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The Music of Jimmy McHugh 

If Jimmy McHugh had not been a strong-minded 
young man, he might either have spent his life as a 
plumber or become a classical pianist. His father, an 
Irishman, was in business as a plumbing engineer in 
Boston, Massachusetts, where Jimmy was born on July 
10, 1894. His mother taught him to play the piano 
and later he studied with Augustus Cuents. For a time 
Jimmy worked as office boy at Boston’s Opera House, 
but soon moved to the local offices of Irving Berlin’s 
music publishing company. As a song-plugger he 
bicycled all over the city, playing in music stores and 
at cinemas and theatres. 7 

A scholarship that would have taken Jimmy to the 
New England Conservatory of Music was declined by 
him. Instead he decided to concentrate upon writing 
popular songs. In 1921 he published his first song, 
Emaline, and also boarded a train for New York City, 

_ when he became a partner in Irving Mills’ music pub- 
lishing business. Up in Harlem the Cotton Club pre- 
sented some of the finest Negro artists of the day in a 

_ fast-moving musical revue; Jimmy McHugh spent the 
next seven years writing scores for these shows. He 
was also partly responsible for bringing Duke Ellington 
before a wider public... At that time an unknown pian- 
ist from Washington, Ellington and his orchestra 
began their long association with the Cotton Club in 
December, 1927. 

The year before had seen Lt. Commander Richard 
Byrd fly over the North Pole and Gertrude Ederle 
swim the English Channel. People talked about 
“flaming youth.” A new dance, the Black Bottom, 
challenged the popularity of the Charleston. Clara 
Bow entranced moviegoers in her latest film, “It.” 
And from the pens of Jimmy McHugh and lyric-writer 
Clarence Gaskill came one of the year’s hit-songs: I 
can’t believe that youw’re in love with me. 

It was in 1927 that Dorthy Fields, a New York school 
teacher, began fitting words to Jimmy McHugh’s tunes. 
Born in New Jersey in 1905, the daughter of Lew 
Fields, the famous comedian, Dorothy had two broth- 
ers who were also to make their mark in show business. 
The first of the scores which McHugh and Fields pro- 
duced together was heard on the opening night of Lew 
Leslie’s “Blackbirds of 1928.” An all-Negro show 
starring Adelaide Hall, Aida Ward and Bill “Bojan- 
gles” Robinson, “Blackbirds” ran for over two-and-a 
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half years. I can’t give you anything but love, perhaps 
the most famous song from this production, has a story 
behind it. Strolling down Fifth Avenue one day, 
Jimmy McHugh and Dorothy Fields paused behind 
a young couple gazing wistfully into the jewel-laden 
windows of Tiffany’s. “Gee honey, I'd like to get you 
a sparkler like that,” sighed the young man, “but right 
now I can’t give you nothin’ but love.” Legend has 
it that within an hour the songwriters had completed 
a draft of the words and music. 

On the sunny side of the street and Exactly like you 
made their first appearance in Lew Leslie’s “Inter- 
national Revue of 1930”, starring Florence Moore, 
Gertrude Lawrence, Harry Richman and Jack Pearl. 

_ Blue again comes from another Broadway show staged 
that year—“The Vanderbilt Revue,” its cast headed 
by Lulu McConnell and Joe Pearce. 

Talking pictures not only changed the whole tech- 
nique of film-making, they brought the world a new 
vehicle for musical entertainment. Jimmy McHugh 
and Dorothy Fields joined the stream of songwriters 
journeying West and arrived in Hollywood in 1931. 
That year they wrote Cuban Love Song for Lawrence 
Tibbett to sing in the film of that name. It was about 
this time that another McHugh-Fields tune-Goodbye 
Blues-began to be whistled and hummed in every 
American city. 

The sight of Jean Harlow in “Hell’s Angels”, filmed 
in 1930, had turned thousands of girls all over the 
world into platinum blondes. Three years later Jean 
joined Marie Dressler, Wallace Beery and John and 
Lionel Barrymore in “Dinner at Eight.” Audiences 
heard two songs by McHugh and Fields—the theme- 
tune, Dinner at eight, and.Don’t blame me. The lat- 
ter was also featured in a Broadway stage show, 
“Clowns in Clover.” 

Two of the most popular singing film-stars of the 
Thirties—Alice Faye and Frances Langford—appeared 
together in “Every Night at Eight.” [’m in the mood 
for love was the hit-song from this 1935 production. 
By now Dorothy Fields had grown tired of life in 
Hollywood and headed back to New York. Jimmy 
McHugh stayed out on the West Coast and began col- 
laborating with fresh lyric-writers. Ted Koehler, once 
a photo-engraver in Washington, wrote words for 
Lovely Lady and I’m shooting high. Both songs were 
featured in “King of Burlesque,” a film starring 

Warner Baxter, Jack Oakie and Alice Faye, as well as 
that great jazz pianist and entertainer, Fats Waller. 

A quiet-mannered, rather skinny young man named 
Frank Sinatra suddenly became the idol of bobby- 
soxers during 1943. He also made his first film that 
year. As well as letting movie-goers see Michele 
Morgan, Jack Haley, Leon Erroll and Victor Borge, 

“Higher and Higher” had Sinatra singing Harold 
Adamson’s lyrics to Jimmy McHugh’s I couldn’t sleep 
a wink last night and A lovely way to spend an evening. 

Awarded the Presidential Certificate of Merit for 
his war-time services, Jimmy McHugh has also received 
a doctor’s degree form Los Angeles City College. In 
the autumn of 1951 he appeared with Frank Sinatra 
at a charity “Midnight Matinee” in London which was 
attended by the British royal family. But nowadays 
the songwriter spends most of his time living quietly 
in his home up in Beverly Hills, surrounded by his 
collections of French paintings and antique silver. 
“How do I write a song?” he once said. “Well, I get 
titles and write. them down on a piece of paper. Sooner 
or later I may write them up—when I feel that fresh 
feeling coming on..... Maybe one day you're walk- 
ing along the street and you start humming.” Then 
Jimmy goes to his workroom, sits down at the upright 
piano which George Gershwin once owned, and writes 
down another of the melodies that have made him 
famous all over the world. 

%* * %* %* * 

Frank Chacksfield, born in Battle, Sussex, studied 

music from the age of seven. First he played the 
piano, then the organ, passing the Trinity College ex- 
aminations and appearing as a soloist at Hastings 
Music Festival before he was fourteen. At fifteen he 

formed his own dance-band, but his parents were a- 
gainst his embarking on a musical career and he started 
working in a solicitor’s office. 

All day long Frank worked at law, at night he 
studied music. Slowly he grew convinced that music 
must be his career. War broke out, and in 1940 he 

joined the Army. During a period of convalescence 
from illness he made his first broadcast—singing songs 
at the piano in the BBC’s Glasgow studios. 

Frank Chacksfield has recorded with many star per- 
formers. Today he stands as one of the most popular 
and brilliant of Britain’s light music conductors and 
orchestrators. 
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