a difficult pregnancy with Mary Rose and could not
         withstand the long, jolting rail trip. So he went alone, securing the rental of a roomy four-bedroom house in Spokane’s Catholic
         district and fortifying it with furniture shipped from J Street. Kate and the children moved into a furnished house on South
         I Street, half a mile from 
         their abandoned home and a couple of blocks from the austere box-frame house in which Annie and Ed Walsh lived and where the
         children could be distracted. Everett was charged with watching Harry until Mary Rose was safely delivered, though Kate remained
         ill and in bed for two months.
      

      By early July Kate felt her strength returning, or recognized that the trip could be put off no longer. She said her good-byes
         and in the grueling midsummer heat transported herself, the baby, the five older children, and several valises to the station.
         They almost missed the train when the combative Everett disappeared to pursue an altercation with a newsboy. But he was located
         in time, and the seven Crosbys boarded the Northern Pacific, bound for the Inland Empire.
      

      The times were changing as the Crosbys pulled up roots. The week Spokane’s Inland Brewery announced the expansion that made
         Harry’s job possible, a prankster in Chicago yelled “fire” outside a church during the Easter service, inciting a stampede
         that took the lives of four parishioners, three of them children; and a mob of 5,000 in Springfield, Missouri, destroyed a
         prison and hanged and burned three black teenagers accused of attacking a white woman, despite the woman’s assertion that
         they were not the culprits. (The mob inadvertently freed nearly forty white bona fide criminals, causing a panic throughout
         the area.) Three days later, at 5:13 A.M., a fierce rumbling woke San Francisco to the ordeal that demolished the city and stoked fires that raged for three days, taking
         a thousand lives and leaving 250,000 homeless — the nation’s worst disaster since the Johnstown flood of 1889.
      

      It was the era in which Lincoln Steffens damned the shame of the cities and Upton Sinclair revealed that the bodies of Chicago
         meatpackers who drowned in mixing vats were processed with diseased cows and brought to market. New York tabloids ballyhooed
         the first of many “crimes of the century.” after a deranged wastrel, Harry K. Thaw, defended the honor of his wife, showgirl
         Evelyn Nesbit, by murdering the architect and libertine Stanford White. His attorneys argued that Thaw suffered from “dementia
         Americana,” and his millions bought him several stays in a mental hospital while Nesbit augured talk-show renown by ventilating
         her cautionary tale on the vaudeville circuit.
      

      
         And yet despite unreasoning fears and exploding racial and ethnic hatred, it was an era of heroes — of larger-than-life people
         who were honored without the slightest taint of cynical apprehension: builders, explorers, educators, thinkers, rebels, scientists,
         tinkerers, politicians, industrialists, labor leaders. The Spokesman-Review, the major Inland paper, published a front-page poll in which regional educators, intellectuals, and writers were asked to
         name the five greatest contemporary Americans.
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          The same men turned up on ballot after ballot: Teddy Roosevelt topped them all, followed by Thomas A. Edison, Charles W.
         Eliot, Edward Everett Hale, Andrew Carnegie, William Jennings Bryan, Booker T. Washington, Luther Burbank, Samuel Gompers,
         J. Pierpont Morgan. These men embodied the American character, enhanced the American profile, avowed an American century.
         Spokane fit the bill; after driving out the Palouse Indians in 1905, the city sprang forward.
      

   
      4
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      SPOKANE

      Nicknames are indicative of a change from a given to an achieved identity and they tell us something of the nick named individual’s
         interaction with his fellows.
      

      — Ralph Ellison, Shadow and Act (1964)
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      Old Spokane, called Spokane Falls, was little more than a post for trading with the Spokane and Couer d’Alene Indians. When
         the Northern Pacific Railroad arrived, the settlement boomed overnight, attracting the Wild West’s familiar warring elements
         — “respectable” people, including mining barons, and transient loggers, miners, and other laborers lured by liquor, gambling,
         and prostitution. The hell-raisers had access to opium, provided by Chinese who had been brought in to lay track and were
         then forced to live in the town’s dark back alleys. The values of the more conservative city fathers began to win out in 1889,
         the year Washington won statehood, when a fire razed thirty-two blocks of the rowdy downtown district. The townsmen set about
         rebuilding the city, using red brick and cast iron instead of wood. They imported architects with a taste for terra-cotta.
         Ordinances were passed to make life harder for those who did not fit in. “Box” theaters, which provided whores and whiskey
         in balconied boxes, were banned; saloons were shuttered on Sundays.
      

      Spokane {Falls was dropped in 1891) flourished as the commercial hub of the Inland Empire, a wintergreen and dun-colored expanse 
         that wrapped its 150 miles around scores of towns, agricultural and mineral riches, forests and streams, seventeen lakes,
         a rushing river, and falls that were claimed to rival Niagara.
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          The opening of the railway, in 1881, and the Coeur d’Alene gold rush, two years later, transformed the city and its surroundings.
         But the Northern Pacific’s encroaching yards and warehouses spread over Spokane like a blotting shadow, overtaking the riverfront
         and ultimately sealing the city from its breathtaking views of falls and rapids.
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      Yet “the Bond which Unites us with the Rest of the World,”
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          as the Northern Pacific characterized itself, brought Spokane undeniable dominance east of the Cascades. The population,
         which numbered 350 in 1880, had grown to nearly 100,000 by 1906, when Kate Crosby and her children, exhausted and distempered
         from the blistering heat and rattling journey, stepped from the train into a streaked sunset and saw Harry, smiling in his
         straw hat beside a rented horse and wagon, eager to show them their new home.
      

      The driver helped load the valises and, turning the wagon north, retraced much of the route Harry took from work every day
         on the trolley, back through the business district and across the Spokane River to the residential areas. They proceeded east
         of Division Street, the baseline from which avenues are numbered, to a developing working-class enclave known as the Holy
         Land, for its Catholic churches, schools, convent, seminary, and orphanage. When they reached the yellow two-story house at
         303 East Sinto Avenue, Harry unlocked the door and switched on an electric light, a convenience they had not enjoyed in Tacoma.
         He pointed out the carefully installed furniture, the groceries, the indoor plumbing.
      

      As the luggage was carried inside, Kate collapsed onto a chair in the living room. The older boys explored the upstairs bedrooms
         where they would double up — Larry and Everett in one room, Ted and Harry in another, Catherine and the baby in the third.
         Their parents slept downstairs in a room off the main area. Harry knew the reunion occasioned as much resignation as cheer.
         In a 1937 account Ted and Larry describe Kate as a woman who renounced self-pity about what she had left behind; she had “acquiesced
         in her husband’s decision to start anew” and considered herself a pioneer now.
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          In later years, however, she complained to Bing that they had arrived with “very short funds” and ran high food and fuel
         bills, while her husband breezily dismissed her financial worries.
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         Nothing better symbolized the family’s ambivalence about Dad’s spending than the acquisition of a “talking machine” during
         their first Spokane autumn, days after Kate enrolled her three oldest boys in nearby Webster Grade School. (The Holy Land
         did not yet have a parochial elementary school.) Harry arrived home late one evening with a huge box — a gift, he claimed,
         from a man who owed him favors. Beaming, he unpacked an Edison Phonograph, a machine that played cylinders with a wind-up
         lever and amplified them through a bell-like horn. He also brought out recordings of “The Stars and Stripes Forever” and —
         to soften his wife — “The Merry Widow Waltz.” Kate mellowed, and the extravagance was happily accepted. But her concern about
         Harry’s easy way with a buck was not easily allayed; the wariness died hard in her, and she passed it on to her children.
         Even toward the end of his life, when Bing boasted of his father buying the neighborhood’s first phonograph, he allowed that
         his old man had probably used the grocery money.
      

      The marvelous machine, patented nearly three decades earlier by Thomas Edison, whose hopes for it were no grander than for
         a Dictaphone, filled the house with trebly, tinny, yet vividly exuberant and often exotic sounds. Radio, as an entertainment
         medium, was more than twenty years in the future. But for now they had this pipeline to the world and its music. By the time
         the Edison and its cylinders were replaced by a phonograph that played platters, Dad had a collection ranging from the Peerless
         Quartet to The Mikado to such singers as John McCormack (“Mother Machree,” McCormack’s theme, was one of his favorites), Harry Lauder, Henry Burr,
         Denis O’Sullivan, and Al Jolson. Of the Irish tenors, Bing preferred McCormack: “I knew all his songs and I thought he was
         a wonderful singer with great appeal, great sincerity, and a quality in his voice like a bird.”
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          But the sound that mesmerized the boy was the Broadway yawp of the dynamic Jewish minstrel, Al Jolson, whose intensity shattered
         Spokane’s calm surface.
      

      Harry had reason to feel secure about his prospects. A year earlier Spokane’s Heiber Brewery, a modern plant with an annual
         capacity of 110,000 barrels of brew and malt, had switched hands to three partners, John Lang, William Huntley, and Charles
         Theis.
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          They bought it — and two plots of real estate — for $300,000. Lang, a canny German-born businessman transplanted from San
         Francisco by way 
         of Tacoma, changed the firm’s name to Inland Brewing & Malting Co., bought another six adjacent lots, built a cold-storage
         plant and bottling works, and opened a wholesale agency in Moscow, Idaho. During this expansion, he hired Harry as bookkeeper.
         Though modestly paid, Harry was attached to a growing business in a growing community. True, many deplored the shameful product;
         the company offered home delivery to every part of the city in “plain wagons, plain cases.”
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          Even Harry hid his spirits. But the days of temperance fanatics like Carrie Nation were gone, or so most people thought.
      

      The family settled readily into the neighborhood. As Kate recalled, “All around us were young married couples, congenial and
         all of a sort in tastes, economic position and general outlook. Nobody was wealthy. Everybody was happy.”
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          In the fall of 1908, she walked young Harry to the Webster School and registered him in first grade, though he was only five,
         the proper age for kindergarten. Webster did not offer kindergarten, so perhaps she lied about his age, impatient to get him
         out from under her feet. Yet Harry had plainly usurped his mother’s attentions. Whatever else charmed Kate about her jug-eared,
         towheaded youngest boy, she cannot have failed to see herself mirrored in his face.
      

      The older boys were different, easier to describe: Larry was bookish, soft-spoken, owlish in glasses not unlike his father’s;
         Everett was pugnacious, a provocateur with little interest in school and defiantly sure of himself; Ted was quiet, a loner,
         a diligent and imaginative child who wrote stories and studied electronics. The three older boys looked like their father:
         they had the rounded, fleshy Crosby face and small, dark eyes. Harry, too, had his father’s thin nose and thinning scalp.
         Still, he was decidedly a Harrigan, the only boy to inherit his mother’s cool, prominent, hooded blue eyes; her prim lips;
         and the triangular jaw she got from her mother. Even the way his right cheek folded at the mouth in an irrepressible smirk
         linked him to Kate. In her later photographs, that smirk is as close as she got to smiling.
      

      The Harrigan moodiness was also familiar, as were his quickness to take offense and his indisputable charm. Everyone who knew
         young Harry would speak of his constant singing and whistling that heralded his arrival. He was given more leeway than his
         brothers, his father conceded. “We were both so lenient that it’s no wonder our other boys called Bing ‘Mother’s and Dad’s
         pet.’ Not that he was 
         spoiled. He got his tannings. But he — well, he was different in a way. Made it sort of hard to spank him much.”
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      In third grade he was informally and indelibly renamed. It was 1910, the year a local matron, Mrs. John Bruce Dodd, founded
         a movement to establish a national Father’s Day. Harry, six years old, discovered a full-page feature in Sunday’s Spokesman-Review, “The Bingville Bugle.” Written and illustrated by humorist Newton Newkirk, of the Boston Post, the “Bugle” was a broad parody of a hillbilly newsletter, with gossipy tidbits, minstrel quips, creative spelling, mock ads,
         and hayseed caricatures. Harry Lowe told writer Quentin Reynolds that his boy pestered grown-ups to read it to him. He’d point
         to the page and plead, “Bing! Bing!” until someone gave in.
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      One older boy he did not have to pester much was fifteen-year-old Valentine Hobart, who lived two doors away. Valentine liked
         Harry and shared his enthusiasm for the “Bugle,” which the Spokesman-Review dispersed not in the comics section (its drawings served primarily as teasers for the lengthy text) but in a supplement filled
         with stories by Jack London, H. Rider Haggard, O. Henry, W. W. Jacobs, and other popular writers. The “Bugle” motto boasted,
         THE LEADING PAPER OF THE COUNTRY — BRIGHT, BREEZY, BELLICOSE, BUSTLING, and augured with remarkable accuracy the yokel humor that Arkansas-born comedian Bob Burns popularized on Crosby’s Kraft Music Hall in the 1930s. It incorporated back-fence scuttlebutt (“There was a light in the front parlor of the Perkins’ residence last
         Satterday ev’g until as late as 9:30 P.M.… Tom staid a little mite later than usual on this occashion, didn’t he Sadie?”); “pomes” by “well knowed pome writer, Miss
         Sally Hoskins”; recipes for items such as harness grease; drama reviews (“Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Played by Real Actor Folks, was
         Give in the Town Hall to a Large and Intelligent Audience”); and hard news (“Hank Dewberry had a turrible experience with
         his red bull thet he will remember with loathing as long as he lives”).
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      Harry had an infectious and appreciative laugh, and Hobart took a shine to him, calling him Bingo from Bingville.
         
            14
         
          Shorn of its last vowel, the improbable nickname stuck. Other versions of its origin were later publicized. One had him named
         for a floppy-eared character in the parody named Bingo, though Newkirk never actually drew such a creature. A Paramount Pictures
         press release explained that as 
         a boy, Bing played cowboys and Indians, cocking his fingers like a gun and shouting, “Bing bing bing,” a tale reprinted for
         decades to come. Everett, a fount of misinformation, replaced the cowboy story that he helped popularize with a third version,
         in which Bing’s name was earned with a baseball bat, which he used to knock out clean hits called “bingles.”
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      Bing was sensitive about the genesis of his name. Though notoriously free with what Huck Finn called “stretchers” and indifferent
         to most accounts of his life and career, he corrected Paramount’s press release (which perpetuated numerous errors he let
         stand) in order to ground “The Bingville Bugle” in his history. But he never discussed the more intriguing issue of why a
         grown man cultivates a childhood nickname. In The Bank Dick, W. C. Fields considers a name: “Og Oggleby. Sounds like a bubble in a bath.” What then does Bing sound like: the direct hit on a spitoon? The NBC chimes? The collision of two martinis? If nothing else, it conveys the affection
         of its bestowers.
      

      After Hobart named him, only his mother persisted in calling him Harry. In school he signed his work Harry, but even his teachers
         took to calling him Bing. The name would be used by his wives and lovers, colleagues and partners, family and friends all
         his life. From the outset of his career, it seemed as natural and fitting and finally as commonplace as Tom, Dick, or Elvis.
         The name disarms, flatters the wary, demands a certain conviviality of all who approach. Bing. El Bingo. Le Bing. Bing Kuo
         Shi Bi. Der Bingle. Rarely has a nickname so aptly defined the person it identified. He was Bing at all times, except before
         the law and the church. He reserved Harry for his alter ego in a running 1940s radio skit (a character of the “Moonlight Bay”
         era, he explained, his father’s generation) and occasions of high seriousness, like meeting the Pope. And he handed it down
         to his fourth and fifth sons.
      

      Bing was a solid if unremarkable student at Webster, popular and able to hold his own in and out of the classroom, even though
         he was a year younger than his classmates. To the dismay of his teachers, he did not have to work hard to do well and sometimes
         appeared to do no work at all. He was considered bright but lazy. A good friend, Francis Corkery (who would become president
         of Gonzaga University), thought of him as happy-go-lucky, too carefree to be a true leader; he 
         recalled that Bing was always ready to go along when the gang raided fruit trees for apples and cherries. Francis and Bing
         had jackknives and whittled together. Corkery remembered him as good-natured and always singing. Though shy with girls, Bing
         was outgoing with boys and good at sports, despite his small stature. In fourth grade Frank and Bing played on the Webster
         School baseball team. In his dark jersey with striped sleeves and leggings, Bing stands in the front row of a team picture,
         hands on hips, eager and poised.
      

      Gertrude Kroetch, Bing’s fourth-grade teacher, remembered his class practicing ovals in penmanship. She had set a rhythm,
         counting fours. All the kids did the ovals except Bing, who, finger cocked and one eye closed, shot his classmates one by
         one with an imaginary gun. Not wanting to interrupt her counting, Miss Kroetch pantomimed her own gun and fired it at Bing,
         who began to “make those ovals furiously,”
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          His mother recalled an afternoon when he was sent home from school with a note. Bing had disrupted the class with his “whispered
         remarks and pantomime.” The next time it happened, he was sent to the principal. “What did [the principal] do?” Kate asked
         him. “He dealt with me,” said Bing. “And?” “That’s all. I think I get the idea now.”
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          The principal had bent Bing over a chair and whacked him with a yardstick.
      

      Corporal punishment was hardly unknown to him, notwithstanding the parental favoritism. If Dad tended to disappear when a
         licking was to be administered, Kate was willing; and the children feared her hefty wooden hairbrush and strap. Her implacable
         authority earned Kate a level of respect denied Harry, but something less than love, perhaps because her approval was so often
         linked to her ambitions. She was always searching for a star. When Kate thought Ted might become a priest, she relieved him
         of chores; when she decided Catherine could succeed on Broadway, she insisted on years of piano lessons no matter the cost.
         The children claimed to venerate her for being steadfast and sensible, yet privately they found her manipulative and severe.
         One way or another, she was setting up each of them to disappoint her. In later years four of her children — Bing emphatically
         not among them — conceded that despite their admiration and respect for their mother, they never truly loved her.
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      In addition to meting out punishment, Kate allocated chores, settled disputes, and governed family traditions. Mary Rose considered
         
         her an extraordinary woman but noted that for all the bother over birthdays, they were observed with a cake and never a party.
         Kate disbursed Harry’s wages, and when they weren’t sufficient, she emphasized his failure by dramatically resorting to a
         teapot, her emergency bank. “My father didn’t make a great deal of money,” Bing said. “My mother raised us on his small salary
         and we all got through college somehow.”
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          Perhaps he hoped to instill in his own children the reverence he felt toward her when he, too, used a strap, with terrible
         results, as he repeatedly acknowledged. Kate, after all, earned him his success: “My mother was such a wonderful woman and
         she did so many good things and so much good work and she wanted success and happiness for me. Maybe the Lord, to make her
         happy, had good things happen to me.”
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      Harry had no illusions about who ruled the roost. Asked to comment on his world-renowned son in 1940, he volunteered:

      My wife really knows much more about him than I do. Not that he’s a stranger to me! But Mother — well, you know how boys act
         toward their mothers. I guess I’ve always been the easy-going father. Bing takes after me in that respect. Nobody can rush
         him either. I remember the times I’d come home from work and how often I’d be greeted with the story of some disturbing antic
         of his during the day. My wife always would say, “Now, Harry, you must speak to Bing. He’s been very hard to manage today.”
         I’d look very indignant, promise some sort of punishment, then watch Kate do the disciplining. I just couldn’t bring myself
         to punish Bing — or any of the boys.
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      Bing considered Harry’s serenity his primary legacy. “Whether inherited or not,” Bing once said, “his ability to relax has
         helped me in a life which has had its share of pressure. I don’t worry seriously about anything.”
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      A block west of the Crosby home lived Helen and Agnes Finnegan, sisters who taught Bing in fifth and sixth grades, respectively.
         Helen remembered him as roly-poly and likable, and was proud to claim that he played his first stage role in her class, as
         a singing jumping bean, one of twelve (Corkery was another) who vaulted across the stage on pogo sticks in a presentation
         called Beebee. In sixth and seventh grades, Bing was introduced to two venerable theatrical conventions, 
         often revisited during his career; he appeared in blackface for a school benefit and in a pink-and-white-checkered dress for
         a Christmas play adapted from the Ladies’ Home Journal. His fine voice was much admired. “We think Hollywood has ruined Harry’s voice,” Helen Finnegan complained to a reporter in
         1946. “He sang much better before he became a crooner.”
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          Agnes remembered him as clean but sloppy, with his shirttail out, always chewing pencils or gum or both. He had straw-colored
         hair, a creamy complexion, outsize ears, china-blue eyes, and a tendency toward chubbiness.
      

      Music was always heard at home. As Harry’s record collection increased, Bing memorized the latest songs. “I had a constant
         succession of them in my head. And I had to whistle or sing to get them out.”
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          The phonograph was always on, except after supper on Sunday, when the family gathered in the living room to sing. Accompanied
         by Harry on mandolin or guitar, and by a glowing fire in winter, Kate’s contralto fused with Harry’s tenor on “When Irish
         Eyes Are Smiling,” “Sweet Adeline,” “In the Good Old Summer Time,” and “Mother Machree,” among others. Harry conducted a male
         quartet that included himself, Bing, Larry, and Ev. Ted, an inveterate tinkerer, kept his distance from the harmonizing but
         a few years later made his own valiant contribution by building a crystal radio that picked up new songs from a station in
         Seattle.
      

      The girls took turns at the piano, recently transported from the house in Tacoma. Harry paid fifteen dollars for cartage,
         the price of a new suit he was obliged to sacrifice. It was a present for Kate, who wanted the girls to learn how to play
         and needed cheering up. Her childless sister, Annie, had written to boast how well her husband was doing and rubbed salt in
         the wound by offering to adopt Kay (Catherine).
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          Only in her children was Kate richer than Annie, yet she made it clear she appreciated the offer and was inclined to consent.
         This time, Harry put his foot down. They were not so poor that they had to farm out one of their children. By way of saying
         no, thank you, he reclaimed her piano. Kay quickly revealed musical talent and promised to be a beauty. Kate envisioned stardom
         for her.
      

      It wasn’t Dad, but a member of Kate’s family — her youngest brother, George, then a robust man in his early thirties — who
         became Bing’s first idea of an exemplary performer. An enthusiastic amateur, George made frequent visits from the coast. Bing
         adored
         him and spent many hours at his side. In later years, when Bing reminisced about George, his voice would rise a couple of
         tones and the phrases would tumble out with a cantering dispatch:
      

      My mother had a brother, George Harrigan, a great singer in the Tacoma-Seattle area. He was a court reporter in the local
         legislature and also in the courts in Seattle and Tacoma, and of course his theme song was “Harrigan,” taken from the Cohan
         song. And he was the biggest favorite singing around that area that ever occurred there. He was a great guy and had a terrific
         voice — big, high, loud, powerful tenor. Anytime he appeared, everybody’d holler, “Harrigan,” and he’d go: “H-A-double R-I-G-A-N spells Harrigan / Divil a
         man can say a word agin me,” and I learned a lot just watching him. He could tell stories in any dialect you ever heard of.
         He should have gone into show business, but he married young, had about five or six children, and never could get away. He’d
         have been a sensational star with his ability to do dialect stories and sing. He was six foot two, black hair with blue eyes.
         Handsome man.
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      During Christmas 1912 Kate, nearing forty, revealed that for the first time in six years she was pregnant. The timing was
         propitious. Inland Brewery’s tank capacity increased by another 25,000 barrels, and Harry received a raise and a new title
         — cashier. Spokane felt flush. Five years before, Barnum & Bailey’s circus elephants refused to step onto the steel Monroe
         Street Bridge, which collapsed shortly afterward. Now its replacement was completed and was touted as the longest concrete
         span in the country. Spokane boasted sixty-two miles of paved streets, 600 miles of concrete walks, thirty-five public schools,
         ten hospitals and asylums, 112 churches. The Spokane-Coeur d’Alene interurban electric railway, leaving every few minutes,
         transported thousands of swimmers and picnickers to Liberty Lake, the area’s most popular resort. The fabulous Davenport Hotel,
         designed by architect Kirtland Cutter at a cost of $3 million, opened its doors in 1914, attracting celebrities and royalty
         with its glass pillars and lobby birds, plumbing that siphoned drinking water to every room, and a washing machine to polish
         silver money.
      

      Even the entertainment world rallied. After city officials banned box and variety theaters, performers were engaged to lure
         skeptical customers into nickelodeons that were little more than converted 
         storefronts. The first significant theater in Spokane was the Auditorium, built in 1890, with the second-largest stage west
         of Minneapolis. It presented musicals, operas, concerts, and dramas. The more daring Pantages and Washington theaters offered
         traveling vaudeville. At the outset of 1915, two movie theaters, the Liberty and the Clemmer, opened their doors. The Spokesman-Review crowed, “It is doubtful if any city the size of Spokane can boast of two such moving picture theaters.”
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      In this environment, and with the financial help of Inland Brewery, the ever optimistic Crosbys believed they could finally
         realize the dream of building their own home in Spokane. Kate got the ball rolling. In June 1911 the Pioneer Educational Society
         (a Jesuit organization) sold her, “for the sum of one dollar and other considerations,” a lot on East Sharp Avenue with a
         proviso that the buyer erect a “dwelling house worth not less than three thousand dollars.”
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          Within weeks Inland Brewery bought the warranty deed for $6,500, enabling Kate and Harry to take out a mortgage. With additional
         financial help from Kate’s sister, Anne, and Harry’s nephew Lloyd, a timber executive, construction was completed in eighteen
         months, at which time Inland Brewery signed a quitclaim for a dollar and agreed to recoup its loan through payroll deductions.
      

      Six months later, in July 1913, the Crosbys left the yellow house they had rented for seven years and moved a few blocks to
         the two-story clapboard house at 508 East Sharp Avenue, one block north of Gonzaga University and St. Aloysius Church. They
         could see the church steeple through their rear windows. In the front of the house, a concrete walk led to wooden steps and
         a porch that ran the full width. The house, painted dark brown and overhung with deep eaves, had four bedrooms plus a sleeping
         porch on the second floor; the amenities included a coal and wood furnace and two bathrooms. The living-and-dining-room area
         was appointed with a small fireplace trimmed in brown-stained fir, a bookcase, and a window seat. The modest backyard, ringed
         with climbable locust trees, abutted an alleylike pathway through which the boys could cut to school. Bing carved his mark
         on a supporting two-by-four in the basement: H.C. ’16.
      

      On August 25 Kate delivered her seventh child, named George Robert (Bob) after her brother George Robert Harrigan.
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          Bing, at ten, was no longer the youngest son. “Mother told me one thing and I 
         really laugh when I think about it,” Bob recalled. “Bing was the youngest boy, so he wound up with all the old bicycles, the
         old clothes, the old roller skates, all of that. And when I was born, in the front room of the house up in Spokane, each one
         of the kids was allowed to come in and see me. When Bing came in, he said to Mother, lying in bed with me in her arms, ‘What
         is it?’ She said, ‘It’s a boy.’ And he said, ‘Well, it better be,’ and he walked out of the room. And from then on, he took
         care of me, good care of me. He was a wonderful brother. Outsmarted me all the time.”
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      Gonzaga University is located on East Boone, named for a descendant of Daniel, so the kids Bing ran with called themselves
         the Boone Avenue gang. Spokane, a mining community at heart, had never completely cleaned away the stain of Wild West excess,
         and the earliest tales Bing remembered hearing were of local gambling establishments at which his father took an “occasional
         flutter at the wheels of chance.”
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          Miners tramped through regularly, and the downtown alleyways harbored all the secrets that make urban life a trial for the
         righteous. Bing explored them fully. He knew each alley, theater, swimming hole, rat’s nest, playing field, park, and lake.
         The gang committed petty crimes, landing Bing in the clink more than once; on one occasion Kate, advised of his internment
         by the arresting officer, told him to keep her son overnight to teach him a lesson. Still, the gang’s crimes were piddling
         ones: swiping candy and ice cream, drinking, smoking anything they could light, putting up their dukes, and sneaking into
         movie theaters. The urchins in Bing’s circle produced a priest, lawyer, doctor, judge, boxer, and football Hall of Famer,
         as well as an entertainer. Bing stayed in touch with some of them his entire life.
      

      The episode that cemented his stature among his peers — never told the same way twice — involved his challenging one Jim Turner
         to a fight in defense of his “plump and easygoing” sister Mary Rose.
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          She had been either called “fatty” or caricatured in a picture, which was either distributed to the other kids or drawn on
         a blackboard. Jimmy Cottrell (later a junior welterweight champ and, with Bing’s help, a Paramount Pictures prop man) was
         a member of the Logan Avenue gang but was present at the 1914 tussle. He remembered a large crowd of kids circling a parking
         lot (an alley according to Bing, a 
         playground according to Mary Rose), cheering the contestants. Bing bloodied Turner’s nose (undisputed), earning his sister’s
         devotion and subdued approval from his parents, especially Kate, who thought him chivalrous.
      

      Bing was closest to Mary Rose of all his siblings, while Kay bonded with Ted. These lifelong pairings were viewed with irony,
         because Mary Rose — a candid, funny, exceedingly well liked woman who greatly enjoyed Bing’s reflected glory — was personally
         much more like Ted. Kay, who was quiet, private, and fiercely independent, was Bing’s double. In later years she never gave
         an interview, never boasted of her famous brother, never confided in anyone when she was dying of cancer. Of the seven children,
         only Kay and Bing would never be divorced.
      

      Yet Mary Rose was his favorite. “Whenever I had problems,” Mary Rose said, “I always went to Bing and he calmed me down and
         advised me what I should do.”
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          She admired his remarkable memory, apparent from early childhood, and the way he taught himself to do a time step and play
         drums. His pet name for her was Posie, and he took her ice-skating, sharing his old black skates. “We liked to swim and to
         skate and none of the others did, particularly,” Mary Rose said.
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          Jim Pool, the last of her three husbands, noted that when Everett was managing Bing and found him intransigent, he would
         ask Mary Rose to intercede. When Bing noticed Mary Rose and Jim driving an old car, he bought them a new one. “In my book,”
         Mary Rose said, “he had it made when he was little. I always knew he’d amount to a lot.”
         
            35
         
         
      

      On September 18, 1915, as Bing commenced his final year at Webster, grandfather Dennis Harrigan Jr. passed away at his home
         in Tacoma, at eighty-three.
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          Bing had been a baby the last time they had seen each other. Six years before, Dennis had been struck by falling timber while
         inspecting construction of the governor’s mansion, and he never entirely recovered. He was survived by a brother, seven children,
         fourteen grandchildren (half of them Kate’s), and a widow, Katie, who would become the subject of the opening anecdote in
         Bing’s 1953 memoir.
      

      In Bing’s story, his grandmother Katie, who is dying, asks her “Irishman” husband, Dennis, for his hand. “Katie,” he says,
         “it’s a hand that 
         was never raised against ye.” Eyes dilating, she answers, “And it’s a damn good thing for ye it wasn’t!” Upon delivering that
         insuperable finish, she expires.
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          It’s a fine tale, paying homage to a spirited Irish woman, and may have some basis in truth (perhaps regarding Bing’s great-grandparents).
         But Dennis died three years before Katie, and neither ever spent a day in Ireland. Bing’s confusion on this point is instructive.
         Bing’s family neither visited Dennis when he was ill nor attended his funeral. As an adult, Bing demonstrated a categorical
         aversion to funerals, memorial services, and hospitals.
      

      Bing’s skill as a young athlete was as obvious as his musical talent. Too small to make much of an impression in basketball
         or football, he was game enough to try hard at both as well as boxing and handball. He excelled in baseball and made the Junior
         Yard Association and varsity teams year after year, first at third base, then center field. He occasionally fantasized about
         running off to play professionally, and for a season played semipro on a team sponsored by Spokane Ideal Laundry. In his movies
         he would often incorporate bits of business to display his agility with a ball, though the closest he came to realizing his
         pro ambitions was buying a piece of the Pittsburgh Pirates in 1946.
      

      Bing was even better at swimming. He learned the hard way. McGoldrick’s lumberyard inhabited a portion of the northern bank
         of the Spokane River, which was close enough to the Gonzaga complex to disrupt classes with noise and smoke. In the years
         before the city created a network of public swimming pools, the millpond at the river’s bend, bordered by a sandbar and accessed
         by logs dumped there for storage, was a deadly lure to neighborhood kids. Some drowned trying to brave the swift rapids beyond
         the sandbar; many more died trying to walk the log booms to and from the pond. Forbidden from going anywhere near McGoldrick’s,
         the Boone gang and others could not resist the challenge.
      

      The boys — Bing and Ted, Frank Corkery and his older brother, Boots, Ralph Foley, Phil Sweeney and his brother, Dan, and half
         a dozen others — were clustered in the family barn of one of its members when Foley (later a superior court judge and the
         father of the Speaker of the House Tom Foley) challenged them to join him for a swim in the millpond. They walked south on
         Standard Street, past 
         Gonzaga and the vacant lots and the railroad tracks, until they reached the narrow sandbar and saw older boys, including Everett,
         cavorting in the middle of the river. Despite warnings from passersby and the swimmers, they gingerly crossed a cluster of
         logs, disrobed, and jumped in. During that first adventure, Bing and Ted were painfully sunburned. They managed to hide their
         discomfort at lunch, but their vocal suffering alerted Kate that night. She insisted, in vain, that Harry whip them, but she
         soon took pity and applied a reeking goose grease to their inflamed backs.
      

      As Corkery recalled, Bing was a millpond regular, swimming naked with the others and shocking passengers on the trains that
         rolled by the log-boom platforms from which they dove. He learned to swim in those currents and revisited them long after
         the pool at Mission Park opened, six blocks from his home. Jimmy Cottrell swam with Bing at Mission Park but, like him, preferred
         the excitement of the river: “Bing was a good diver, I admired him. We used to sneak off together to the Spokane River and
         see who could swim across.”
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          Another admirer of Bing’s watery talents was Mary Sholderer, one of seven girls in a gregarious and generous German family
         that fed and looked after the Crosby kids. (“We spent about as much time in the Sholderers’ home as we did in our own,” Bing
         said.)
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          She would not venture to McGoldrick’s but sometimes walked Bing to the Mission pool, carrying Bob in her arms. She watched
         him dive and swim, and praised his agility. Mary sang soprano at St. Aloysius and, with three of her sisters, grew old in
         the family house. The beloved spinsters became known for the birthday parties they threw for neighborhood dogs. Bing never
         forgot Mary’s kindness or failed to visit the Sholderer home when he returned to Spokane.
      

      From Mary and the other kids, Kate learned how well Bing handled himself in the water. In the summer of 1915 he was hired
         as towel boy for the Mission Park pool locker room. The following summer Kate coddled him into competing in a citywide swimming
         contest. On the big day, a couple of weeks after graduating Webster, Bing courted the resentment of his brothers as he lazed
         about, singing Blanche Ring’s vaudeville hit “I’ve Got Rings on My Fingers,” resting up for the 2:00 P.M. meet. Kate relieved him of chores and prepared his favorite meal, pork chops. To his initial dismay, Kate also insisted on
         accompanying him to the pool. She did no harm. He won 
         seven medals, including first place in diving and second place in the 100- and 220-yard speed events. When he resumed work
         at the pool that week, he was advanced from towel boy to lifeguard.
      

      That same summer Bing added to his finances by caddying. He talked members out of old clubs and played the course on Mondays,
         becoming obsessed with golf, which replaced swimming as his preferred exercise. During his years in Hollywood, Crosby became
         an expert golfer, but he had some qualms about keeping a swimming pool and filled in at least one. The presumed reason was
         his fear that the neighborhood children might have accidents, generating lawsuits. Twenty-three summers after his triumph
         at the Mission Park pool, Bing attempted to exercise his swimming skills and almost had an accident of his own, at the 1939
         New York World’s Fair.
      

      Driving back from a golf match with his friend mining heir Harvey Shaeffer, Bing suggested they catch the show at the Billy
         Rose Aquacade, featuring Eleanor Holm and Bing’s friend from Hollywood Johnny Weissmuller, the Olympic swimming champ who
         became the definitive Tarzan. As Weissmuller introduced the divers, who were climbing up to a fifty-foot board, Bing casually
         mentioned that he could dive from that height. Shaeffer bet him a hundred dollars he could not. They went backstage. Telling
         no one but Weissmuller of his plan, Bing borrowed a farcical full-body swimsuit and matching hat and anonymously waited his
         turn. When it came, he embraced the caper with comic aplomb and was airborne before realizing that his pipe was clamped between
         his teeth. Fearing it might be driven through his neck, he aborted an intended jackknife in favor of a feet-first plunge.
         He lost his pipe, incited a furious Billy Rose (who also feared accidents and lawsuits), and collected sixty-five dollars
         from Shaeffer, who would not accept the plunge as a dive.
      

      Harry mused, “All of our children were musical, but I must admit I had a soft spot in my heart for Bing, because I liked to
         hear him sing.” He brought him down to the Spokane Elks Club and had Bing perform for the members. “The piano player of the
         Elks Quartet became so interested in Bing’s singing that he gave him lessons.”
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          Those lessons, if they took place (Bing never spoke of them), would probably have been gratis. Kate took as focused an interest
         in his singing as in his swimming. “[She] gave me every break,” Bing said. “In fact, she 
         took me to a teacher. I had about three lessons and she paid for them and she didn’t have the money to spare at the time.
         I think the lessons cost five dollars a session. He gave me some things to vocalize on, some scales on the piano, and I think
         I went about three times, but I kept up the vocalizing for a few years — I think it loosened me up. That’s the only formal
         musical training I ever had.”
         
            41
         
          In his memoir, Bing claims that the lessons petered out when the professor discouraged pop songs and emphasized tone production
         and breath control. But shortly after Kate’s death, he admitted the trouble was financial: “That fin, you know, every second
         week, was a little strong for my mother to come up with.”
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          Kay’s piano lessons, however, continued.
      

      The Crosbys were now facing their worst crunch. On January 1, 1916, Washington went dry. The postboom cleanup, previously
         directed at gambling and prostitution, claimed one of the city’s major legitimate businesses, three years before the rest
         of the country had to answer to the Volstead Act. Prohibition and the concurrent sale of the big mines brought an end to Spokane’s
         growth years. Inland Brewery failed to accept or prepare for the drought, except with layoffs. Harry survived, at a drastically
         reduced salary, while the company tried to figure out what to do. The city chemist’s confirmation, on January 7, that there
         was no trace of alcohol in Inland’s “carbonated fizz near-beer” did nothing to stimulate sales.
         
            43
         
          As things got worse, so did Harry’s wages. During some months he may not have been paid at all: for the years 1915 and 1916,
         he indicated no employment in his entry in the city directory.
      

      In those dark days, Kate became preoccupied with Bing; just weeks before supervising his triumph at the Mission pool, she
         dressed her son in finery for his first formal musical performance. At a women’s function, he sang typically sentimental numbers
         such as “Ben Bolt,” a poem set to a German melody in 1848,
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          and “A Perfect Day,” a 1910 hit by vaudevillian Carrie Jacobs-Bond. For an unsolicited encore, he held a leash in his hand
         and sang “My Dog Rover,” a ditty he loved.
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          With little provocation, he would sing it in later years on well-lubricated hunting and fishing trips, though he never recorded
         it. Of the songs he sang that day, the one that seemed to bring out the most in him was a recently published secular hymn,
         “One Fleeting Hour.”
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          With a broad range of eight whole notes and a forte-grande top-note finish, it was an imposing showpiece for the 
         twelve-year-old. In the 1970s, when television interviewers asked him about his first experience before an audience, Bing
         unhesitatingly volunteered a few bars:
      

      When the twilight of eve dims the suns last ray

      And the shades of the night gather fast,

      There’s one fleeting hour that I’ve pray’d would stay,

      Full of joy and of pain that’s passed.

      Yet he never performed it professionally. Bing found his first appearance mortifying. In addition to having to get gussied
         up, he had to endure a cool reception — nothing like the kind his exuberant uncle George enjoyed.
      

      Bing had never been hesitant about singing for friends, but performing for church groups was another story, inclining him
         to play harder with the gang. “My mother dressed me up in some fantastic attire, the knickerbockers and the flowing ties,”
         Bing said. “That embarrassed me more than the singing, I believe. And of course the fellas I ran around with all thought singing
         was for girls or for sissies, certainly not for anyone who was going to be an athlete. Because we were mostly, as a group,
         concerned with rock fights and going down to the millpond and running logs and hooking rides on railroad trains and robbing
         the bakery wagon and things of that caliber, which were considered a little more adventurous and colorful than standing up
         in front of a ladies’ sodality and singing ‘One Fleeting Hour.’”
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          He was reprieved for a while when his voice changed, after which he was less shy about asserting himself in style and repertoire.
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