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Nola, Steve, and Cindy

My music partner Lou and I teamed up
with the Vermont duo Steve Gillette and
Cindy Mangsen for a wee three-gig tour
of Wisconsin recently.  Thanks to Mad
Folk and the great Brink Lounge of
Madison, the Blackhawk Folk Society
and the McComb/Bruchs Performing
Arts Center of Wautoma, and the dy-
namic little theater in Washburn called
Stage North, this was one of our favor-
ite tours ever.  Steve and Cindy are two
of the most interesting, friendly, and tal-
ented folks in the biz.  They each write
wonderful songs but they also are stu-
pendous at interpreting songs written
by others.  Nightly, Lou and I would do
our stage bit then scurry into the audi-
ence to be inspired by these masters.

One of their quirkier numbers is the
song Nola, with Cindy taking the lead
on her haunting 1870 concertina, and
Steve providing his legendary guitar
stylings as accompaniment.

A few Whither Zithers ago I raved about
the crazy song Tico Tico, and now here
I go again, wild about Nola.  Folk pur-
ists would be horrified at such songs
appearing in a folk music newsletter, but
then again, this newsletter is called the
Mad Folk News.  And I can think of no
better examples of the delightful mad-
ness of contemporary folk music con-
certs than Peter Ostroushko's Tico Tico
or Steve and Cindy playing Nola.

Only diehard dittyphobes have not
heard Nola, but many folks don't re-
member where.  It's an odd Google, too,
because the word nola, aside from be-
ing the name of various cities, is the
nickname for New Orleans.  But the
Nola that Steve and Cindy play was
written in 1915 (45 years after Cindy's
concertina was made), the biggest hit for
songwriter Felix Arndt, who, among
other things, wrote Vaudeville songs for
such folks as Gus Edwards.  Edwards,
known as "Ukulele Ike", was a popular
singer of the 20s and 30s who went on
to be the voice of Jimminy Cricket in
Walt Disney's Pinocchio of 1940.

Sadly, Felix Arndt, one of George
Gershwin's early influences, died in the

Spanish Flu epidemic in 1918 at age 29,
only two years after writing Nola, which
was written for his fiancé and later wife,
Nola Locke.  Locke was a composer too,
and a fine singer.  She went on to be-
come a popular soloist and performed
for many years with the St. Louis Sym-
phony.  She died in 1977 in Manhattan.

You can download a .PDF of early sheet
music for Nola, free, from the Petrucci
Music Library (imslp.org/wiki/
Main_Page).   It is evocatively subtitled
A Silhouette for the Piano.   At the top
of the notation, above the title, it reads
"To My Wife."  Arndt wrote the song for
her before they were married, but ap-
parently Nola married him anyway.

As I listened from the peanut gallery,
enchanted with Steve and Cindy's flaw-
less version of this wacky melody, the
lyricist in me began to crave words.
Cindy assured me later that words do
exist for the song, so once again I
Googled.  According to recording expert
Mel Priddle, answering via the site
"AllExperts", two completely different
sets of lyrics have been written and re-
corded for Nola.  In my snotty opinion,
neither one of them is very good.  The
first set was written by J. F. Burns and
recorded in 1927.  The first verse:

I realize within your eyes
For me there lies a paradise
What other bliss is like a kiss
From pretty lips I idolize
You are so sweet and you are so neat
A girl like you I'd never meet
Just to behold you is a treat
That's hard to beat

The second lyric is a little better, writ-
ten by singer Sunny Skylar -- who died
last year at age 96 -- and made popular
by Billy Williams in 1959.  The first verse:

Nola is like a dream come true,
She's sweet and unaffected
Ev'rything Nola seems to do
Is really unexpected
Nola has twinkling eyes of blue
And cherry lips perfected
Ev'rything nice like sugar and spice
Is Nola

I think maybe since the copyright for
Nola has expired, we should all try writ-
ing new lyrics for it.

Keeping with the loopy and loony spirit
of this song, the web has taken me on a
crazy ride finding related tidbits.  For

example, in a forum on Laurel and
Hardy, who apparently used Nola as
background music, someone asked
about a lyric written a few years ago for
British comic Des O'Connor to the tune
of Nola, which "...consisted entirely of
movie-actor names, and began, "HIllary
Brooke, Elisha Cook, Sir C. Aubrey Smith
and Freddie Bartholomew..."  Sounds
promising, and fits the melody better
than the above lyrics do, but darn if I
can find any more of this version.

Anyway, I strongly recommend down-
loading the 99¢ Steve and Cindy mp3
(www.cdbaby.com/cd/stevecindy/),
and/or the sheet music as mentioned.
There are a number of Nolas on
YouTube, too, as you might suspect, in-
cluding one by the incredible guitarist
Muriel Anderson.  And sure enough
there's a Nola by Peter Ostroushko on
his Mando Boys album of 1994.

Instrumental versions of Nola have been
recorded by many people over the years,
and have been used in the soundtracks
of quite a few movies.  It was even a top
ten hit for the late great Les Paul of Wis-
consin  as an electric guitar instrumen-
tal in the 50s.  To me, the melody sug-
gests someone involved in a mechani-
cally whimsical routine, like hanging
laundry outside on a windy day.  It has
a light, "Whoops, here we go again,"
feeling, though I don't know if Nola
Locke would like to hear me say that.

The subtitle, A Silhouette for Piano, is
pretty mysterious, but my guess is that
it refers to the linear nature of the
melody, which snakes around a lot but
only makes a few great leaps.  In that
way, it's more like an outline, or a sil-
houette, than melodies that jump up and
down in a disconnected way.  Or maybe
if you connect the notes of Nola you get
an actual outline of Nola Locke.  If so,
she had an interesting physique.

In any event, Nola is a wonderful
melody with which to exercise the vi-
sual imagination compartment of the
brain.  Now, if we can just link that to
the language compartment...
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