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In my own case, the most famous person I ever spent some 
time with was Willem de Kooning, the Dutch-born American 
artist, who gained fame as one of “the New York School” of 
painters in the style referred to as Abstract Expressionism or 
“action painting.”

The occasion of my having the opportunity to spend time 
with de Kooning was in 1969, when my family and I sailed 
across the Atlantic on the SS Rotterdam and I got to know 
“Bill,” recognizing who he was only after mistaking him for 
the American poet Carl Sandburg, whom he resembled.  They 
shared that certain look—a shock of white hair which somehow 
always fell into place over one eye; no matter when or where, it 
was always there.

There was another celebrity on board—the writer, John 
Updike, around whose candle the literary moths circled—but 
I set my sights on de Kooning as someone I wanted to know.  I 
made the connection, and during the five-day crossing, spent at 
least an hour or two every day in conversation with him, from 
side-by-side deck chairs, talking about art, and the world of art, 
the state of the world, and first causes and last effects.   What I 
remember most about the great artist was the air of genuineness 
he exuded.  Without being self-effacing or over-modest, he 
seemed to be totally aware of who he was and who he was not, 

and totally comfortable in his 
own skin.

When I asked the inevitable 
question, he didn’t condescend, 
or remind me that it was the 
inevitable question; he just 
answered it as though he had 
never been asked it before. 

 “Well,” he said, or something 
to that effect, “I’ll tell you how 
I remember it, how I became a 

painter, as you ask.”
“It was during the Depression.  I was barely eking out a living.  

I had a friend—Ben Shahn—a lithographer, who wanted to 
participate in a government-funded art project.  He was going 
to apply for a job through one of the New Deal agencies created 
by President Roosevelt, and he asked me to go along with him 
to make the application.  I was behind him in line, and he got an 
assignment to help paint Social Conscience murals in schools 
and government buildings in some small town in New Jersey.  I 
was next in line, and the clerk, who saw I was there with Ben, 
said, ‘I suppose you are a painter, too,’ and when I answered yes, 
he said, ‘Well, I guess if they need one, they can take two, so 
you can go with your friend, here.’ And that’s how I got started 
as a painter.”

“But hadn’t you already been painting?” I said with a 
questioning look.  

“Yes I was,” said de Kooning, pausing for effect.  “I was a 
house painter.” Pause. “And some say I should have stayed so.”

Willem “Wild Bill” de Kooning, the bad boy of that particular 
period and artistic genre in the post-WWII  American art scene, 
was unquestionably the most celebrated person with whom I 
have ever spent “quality time,” but I did have a longer and far 
more involved acquaintance with another celebrity, from whom 
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I also learned a significant life lesson: the American entertainer 
William Boone Daniels—known by his more informal stage 
name, Billy Daniels.

The only justification I have to memorialize this bit of personal 
history is that it is not only hard to believe but, whenever it comes 
to mind, I wonder if I am making it up or exaggerating it. And 
when I reassure myself it is factually accurate, I nonetheless end 
up wondering if it has any meaning other than the bizarre nature 
in which it unfolded over 35 years and still came to naught.  It is 
a tale the telling of which may be of interest for just that reason.

 Billy Daniels, the central character about whom this tale is 
woven, was an American “Negro” singer who achieved mid-level 
popularity in the 1950s, fueled by what was perceived by white 
audiences as an audacious display of sexual suggestiveness in his 
rendition of an American songbook standard, “That Old Black 
Magic,” the title of which was itself something of a challenge, 
as were the words, whose unabashed innuendo of black sexual 
prowess was not missed (although the song attributed the Magic 
not to the singer but to the object of the singer’s attraction).  
Back in that day, you didn’t even have to see it to “see” it.  Just 

hearing it was enough to get the message.
Nor was it inapplicable.  Daniels was a handsome man, a 

dashing urbane figure with the reputation of a sybarite. In 
addition, he had the misfortune to have become “involved” with 
a white woman named Ronnie Quillan, who at some point in 
their acquaintance had slashed his face with a knife.  All-in-all, 
the press on Billy Daniels was that he was not as wholesome 
as the public perception of the personae of Bing Crosby, Vic 
Damone,  and the young Frank Sinatra.  He was, like the clear 
message in his performance of his signature song, over the top 
and not a little dangerous.

All of which, of course, went into the mix of what made Billy 
Daniels one of my favorite entertainers.  He recorded  for the 
Mercury label, and I bought every one of his records as they 
were released during my teen years.

Well, I met the man in 1951, backstage, following his 
performance at a nightclub dinner show in Montreal, during our 
family summer vacation that year.   As coincidence would have 
it, during the show, my father recognized Mr. Daniels’ piano 
accompanist, Benny Payne, as someone he had known from his 

In addition, he had the misfortune to have become “involved” 
with a white woman named Ronnie Quillan, who at some point in 

their acquaintance had slashed his face with a knife.
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old neighborhood, and spoke to him between sets.  As a result, 
my then 10-year old brother got called up on the stage to do a 
“bit” with Daniels, and we got invited to his dressing room for a 
post-performance private introduction.

I, of course, was only too glad to demonstrate my knowledge 
of his discography, and the singer had no hesitation in 
acknowledging that it was a rare teenager who even knew who 
he was, let alone had some familiarity with his recordings.  He 
asked if I had a favorite among his songs, and I said it was a 
toss-up between “September Song,” “Autumn Leaves,” and “I 
Concentrate on You.”  

“I can see your son’s a romantic,” he said to my father. “You 
better watch him before he elopes.”  And, in 1955, at 21, I did 
exactly that.

Two decades later, the curtain came down on that rash act, and 
I spent the Summer of 1974 “on sabbatical” in London, boarding 
with friends, trying to figure out how to get my life back on track.  
In April 1975,  I traveled to Puerto Rico with my daughter and 
a classmate of hers.  As it happened, I learned that Billy Daniels 
was performing at the El San Juan Hotel.   I bought tickets for 
the show, and we went to look for a place to eat dinner.  Walking 
along, we came upon The Russian Tea Room. Having enjoyed 
the food and ambience at the iconic restaurant of the same name 
in New York City, I decided we would try its island namesake.  
But the door was locked, and my knock was unanswered.  As 
we turned to leave, a woman approached from behind, unlocked 
the door, and invited us in.  “Chef will be along in a trice; make 
yourself comfy,” she offered, switching on the lights.

Since we were the only early bird diners, our hostess joined us 
at the table.  And she did not come empty-handed.  As it turned 
out, she brought with her a surprise side dish of Serendipity. 

  During the course of the meal, I was astounded to learn of 
the extraordinary coincidence that the house where I stayed 
while working as a Solicitor’s Clerk in London the previous 
Summer —16 Gloucester Crescent—was the very house in 
which our hostess had lived as a child.  The eerie thing was that 
what I experienced as an almost incredible coincidence seemed 
not to phase her at all.

We finished dinner with dessert “on the house.”  I told our 
hostess that I had pictures of the house and neighborhood and 
would send her copies when I returned to the States.  I did 
exactly that but received no response.

 Later that evening, we went to the Billy Daniels show.  After 
finding our seats, I made my way back to the dressing rooms 
until I heard the sound of voices, one of which I recognized as 
his.  I knocked on the door, and I was taken aback when the door 
was opened by our hostess from the restaurant, who I saw was 
in the midst of giving Mr. Daniels a shampoo.  I was shocked, 
but she did not seem the slightest bit surprised.  Perhaps she 

had overheard some remark at dinner about or plans for the 
evening.  I, on the other hand, could hardly believe the second 
extraordinary coincidence.  

“Why don’t you come back after the show,” Mr. Daniels 
suggested. “And I’ll have time to talk.”

The show was great.  Billy Daniels’ performance was over the 
top, and the audience demanded several encores.  In the dressing 
room, over drinks, he mentioned that I (then 40) was a generation 
younger than most of his loyal fans.  I told him the story about 
my seeing him in 1951 in Montreal, and mentioned that I still 
had his records (45 rpms, as I recall).  Then, the conversation 
turned.  He told how he had gotten career help from “a mob 
guy in Brooklyn” for whom he had “run numbers” from time 
to time.  He said he was thinking of writing an autobiography, 
and I, who had earlier that year published my first essay, said 
I would be willing to work with him on the project.  He said it 
would be worth discussing, and he would contact me when he 
would (by yet another coincidence) be in the Philadelphia area 
the following week to perform at the Rickshaw Inn in Cherry 
Hill, New Jersey.  “Sure,” I said, never expecting to hear from 
him again.

A week later, he called my office to invite me to dinner at 
the Inn, and we had an in-depth, and I thought productive, 
conversation about the form the proposed book would take to 
try to avoid the pitfalls of the usual “kiss-and-tell” celebrity 
autobiography.  He liked my ideas, he said, (one of which was to 
consider using titles of his songs as chapter headings and include 
a 45 rpm record of his most popular songs with each copy of the 
book), and said he would get back in touch with me shortly, after 
taking care of upcoming performance commitments.

Between the soup and the salad, I learned that Billy Daniels 
had been born William Boone Daniels in 1915 in Jacksonville, 
Florida, and traced his ancestry from the iconic American 
frontiersman, Daniel Boone, through generations of forebears 
that included Native American “Indians.” He had enrolled at 
Columbia University with the goal of becoming an attorney, but 
dropped out during the Depression to become a singing waiter 
in a Harlem restaurant, where he was discovered by the band 
leader Erskine Hawkins —courtesy of the mobster for whom he 
had been running numbers on the side—and spent the next two 
years with the band.

Over our entrees, the conversation shifted, and I found myself 
answering his questions about me and my life up to that point.  
I realized he was interviewing me, based upon what I could 
only surmise was because I had mentioned that I had just had 
published an essay on the English system of criminal justice 
based upon my previous summer’s experience as a Solicitor’s 
Clerk in London.  

I ventured to ask how he expected to portray his life, whether 

“I can see your son’s a romantic,” he said to my father.  
“You better watch him before he elopes.”   
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he thought he had some lessons or message to impart.  He said 
he knew there were some things he would have to reveal, some 
he would have to conceal, and some he might have to fudge a 
bit.  “You know,” he said, with a chuckle, “Looking at me, you 
can probably guess there’s more than one story here.”  I can 
tell you this,” he continued, “if you asked me to sum it up, I 
would say I was open to everything that came my way.  Much 
of the time, my life fell on me just like rain, although I had a 
pretty good picture of who I was, I didn’t much care what others 
said or saw, the exaggerations I mean.  I never claimed to be a 
Trappist Monk, but I was never the ‘bad boy’ they talked about 
either; but that was how they needed to see me to suit their own 
purposes, so I just went with the flow.  Unfortunately, when 
you become a celebrity, even a minor celebrity, you can have 
coffee with someone, and the press will turn it into an orgy.  So, 
I decided, ‘Never complain and never explain.’”

“Is that why you never pressed charges against that woman 
who slashed your face?” I asked.

“Wow, you do know your ‘Billy Daniels,’ I see.  That was 
back in 1950.  I haven’t thought about that in years, and I always 
thought it was more of an accident than an intentional criminal 
act.  She was out of her gourd at the time, and ...”  He stopped 
in mid-sentence, then continued.  “We can talk about that later, 
maybe.”

“Will you be willing to talk about being knifed in the back 
by a spectator while you were performing on stage at the Latin 
Quarter in New York in 1964?” I asked.

“Maybe, maybe not,” he replied.  “I didn’t press charges then 
either, so I can’t say right now.”

“O.K.,” I said, “one more question.  What about your own 
arrest for shooting someone in 1956? Will you be willing to talk 
about that?”

“Oh, that was self-defense.  The charges were dropped 
way down, and eventually pretty much just evaporated, but 
I may have to be careful there, as I don’t want to dredge up 
embarrassing details from the ‘dim misty vistas of antiquity,’ as 
my Latin teacher used to say.”

“Latin teacher?” I asked.  “Now that’s something I want to 
hear.”

“Later for that, too,” he said.   “I can see if we proceed with 
this project I am not going to get off easy; it won’t be the usual 
pablum, I know that.  If I decide to go ahead, it won’t be the 
usual celebrity whitewash, I guess.”

“Warts and all, or nothing,” I said.
“Well, we’ll see, we’ll see.  I will talk to my agent and, if we 

are going forward, we will set up a meeting.”
“If” was the operative word, as I knew; and if it sounded like 

a death knell, it was.
Over dessert and coffee, the conversation turned away from 

the personal to the professional, and he discussed his Hollywood 

experience making movies, and starring on Broadway with 
Sammy Davis, Jr., in “Golden Boy” (1964-1965), and with 
Pearl Bailey in “Hello Dolly” (1974-1975); and before I could 
even formulate the question, he said “No, this wouldn’t be any 
‘kiss and tell’ gossip about others.  I may decide to disclose my 
secrets, but only mine.  After all, it’s to be an autobiography, not 
Confidential Magazine. “ 

“I agree 100%,” I concurred.  “But will you be willing to 
discuss your image as an entertainer, your image as a person, the 
difference between the two, and whether you created that image 
or let others create it, and whether you feel it helped or hindered 
your career?”

“You mean,” he asked with a very wide smile, “how I was 
always referred to as a ‘Negro’ entertainer?  Yes, yes, I can 
deal with that.  But, be warned, my potential biographer-to-be, 
thereby hangs a tale which might better be spelled ‘T.A.I.L.’” 
And he laughed out loud.

But I never heard from him.  Billy Daniels never followed up 
that conversation.  I eventually sent a follow-up inquiry to 2200 
Beech Knoll Road, Hollywood, California, the address he had 
given me, but I got no reply.

End of story, I thought.
Not quite.
About ten years later, in 1984 or 1985, while representing 

Bobby Young, the Music Director at the Golden Nugget Casino 
in Atlantic City, he invited me and my wife to dinner one evening.  
When we arrived, I was surprised to learn that we would be 
joined by Billy Daniels, who coincidentally had arrived in town 
for a meeting with Bobby to discuss details for his performance 
scheduled for the following month at that venue.

When we arrived for dinner, Billy Daniels greeted me like 
an old friend and brought up again the proposed book project, 
explaining that he had recently had bypass heart surgery and 
really intended to proceed with the project.  I said I would be 
happy to discuss it at his convenience, and he said he would 
call me to set up a meeting when he returned to do the show the 
following month.

That call never came.  I checked with Bobby Young and was 
told that the show had been canceled for undisclosed medical 
reasons.

That was the last I heard.
Billy Daniels died October 7, 1988.  According to his 

obituary, he had undergone quadruple bypass heart surgery and, 
on returning home, had complained of nagging abdominal pain, 
which further examination revealed to be caused by cancer.  He 
was 73 when the old black magic died.
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