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John McCutcheon:   

Okay.  We’re going to go right to the first question in the Q & A: What are you working on now?  So we’ll take care of this right now.  I’m going to sing you my next book ‑‑

[begins playing guitar]

‑‑ and then we’ll get into why we’re here.  And it’s a, it’s based on a song that my mother was the co-writer of.  She doesn’t know that she was the co-writer of it.  My mother was the first songwriter that I was ever around.  She wrote songs the way mothers do; just kind of composing extemporaneously the soundtrack of our childhoods.  And she was blessed with the gift of brevity, a quality I did not inherit from her.  I mean her songs were easy to remember because they were, they were  usually only one line long.  The longest one she ever wrote was two lines long, and I remember it.  It goes:

[sings] 

“All right, whoever tracked mud on the carpet get down here right now.  Don’t make me count.”

[laughter]

And the shortest one, the one I heard most was:

[sings] 

“I hope you have a child just like you.”  

[laughter] 

I did.

[laughter]

Twice.  But every, every night at six she would come to the back door and she would sing her greatest hit, and it was:

[sings]  
“Johnny, Mary Claire, Lulu, Jeanie, Kevin, Jeff, Patty, Nancy, Rob.” 

Guess what religion we were?  

[laughter]

[sings] 

“Though, you know, I made that comment at a show in Salt Lake City and they didn’t laugh.”  

[laughter]

[sings]  

Johnny, Mary Claire, Lulu, Jeanie, 

Kevin, Jeff, Patty, Nancy, Rob. 

“Shadows growing longer, lights are growing dim,

Supper’s on the table, everybody come in.  

I’ve been playing at the river and I’m tired to the bone.  

She’s calling all the children home.

“Home to the table and the big black pot,

Everybody’s got enough, though we ain’t got a lot.  

No one is forgotten, no one is alone

When she’s calling all the children home. 

“Everybody’s sittin’ in everybody’s place

With their fresh‑scrubbed fingers and their fresh‑scrubbed face.  

It’s quiet just a minute while sister says a grace  

Like she’s calling all the children home.  

“Home to the table and the big black pot,

Everybody’s got enough, though we ain’t got a lot.  

No one is forgotten, no one is alone

When she’s calling all the children home.  

“Well, I could hear her voice in the middle of a crowd.  

It was never too late, and it was never too loud.  

Smelled just like home by the time we hit the door,

There was always just enough, but there was always room for more.   

“So, out in the desert, down by the sea,

Hear the voice calling ‘Allee, allee in free!’ 

From the city to the forest where the wild beasts roam

We’re calling all the children home. 

“Home to the table, home to the feast

Where the last are the first and the greatest are the least.  

Where the rich will envy what the poor have got.  

Everybody’s got enough, though we ain’t got a lot.  

No one is forgotten, no one is alone

When we’re calling all the children home.  

“Home to the table and the big black pot,

Everybody’s got enough, though we ain’t got a lot.  

No one is forgotten, no one is alone.

From the shacks of Soweto to the ice of Nome,

From Baghdad City to the streets of Rome,

We’re calling all the children home.  

"Moishe, Isabelle, Sipho, Kim,

Mohammed, Mikael, Red Hawk, Tim,

Johnny, Mary Claire, Lulu, Jeanie, 

Kevin, Jeff, Patty, Nancy, Rob.” 

[applause]

Thanks.  In a bookstore near you in two years.  

[laughter]

Every Saturday morning of my young life, after breakfast and before the afternoon Milwaukee Braves broadcast, I would mount my trusty Schwinn and pedal my way down to the most fabulous building in my little town -- the Marathon County Public Library.

[applause]

And there in the cool calm of the stacks, I plowed through the Landmark History series, I read everything that Mark Twain wrote.  I memorized Robert Louis Stevenson poetry, and I devoured Hemingway and Steinbeck and Verne.

My grandparents lived conveniently down the block from the Arcadia, Wisconsin, public library.  And many was the summer afternoon, hypnotized in their front porch swing, that I would ply the ocean’s depths as a World War II submariner, or crouch with Jem and Scout and Dill in the bushes in front of Boo Radley’s house.  Books were my refuge and my launching pad; I loved them as nothing else in my young life.  Except baseball.

[laughter]

Because baseball, baseball saved my life.  

See, I was raised, as you all have just heard, as the oldest of a big, brawling Irish Catholic family.  My father was a traveling salesman, gone Monday through Friday, my whole life.  My mother had eight children in nine years; thought she was done.  Ha!  Five years later, had what she called “the Pope’s surprise.” 

[laughter]

She was the original single mother.  With no father at home to speak of for most of the week, and followed immediately by three younger sisters, one of whom who is here with me today, I was the closest thing to adult male companionship my mother had.  But man, I was a handful.  I mean, we were all ‑‑ my family could have been, should have been, the poster child for Ritalin had it been invented in the 1950s.

So here I was, a bookish, hyperactive kid surrounded by women, curious about everything, good at nothing in particular.  Man.  I mean, I was a walking advertisement for frequent encounters with every playground bully in my little town.  I mean, I could quote “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere” while getting my butt kicked.  But then came Little League tryouts.  Now, growing up in Wisconsin, I loved the Milwaukee Braves, and especially their catcher Del Crandall.  So when it came time to try out, they said, “What do you want to play?”  I knew exactly that I wanted to be squatting, unfashionably, behind the plate, involved in every pitch of the game, wearing what every baseball fan knows is termed “the tools of ignorance.” 

Thus accoutered, I finally had some small bit of currency with my classmates.  And I developed a small but loyal cadre of pals with whom I negotiated the dangerous business of trying to grow up in 1960s working‑class America.  So I want to tell you about the day when everything changed.  It was an August afternoon, 1963.  It was a gorgeous Wisconsin summer day, temperatures hovering in the mid‑40s ‑‑

[laughter]

‑‑ and I was late for Little League practice.  So I came racing in to the living room, and I was panicking, and there was my mom sitting in the most unmotherly position, parked in front of the television watching a show.  Now, this was weird, because my mom never watched television.  

I said, “Ma!  We got to go.  I’m late for practice!”  And without ever taking her eyes from the screen, she said, “Yeah, yeah.  In a minute.  Just come here, sit with me.  Watch this for a little bit.”  I said, “Mom!  Practice!”  “Just sit here for a bit,” she said, patting the sofa.  Well, exasperated, I plopped myself theatrically down on the couch and heaved a dramatic sigh, and grudgingly tried to appear like I was obeying her.  But you see, it wasn’t so grudging, because it was television.  See, television was a controlled substance in our household.

[laughter]

One 30‑minute -- kids, this is unbelievable, I know -- one 30‑minute show per week was our individual ‑‑ it was a life of incredible privation.  I know it’s unbelievable.  So, to have one of your parents say “Sit down and watch television” was like a sign of the Apocalypse to me.  So I couldn’t help it.  I had to ‑‑ what is this?  So what she was watching was the 1963 March on Washington.  Yeah.  It was the first thing that was ever broadcast live, simultaneously, on all three networks.  Kids, did you hear this?  Three networks.  The whole country lived a life of incredible privation.

[laughter]

So yeah, it was the “I Have a Dream” speech [by Martin Luther King, Jr.], March on Washington.  I didn’t know anything about it.  I didn’t know what it was, but I knew that my mom was watching it, so I figured, “I’m going to pay attention.”  But what I do know is about five minutes after I’m sitting there, almost under her breath she says, “Oh, I wish I was there.”  And I thought, “Whoa!  My mom?  This utilitarian adult who cooks and cleans and launders and disciplines and diapers, who’s never been out of the state of Wisconsin in her entire life, wants to be in this huge crowd of people, which was more people than anybody had ever seen before ‑‑ more people than lived in our town?  She wants to be there?”  I mean, I looked at her and I thought, “Who are you, and what have you done with my mother?”

But what I saw when I watched this, what I discovered, is that there was a lot more to my mother than I ever imagined before.  So I paid attention to what I saw that day.  And the words were so much more stirring than the sermons we heard at Our Lady of Perpetual Guilt every Sunday.

[laughter]

The music was like nothing I’d ever heard before.  It was old and it was new and it was ancient and deep, and yet absolutely urgent and contemporary.  And as I watched and listened and wondered and forgot about practice, I realized that this whole world was a lot more than I ever imagined.

And I simultaneously realized I was a lot more than I ever imagined, and everything changed on that afternoon of my 11th year.  I mean, what changed?  Oh, I still played baseball.  I still play baseball on these ancient knees, defying my doctor’s warnings.  But I started playing music then.  And I still read, but I wrote too.  Oh, I wrote, you know, really bad adolescent poetry and tortured little folk songs that my best friend recorded and kept and has always threatened to put up on eBay if we ever run afoul of one another.  

[laughter]

So then my dad got in the act, and he bought me a guitar for my 14th birthday; little Sears and Roebuck guitar.  And I got this guitar, and I thought, “So how do I learn how to play?  How do I learn what to play?”

I mounted my trusty Schwinn, and I pedaled my way down to the most fabulous building in our town, the Marathon County Public Library, which had a total of one folk song book.  It was the Woody Guthrie Songbook.  And as I turned the pages and sang my way through this book, what I learned is that the writer writes about everything.  I mean, there were children’s songs and love songs and, and nonsense songs and political songs, and there were happy songs and there were angry songs.  And there were songs out of the day’s news, and there were songs about historical events of which you were never a part.  And what I learned down there, in the library, in that folk song book, was that the writer’s job was simply to pay attention.

So for the past umpteen years I’ve been trying my best to pay attention.  And, but even when you think you’re paying attention, stuff slips up on you.  So there I am in Birmingham, Alabama, May of 1984, 20 years later, and I’m all grown up.  I’m a dad.  I’ve got a wife, I’ve got a kid, I’ve got another kid on the way.  And I’m on the road, just like my dad.  It’s funny how life turns out, isn’t it?  And I’m sitting ‑‑ 

[tunes guitar] 

‑‑ in a backstage dressing room ‑‑ 

[plays guitar]

‑‑ in a concert hall in Birmingham, reading a book -- as is my habit in backstage dressing rooms -- when all of a sudden the door to the dressing room explodes open, and in, literally, swept this old black woman, pushing a broom.  And I could tell by the broom that she pushed and the uniform that she wore that she was a janitor.  She was a “custodial engineer.” 

And she was as surprised to see me in this room as I was her, and she apologized profusely.  She said, “Gosh, I’m sorry.  This is just on my list of rooms I’m supposed to clean tonight.  I’ll come back later.”  And I said, “Well, you know, I’m not going to be done with this room for three or four more hours. You know, I’m not going to make any kind of a big mess.  It seems kind of silly for you to have to wait all that time just to clean one room.  Tell you what.  I’m going to go out, take a walk.  You clean the room, and you’ll be done.  You can go home.”  She said, “Well, if you feel that way, you don’t even have to leave.  Just put your feet up right there, and I’ll kind of sweep around you.”

So I did.  And she did.  And the whole time she is checking me out in the mirrors that line the walls of this room.  When she finally figures that she can’t work any more in the room, she stops and she heads for the door.  But in the doorway she wheels around, she points a crooked finger at me.  She says, “You know, I know who you are!  You’re the guy who’s going to sing tonight.  Your face is plastered all over this town.”  I said, “Yeah, that’s me.”  So she kind of relaxed, and she folded her arms and leaned one shoulder against the doorjamb and said,  “ So!  What do you do?”  And, you know, it was at that very moment that I decided to get an agent.

[laughter]

But I was all alone that night, and I said, “Well, let me see.  I play a lot of different instruments.”  She said, “Um‑hmm.”  “And I sing a lot of the old songs.”  She said, “Um‑hmm.”  “But I mostly sing songs that I compose myself.”  “Um‑hmm.”  “And I tell stories.”  She said, “You do?  That’s really interesting, because I do too.  Truly.  My children tell me I’m pretty good.”  She shifted to the other shoulder.  She said, “So!  Let’s have a story.”  Now, you know, I could usually figure out some kind of graceful way to beg off of an embarrassing request like this, but I had looked at this woman -- you know, she can’t come to the show; she’s got to work.  

And besides that, I’m going to go out there in a little bit, I’m going to get all this applause every three or four minutes for doing the simplest stuff.  And this woman, she’s going to clean a million dressing rooms in her lifetime and never get anything close to a standing ovation.  So I figured, “Yeah, I can tell her a story.”  So I did.  Told her a story.  It was a joke.  And when I was done, she said, “That’s not too bad.  That’s not too bad.  It’s a good thing you play all those instruments, though.”

[laughter]

I said, “All right.  If you’re so hot, you tell me one.”

She didn’t hesitate a second.  She told me a story.  It was pretty good.  It was better than the one I told her, but not by a lot.  And I believe that was by design, because then of course it meant that I had to tell her one that was a little better than the one that she had told me.  She, of course, was then obliged to tell me one that was a little better than the one that I’d told her in response, because that’s the way it goes, you know?  It’s conversation.  It’s back and forth.  See, I’ve always figured you’re given two ears and one mouth, and if you use those organs in that basic proportion, you’ll probably be okay.

So we’re going back and forth, 10, 15, 20 minutes, I don’t know, until finally somebody sticks their head in the door and says, “Two minutes.”  Well, I got to tell you, it was like coming out of a trance.  I had totally forgotten where I was, what I was there to do.  I mean, I hadn’t tuned any of my instruments.  I hadn’t changed my clothes.  I hadn’t done my hairs.  

[laughter]

And the worst thing of all is it’s her turn!  So I said, “Okay.  Got time for one more.  Give me your best shot.” And for the first time that evening she hesitated.  And thinking that she didn’t understand my meaning, I said, “I’ve got to go to work now, too.  And we’ve got time for one more, and it is your turn, so tell you what.  Tell me your favorite.”  She said, “Boy.  My favorite, it ain’t no joke; hasn’t got a punch line.”

Now, this is not the kind of thing you have to tell a storyteller.  I mean, because we all know that a good story doesn’t need a punch line.  It’s just a gimmick.  And then she added, equally unnecessarily, “And it’s true.”  Now, see, we all know that everything that a storyteller tells is the truth.  I mean, it’s not always factual, but good heavens, friends, we live in a day and an age where we see people obscuring the truth with facts on a daily basis.  So I remember she was wearing this kind of baseball cap‑type hat, and she thumbs it back on her brow and she plops her elbow down on the baldheaded end of that broom.  

She looks me in the face and she tells me her favorite story.  And she changed my life, because when she was done it was my favorite story.  And during the intermission of the concert that night, it became this song.  And 20 years later it became this book, so that children, too, can grow up their whole lives knowing this true story:

[sings and plays guitar]  

“The name is Francis Tolliver, I come from Liverpool 

Two years ago the war was waiting for me after school.  

To Belgium and to Flanders, to Germany, to here

“I fought for King and country I love dear.  

’Twas Christmas in the trenches where the frost so bitter hung  

The frozen fields of France were still, no Christmas songs were sung.  

Our families back in England were toasting us that day,

Their brave and glorious lads so far away. 

“Well, I was lying with my messmates on the cold and rocky ground

When across the lines of battle came a most peculiar sound.  

Says I, ‘Now listen up, me boys!’ Each soldier strained to hear

As one young German voice sang out so clear. 

"He’s singing bloody well, you know!" my partner says to me  

Soon one by one each German voice joined in in harmony.  

The cannons rested silent, the gas clouds rolled no more

As Christmas brought us respite from the war. 

“Well, as soon as they were finished and a reverent pause was spent,

‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’ struck up some lads from Kent.  

The next they sang was ‘Stille Nacht,’ ‘Tis ‘’Silent Night,’’ says I,  

And in two tongues one song filled up that sky. 

"There’s someone coming towards us!" the front line sentry cried  

All sights were fixed on one lone figure trudging from their side.  

His truce flag, like a Christmas star, shone on that plain so bright

As he bravely strode unarmed into the night. 

“Soon one by one on either side walked into No Man’s Land  

With neither gun nor bayonet, we met there hand to hand. 

We shared some secret brandy and we wished each other well,  

And in a flare‑lit soccer game we gave ’em hell.  

We traded chocolates, cigarettes and photographs from home,

These sons and fathers far away from families of their own.  

Young Sanders played his squeeze box, they had a violin,  

This curious and unlikely band of men.

“Soon daylight stole upon us, and France was France once more   

With sad farewells we each began to settle back to war.  

But the question haunted every heart that beat that wondrous night,

‘Whose family have I fixed within my sights?’ 

’Twas Christmas in the trenches, where the frost so bitter hung  

The frozen fields of France were warmed as songs of peace were sung.  

For the walls they’d kept between us to exact the work of war 

Had been crumbled and were gone for evermore. 

“Oh, my name is Francis Tolliver, in Liverpool I dwell  

Each Christmas come since World War I, I’ve learned its lessons well.  

That the ones who call the shots won’t be among the dead and lame,

And on each end of the rifle we’re the same. “ 

[applause]

Thank you.  Thank you.  Thanks.  Now, if you all will calm down ‑‑

[laughter]

‑‑ we’re going to have time for just a few brief questions, and then I will be signing over ‑‑ wherever.  Any questions?  And there are microphones on either side here.

Female Speaker:  

Okay.  I’m going to be talking tonight to a group of adoptive parents about children’s books that are about adoption.  And one of the books that I’m talking about is your book “Happy Adoption Day.”  So I wanted to ask you, are you an adoptive parent?  Was it written because of that, or ‑‑

John McCutcheon:  

No.  What she’s referring to is my first children’s picture book on Little, Brown, called “Happy Adoption Day.”  I ran into an old girlfriend of mine -- we had both subsequently married -- in an airport.  And she said, “You know, we sing your songs all the time in our house; for birthdays and Thanksgiving and all these songs you’ve written.  We have a family holiday that is more important than any of them, because my kids are adopted and there are no adoption songs.  So we took a vote last night at suppertime, and you won.  You get to write the song.”  

[laughter]

And that was how that got written.  My mother was a social worker, and she was also the only birth parent of her 11 other sibling brothers and sisters.  So she facilitated the adoption of all my cousins on my mother’s side of the family.  So I grew up with adoptive cousins, but I myself am not an adoptive parent, no.  Thanks.

Male Speaker:  

Sir, I grew up listening to that last song you played, on an LP in my parents’ living room, and there’s not a time I don’t hear it that it doesn’t bring a tear to my eye.  I was just wondering if you could talk a little bit about the process that brought you to change that book to, or that song to a book for children?

John McCutcheon:  

Thanks, I will.  And I have to say I’ve just been given the notice that I’m over time.  I’m doing detention just like I did in elementary school.

[laughter]

I will briefly answer your question.  Thank you.  I decided after I wrote this song, and all of a sudden I started getting all these veterans ‑‑ I mean, I have a gig every Veterans Day thanks to that song ‑‑ who would come up to me and relate their own stories of things that happened to them that were similar in smaller things.  I mean, the “Christmas in the Trenches” story actually covered about 100 miles, and over 100,000 people were involved in this.  This was not a small, isolated thing.  But people will come up to me and say, “I’m a vet” -- of World War II, of the Korean War -- lots and lots of Vietnam vets would come up and say, “I found myself in the jungle with a Vietcong regular, and it was like, ‘I kill you, you kill me?’  Why?  You got any chocolate?  You got a cigarette?” that humanizing moment.  

I decided, because adults were the only people who were hearing this story ‑‑ and when I wrote this song, the story was virtually unknown in this country. I decided early on that children ought to grow up knowing this story.  With every kindergarten class we are growing a whole new world, and this is a story that they’re never going to read in their history books. So I thought, “Well, maybe I can do something.”  And luckily, Peachtree Press convinced me not to use the lyrics, but rather to do a prose retelling.  

And it was a tremendous education for me, and something I loved doing.  So the process was understanding what it took to tell this song – to tell this story to a child.  And the most instructive thing was the drama, in a children’s picture book, of the page turn.  It’s a fascinating thing to think of as a writer.  You have 32 pages.  Period.  This is like the Ten Commandments; 32 pages in a children’s picture book, that’s it.  And you’ve got these seven or eight little pages that you can play with all the drama.

So I’d never done that before; everything was just take the lyrics, put it into a songbook, like “Happy Adoption Day.”  But it’s instructive.  I have seven other book projects I’m working on based on my songs and stories, and so this was a great instruction.  Thank you.  I know there’s someone else coming up that I want to leave time for.  God bless and peace.

[applause]

And thanks to David and thanks to Eric, and thanks to our friend here who made this a bilingual affair today.

[applause] 

[end of transcript] 


