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I used to visit all the very gay places, 

Those come what may places 

Where one relaxes on the axis 

Of the wheel of life 

To get the feel of life 

From jazz and cocktails1 

 

[Play the verse of Lush Life from the Coltrane-Hartman 

recording] 

 

The music and lyrics of Lush Life were completed by Billy 

Strayhorn in 1936, perhaps his most famous song. “It is a 

masterpiece of fatalist sophistication that belies its author’s 

youth.”2  He was 21 in that year but friends had heard versions 

of the song three years earlier. 
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William Thomas “Billy” Strayhorn was composer, arranger, 

and occasional pianist with the Duke Ellington Orchestra from 

1939 until his death at 51 in 1967. “Strays” as he was called by 

many of the musicians in the Ellington Band played Lush Life 

often at private parties but it was not recorded until Ellington’s 

Carnegie Hall concert in 1948. This was followed by Nat 

“King” Cole’s version in 1949. At Carnegie Hall it was sung by 

the vocalist Kay Davis accompanied only by Strayhorn at the 

piano. Furthermore, Strayhorn at least early on actually did 

not want the song published. 3 

 

Singers, including Cole, found the lyrics difficult; he muffed a 

key phrase in the lyric. Frank Sinatra tried several takes in a 

Capitol recording session in the 1950s but gave up, saying he 

would leave it to Nat Cole whom he deeply admired.4  And 

Sinatra loved the song according to Sammy Cahn, the lyricist 

who with Jimmy Van Heusen wrote many songs for that 

peerless singer.5 Nevertheless, there is a wonderful vocal 

version by Johnny Hartman in his legendary recording with 

John Coltrane’s Quartet in the early 1960s [the recording 
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played at the beginning].6  Another outstanding vocal version 

is by Ella Fitzgerald on her Ellington songbook recording from 

1957, in which she is backed only on piano by Oscar 

Peterson.7 There are also excellent purely instrumental 

versions, especially those of the pianist Phineas Newborn8 

and the Mitchell-Ruff Duo (piano and French horn).9 And there 

is a fine version by Strayhorn, accompanying himself on the 

piano. He had a passable singing voice and interpreted the 

lyrics definitively.10 

 

Rosemary Clooney, vastly underrated as a jazz singer, in an 

interview with Marian McPartland on her radio program, Piano 

Jazz in 1991, said she would not attempt to sing Lush Life 

because of the lyric’s difficulty.11 [Blossom Dearie said she 

took 11 years to learn how to do both the lyrics and music, 

that it was very difficult to play and even harder to sing].12 

Rosemary Clooney made a marvelous recording titled “Blue 

Rose” in 1956, including ten Strayhorn and Ellington songs, 

but not Lush Life.13 The Band first recorded the instrumental 

parts in New York (Strayhorn made all the arrangements), and 
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Clooney’s voice was overdubbed in Los Angeles. Strayhorn 

made a special trip to LA and provided crucial help to 

Clooney, who was extremely nervous about recording with the 

Ellington Orchestra. The entire first recording session was 

unsuccessful. On Piano Jazz, Clooney said that Strayhorn 

then suggested that she just imagine she was listening to the 

Ellington Band on the radio at home and was singing along 

while doing her hair.14 To say that this worked is an 

understatement. 

 [play beginning of Sophisticated Lady] 

 

Here is what Duke Ellington thought of Billy Strayhorn’s 

impact on their mutual partnership: “Billy Strayhorn was 

always the most unselfish, the most patient, and the most 

imperturbable, no matter how dark the day. I am indebted to 

him for so much of my courage since 1939. He was my 

listener, my most dependable appraiser, and as a critic he 

would be the most clinical, but his background – both 

classical and modern – was an accessory to his own good 
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taste and understanding, so what came back to me was in 

perfect balance.”14A 

 

 

Billy Strayhorn was born in Dayton, Ohio in 1915, but grew up 

in North Carolina and Pittsburgh. At Westinghouse High 

School in Pittsburgh he had classical music training, playing 

the Grieg piano concerto early in his senior year. He 

graduated in 1934, one of 17 black students in a class of 145.  

At Strayhorn’s graduation he played his own piano concerto 

(Concerto for Piano and Percussion) influenced by his early 

idol, George Gershwin. In addition to classical music, in which 

he had some conservatory training, becoming intimately 

familiar with the music of Ravel and Debussy, he played in 

local jazz bands and composed other songs besides Lush 

Life, most notably Something to Live For (both lyrics and 

music). Strayhorn had heard the Ellington Orchestra as early 

as 1933.15 
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It was in December, 1938, that a friend’s uncle met Duke 

Ellington at a private club one evening and arranged to have 

the young composer meet Duke between the orchestra’s 

performances the next day at the Stanley Theatre in Pittsburgh 

on the pretext that Strayhorn had some songs to play for him.  

Ellington was stretched out in his dressing room and did not 

look up when Strayhorn was introduced, sat at the piano and 

announced he would play Sophisticated Lady exactly as 

Ellington had played it in the preceding show, which he did. 

Then he said he would play it in his own style. By this time 

Ellington was standing behind Strayhorn with his hands on his 

shoulders and asked his valet to get some of the members of 

the band to come hear the young man. This included his two 

great saxophonists, Johnny Hodges (alto sax) and Harry 

Carney (baritone sax), as well his first full-time vocalist Ivy 

Anderson. Strayhorn then played Ellington’s Solitude, in both 

versions as he had done with the first song. Following that he 

played some of his own songs, including Lush Life and 

Something to Live For. Ellington then asked Strayhorn many 

questions about his background and gave him a new 
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composition requesting that he orchestrate it. Strayhorn 

returned the next day with the composition fully orchestrated. 

Duke said he would have to find a way for Strayhorn to fit into 

the Ellington organization.16 According to the Dutch 

musicologist, Walter van de Leur,17 Strayhorn likely wrote an 

arrangement of Lush Life for the full band at Ellington’s 

request at their first meeting, but the ballad did not enter the 

band’s repertory. 

 

Duke and Strays met again in January, 1939 at a performance 

of the band in Newark. Ellington was just about to write him to 

join, when Billy showed up in the process of moving to New 

York City. Strayhorn’s first assignment shortly thereafter was 

to write two arrangements for an Ellington small group led by 

Johnny Hodges, alto sax. At their meeting in Pittsburgh, 

Ellington had written out subway directions to his Harlem 

apartment. Strays stayed in Ellington’s apartment with his 

sister, Ruth, and son, Mercer, during his early months in New 

York. From these subway directions came Strayhorn’s first 

major composition written expressly for the Ellington 
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Orchestra, Take the A Train. It was not used immediately, 

however, and therein lies an interesting story. 18 

 

In 1941, the ASCAP (American Society of Composers, Authors and 

Publishers) organization tried to impose an extremely large annual 

percentage royalty payment from radio stations.  From 1939 to 1940, 

for playing songs composed by ASCAP members, the royalties 

jumped from 2.75 to 7.5 % of the networks’ gross income.19 In return, 

the radio stations banned performances of songs published by 

members of ASCAP. A major part of the Ellington Orchestra’s 

performances at that time, as well as that of other big bands, was on 

radio. Duke as a member of ASCAP effectively had to get a new band 

book for radio broadcasts. He enlisted Strayhorn and his son Mercer, 

a trumpeter who had studied music theory at Julliard, to write a raft of 

new songs. They were not ASCAP members but belonged to the rival 

organization, BMI, started by the radio stations to counter ASCAP. On 

a train from New York to LA, where the band was currently playing, 

Mercer and Strays had a marathon series of composing sessions. As 

Mercer tells the story, he rummaged around in the wastebasket where 

Strays had thrown some scores. He pulled out Take the A Train and 
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asked Strayhorn what was wrong with this? Strays said it was an old 

composition (he had written the lyric based on Duke’s subway 

directions) and he didn’t think it was right for Ellington because it was 

too much in the style of Fletcher Henderson’s band, Duke’s rival of 

the 20s and early 30s.20 Of course, A Train was a hit and thereafter 

became the orchestra’s signature theme song, first recorded in 1941 

and many, many times thereafter.21 [play beginning of original 

recording]. Although A Train is irrevocably associated with Ellington, 

his piano introduction and the marvelous trumpet solo by Ray Nance, 

many listeners do not realize that Strayhorn composed it. 

 

In the early 1940s Strayhorn composed many important 

contributions, including Chelsea Bridge, Raincheck, Johnny 

Come Lately, After All, and Day Dream, to the edition of the 

Ellington Orchestra known as the Blanton-Webster band. One 

outstanding problem that is only being addressed in recent 

years is the often lack of credit received by Strayhorn for his 

compositions. Ellington has his name listed as co-composer 

on Something to Live For, but it was written in Pittsburgh 

before Strays met Duke. In that earlier era this may not have 
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been uncommon practice among bandleaders. [For example, 

Thelonious Monk’s most famous composition ‘Round 

Midnight has his bandleader’s name affixed as co-composer 

to all the many recordings because of the original copyright.] 

In 1940, Ellington started his own music publishing company, 

Tempo, Inc., which was run largely by his sister Ruth. The 

addition of Ellington’s name as co-composer of some 

Strayhorn’s originals may not have been deliberate.22 It is 

important to emphasize that Duke praised Strayhorn’s 

compositions lavishly in his orchestra’s performances. 

 

A second problem relates to the many compositions in which 

Ellington and Strayhorn were actually co-composers of larger 

works. In some early examples, Strays was not even listed. 

After a period in the early 1950s when Strayhorn was 

disaffected by the situation and was considering accepting the 

offer to join Frank Sinatra’s Reprise Records as an arranger in 

1962,23 Strays later was given somewhat more credit. As an 

example, in the original LP issue in 1960 of the Ellington 

Orchestra’s marvelous jazz adaptation of Tchaikovsky’s 
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Nutcracker Suite, both are listed on the album cover as co-

composers. But nowhere in the liner notes is Strayhorn 

mentioned nor is it stated who composed what. As shown by 

Walter van de Leur’s research based on study of the original 

scores, Strayhorn composed at least six of the nine parts of 

the Nutcracker Suite.24 On the CD reissue, however, 

Strayhorn’s name is not mentioned.25 There are other 

comparable instances. [Play part of one of Stray’s 

compositions, Overture]. 

 

A related oft-stated opinion is that when Duke and Strays were 

co-composers a listener could not easily distinguish between 

their writings and their piano playing. However, anyone who 

compares Ellington’s many piano introductions to A Train with 

Strayhorn’s YouTube video version, can distinguish their 

piano styles.26 As to compositions, it is true that Strayhorn 

could emulate Ellington’s utterly distinctive style when called 

for, but many of his own compositions such as Chelsea 

Bridge show the influence of Ravel and Debussy on Strays’ 

jazz transformation of those composers’ idiom. There are 
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pieces Strayhorn wrote expressly featuring Johnny Hodges’ 

magnificent alto saxophone, namely Passion Flower, Day 

Dream, and Blood Count, which are all unmistakably 

characteristic of Strays.27  

  

But in contrast when they were collaborating on the same 

piece, their writing was uncannily similar if not identical. 

Ellington relates that when he was starting to compose the 

opening music for his First Sacred Concert in 1965 and 

Strayhorn was in the hospital, he phoned him from the west 

coast and told him that the opening piece was to be based on 

the first four words of the Bible, “In the Beginning God” (six 

syllables) and he asked Strays if he would score it also. When 

Duke phoned a short time later, he found that Strays had 

started in the same key and out of the six notes only two were 

different.28 Similarly, with Strayhorn in New York and Ellington 

on the road, they agreed to write different sections of a new 

piece for a festival in Long Island in 1958. Neither saw the 

other’s composition and there was no time for rehearsal 

before the festival. The orchestra sight-read the music, and 
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Strays, sitting in the audience, was amazed when the 

orchestra came to his section because it proved to be a 

perfect musical development of what Ellington had written.29 

 

A notable suite that Ellington and Strayhorn co-wrote in 1957 

is Such Sweet Thunder dedicated to the Stratford, Ontario 

Shakespearean Festival and based on a number of characters 

in the plays. One of the best pieces in the suite is Strayhorn’s 

The Star Crossed Lovers, 30 featuring Johnny Hodges’ alto sax.   

[play cut]. 

 

In the period in the early 1950s when Strayhorn was 

disaffected by lack of credit for his role in Ellington’s music, 

as already discussed, he turned to other pursuits. There was 

an exclusive club in Harlem, the Copacetics, the membership 

of which was almost exclusively theatrical performers, 

dominantly tap dancers, including the great Honi Coles. Strays 

was one of the few musicians who was allowed to join and he 

became close friends with Coles. For the Copacetics annual 

event, Strayhorn composed the music for years.31 
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Furthermore, Strays wrote a musical based on Federico Garcia 

Lorca’s play The Love of Don Perlimplin for Belisa in Their 

Garden, successfully presented at the Artists Theatre in New 

York in 1953.32 

 

In the late 1950s, the Ellington Orchestra experienced a 

resurgence following the Newport Jazz Festival of 1956, 

resulting in Duke being on the cover of Time Magazine and 

prominently featured in other media such as the New York 

Times. Billy Strayhorn made substantial contributions to the 

Stratford Shakespearean Suite and the live TV production of 

The Drum is a Woman, both presented in 1957, for which he 

was unmentioned by the major media. This may have been 

caused by the enmity between Strays and Ellington’s 

influential press agent at the time, Joe Morgen.33  

 

Why did Strayhorn appear to put up with the lack of credit 

accorded him especially in this period and instead seemingly 

effaced a stoical attitude? Was it primarily because he wished 

to avoid the limelight of celebrity because of his sexual 
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orientation, which he was, however, completely open about as 

an adult? A dinner conversation with the dancer Honi Coles, 

with whom he had an apparent filial relationship (as reported 

in David Hajdu’s wonderful biography of Strayhorn), sheds 

light on these questions.34 

 Regarding an article in Newsweek on Ellington, Coles 

asked him if had read it and Strayhorn said yes. “Why weren’t 

you mentioned? You wrote every bit as much of that music 

they’re fussing all over as Ellington, and they didn’t even 

mention your name. Why do you let them get away with that? . 

. . All Strayhorn could say to me was ‘Oh, Father, you know 

about these things. I don’t care.’ . . . ‘I don’t believe you. I think 

you do care or you wouldn’t be drinking like a [expletive 

deleted] fish every [expletive deleted] time I see you.’ That got 

him. Billy said, ‘Be careful, Father. Some day, I may get angry 

with you.’ Then he said, ‘Oh, Father, you know I don’t need all 

that. I’m better off without all that. Let him have his articles. 

I’m better off this way.’ I understood what he was saying. 

Because he wasn’t a celebrity, he didn’t have to answer to 

anybody about his lifestyle. So I said, ‘I understand. The main 
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thing is that you’re happy.’ And I asked him straight out, ‘Are 

you?’ And he went into his Father routine – ‘Oh Father . . .’ 

And he started to cry. I sat there with him, and Billy sat there, 

and he cried like a baby.” 34 

 

Among the many singers that Strayhorn helped substantially 

over the years, perhaps the most significant was Lena Horne. 

They first met in the early 40s when Horne was starting in 

films and beginning an important singing career, highlighted 

by her performance of Harold Arlen’s Stormy Weather in the 

film of the same name in 1943. From their first meeting they 

became very close friends. Although their relationship was 

necessarily platonic, Horne said that they were soul mates, 

remaining as close friends until Strayhorn’s death in 1967.35 

 

Billy Strayhorn composed a major four-movement piece 

written expressly for the Mitchell-Ruff Duo, consisting of 

Dwike Mitchell, piano, and Willie Ruff, French horn and bass. 36 

In early 1966 or 196737 the Duo was playing at the Hickory 

House on 52nd Street in Manhattan, where Strays frequently 
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sat at the bar. After listening to them play for several 

evenings, he asked Ruff technical questions about the French 

horn’s range, loudness, etc. Several days later he asked Ruff 

to come to his apartment and play an early version of the Suite 

with the composer at the piano. They worked on it for about 

two weeks, with Strayhorn constantly re-writing parts of the 

score. This procedure was repeated when Dwike Mitchell was 

brought in to rehearse the piano part.  

 

“If Something to Live For was a wishful sigh and Lush Life a 

cynical moan, Strayhorn’s suite for piano and French horn is 

his dying scream. 38  “It takes so much, it’s so emotionally 

involved, that I was drained for days after playing it,” said 

Willie Ruff. “Its meaning is so strong. It’s really Billy’s 

autobiography. It’s really the last words from a great genius 

shutting down before his time.” 39 

 

The Suite for the Duo was Strayhorn’s last composition. He 

died of esophageal cancer at the end of May 1967. The 

Mitchell-Ruff Duo played the Suite at Ellington’s request at a 
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memorial concert held at Lincoln Center in October of that 

year. A Billy Strayhorn Memorial Scholarship was established 

by Ellington at Julliard as a result of the concert. The Suite for 

the Duo is a twelve-minute through-composed piece in four 

thematically related movements. It is certainly one of 

Strayhorn’s most significant compositions. The Mitchell-Ruff 

Duo recorded it in 1968 in an all Strayhorn album.40 [play part 

of the first movement]. 

 

Many friends of Strayhorn were devastated by his passing, 

perhaps none more than Ellington. In his funeral eulogy, 

Ellington said this: [Strayhorn] “demanded freedom of 

expression and lived in what we consider the most important 

and moral of freedom: freedom from hate, unconditionally; 

freedom from self-pity (even throughout all the pain and bad 

news); freedom from fear of possibly doing something that 

might help another more than it might himself; and freedom 

from the kind of pride that could make a man feel he was 

better than his brother or neighbor.”40A 
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In Duke’s final years (he died in May 1974), he played a piano 

solo of Strayhorn’s beautiful ballad, Lotus Blossum, at the end 

of most concerts and also at the end of the Ellington 

Orchestra’s tribute album of Stray’s compositions, titled “And 

His Mother Called him Bill” first released in 1968.41 With the 

tape still running and with noise in the background from the 

rest of the musicians packing up their instruments, Ellington 

plays Lotus Blossum. Strayhorn often told Duke that the way 

he played it was his favorite rendition of all his compositions.  

[play the first version]. 
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