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“[W]hen people ask me where I’m from,” Eugene Walter explained in his 1971 
book, American Cooking: Southern Style, “I’d really like to pull out a banjo or 
a lyre, and play and do a shuffle dance, while singing:”

Gumbo born and gumbo bred,
Tabasco follies fuzz my head.
South is my blood and South my bone
So haply formed on pork and pone.
Incan, African move in me.
You say: “South? Where can it be?”
Chewing my sugar cane, I repeat:
“Why, in all we like to cook and eat.”

In July of 1999, fifty Southerners came together to found the Southern 
Foodways Alliance and imagine courses of work from oral history campaigns 
to graduate classes. Norma Jean Darden was in that number. Frank Stitt, too. 
Eugene Walter did not gather at the table that day in Birmingham, Alabama. 
(He had passed the year before.) But his ideas animated our discussions.

When conversations about the future of Southern food began in earnest, 
his voice rang clarion. During a 1992 conference at Seaside, Florida, an event 
that was a precursor to our own Southern Foodways Symposium, Eugene 
gave an interview from bed, in which he spoke about the need for archival 
resources, the ways that food was a humanities concern, and how students of 
food need to read and speak foreign languages and read and know ancient 
history. 

Listen to this album and you’ll hear snippets from those bedside reveries, 
captured by the late documentarian (and SFA founder) Al Clayton, now 
remixed by Paul Burch and crew. You will also hear Eugene declare that the 
South is “the angel’s rocket base and the devil’s listening post.”

Eugene believed that food was a cultural process, worthy of observation 
study, and reflection. “He wasn’t a capital F food writer,” the late Michael 
Batterberry, a founding editor of Food Arts magazine and a longtime friend 
of Eugene’s, once told me. “He didn’t divorce his food writing from his life, or 
for that matter from his other writing. His love of food, his deep and classical 
reserve of knowledge, figured in everything that he did…”

At various points, Eugene worked as a novelist, poet, essayist, artist, lyricist, 
actor, designer, translator, humorist, botanist, and marionetteer. He also 
sketched. One of his illustrations from the 1990s, when the Moral Majority 
flowered, depicted an aristocratic lady wearing a purple and gold striped skirt, 
her hand resting on an oversized fork like a scepter. The caption read: “The 
Devil’s dear Grandmother pondering what menu to serve when she invites 
Pat Robertson, Jerry Falwell, and Jesse Helms to dine in Hell with Hitler and 
Mussolini.”

Throughout his life, Eugene crafted narratives of the places he claimed. 
First Mobile, then Paris and Rome, then Mobile again. His hometown was a 
character, a constant presence. “Down in Mobile they’re all crazy,” he wrote      
in the novel  An Untidy Pilgrim, “because the Gulf Coast is the kingdom of 
monkeys, the land of clowns, ghosts and musicians, and Mobile is sweet 
lunacy’s county seat.”

SFA tells stories about this region in ways that complicate understandings 
and engender conversations. We rethink and reframe the South and shine 
bright lights on the likes of Eugene Walter. When the Cockayne Fund stepped 
in to support SFA performance art commissions, this sort of scene-by-scene 
narrative of an important but comparably unheralded life is just what we 
aimed to introduce to the world. 

John Egerton, the author and SFA founder, got it right when he said of 
Eugene: “He is the once and future king of cookery writers.” And so, let us 
hail the king. All hail Eugene, wrangler of monkeys, jouster of Falwell and 
Robertson and Helms, muse of kitchens. 

— John T Edge

Nothing prepared me for Eugene Walter’s salmon mousse. The 
way I remember it, it was shaped like a Bundt cake, smooth as a 
seal, so pink it glowed, more like Bakelite than something to eat. 
Was I a culinarily sheltered young man? In a way, the country 
cooking I knew—my grandmother’s chicken-and-oyster gumbo, 
souse with pear relish, and so on—might have seemed like weird 
delicacies to an outsider. Not to Eugene, of course, eternally both 
insider and outsider, embracer of breezes from every direction.

For special occasions Eugene could scrape together enough 
resources to really put on the dog (I’m not sure he, as a lifelong cat 
lover, would appreciate the phrase; I did, however, detect some 
affection when he described the nuns who had educated him as 
smelling like “wet Collie dogs”), but most often, when I think of him, 
a very different meal comes to mind.

Eugene had invited me to lunch. He didn’t come to the door, so 
I kept knocking. When he finally appeared, I realized I had woken 
him from his nap, a huge taboo. I was surprised when he invited 
me in, though he had utterly forgotten our appointment and there 
were no groceries. Eugene said we’d make do. Like many artists, 
he was broke in his final years. What he had was a couple of onions. 

Eugene peeled the onions, otherwise leaving them whole. He 
decorated their top halves with ketchup and gave them a leisurely 
baking in the oven.

I interrupt myself for a moment. One of my least favorite aspects 
of Eugene lore is the recurrence of a certain kind of winking talking 
head—a winking head—who, while putatively celebrating Eugene, 
passes him off as a wacky fantasist whose stories must be taken 
with a grain of salt. In my experience, the crazier the story sounded, 
the more likely it was true. For many years I was guilty of assuming 
that Eugene wasn’t really in The Pink Panther, as he had casually 
mentioned one day. I had seen it a number of times. Wouldn’t I 
have noticed? I saw it again after his claim. I watched closely this 
time, and Eugene wasn’t in it. 

Cut to the future: 2009. I was sitting on the couch, reading, TCM 
on for some background noise. Suddenly I was startled by Eugene’s 
distinctive voice saying, “But it’s not midnight yet.” I dropped my 
book. There he was, in The Pink Panther. He had two more lines.

All right. So as we took our forks and knives and carved up our 
onions, Eugene told me that it was very similar to a dish eaten in 
ancient Egypt. I savored every bite as he wove his spell around it. 
Onions baked with ketchup seemed special. 

To this day, I have considered it the only time Eugene told me 
something that wasn’t true, but I appreciated it all the more for 
its imagination, kindness, dignity, and triumph over hunger of 
every kind. As I typed these words, I took out—in the spirit of due 
diligence—my Oxford Companion to Food and looked up “onion.” 
Right away we’re in ancient Egypt, where onions “constantly 
appeared” in “tomb paintings, inscriptions and documents…large, 
white, and mild,” just like the ones we ate that day. But were they 
ever doused in an ancient Egyptian form of ketchup? The book 
doesn’t say. All I know is Eugene never lied.

— Jack Pendarvis

Now don’t quote me: this story might not be factual, but it’s true. As a boy, lying on my 
belly one rainy afternoon on my grandmother’s homemade quilt–covered bed, I recall 
watching an interview on public television with Duke Ellington, the erudite bandleader 
who mixed modern African American rhythms with European formality to make a musical 
brew like no other. I was already a fan of Duke and imagined the members of his Orchestra 
(never a band) must represent all of human experience, each of them rescued from the 
obscurity of working kitchens or playing hotel lobbies and brought together on the 
bandstand as a carefully orchestrated banquet.

Just as a wild herb or funky spice might ‘make’ a dish, perhaps that horn player or 
that clarinetist wasn’t the best to be found, but they were able to excel, where more 
learned players might otherwise doze off, and so Duke had to have them to achieve 
musical harmony. If one could eavesdrop on that group—streaking through the night in 
their private Pullman car-—their conversations might be like, well, a Fellini film with a bit 
part played by Eugene Walter. You might hear Wit and Charm playing bridge, Fear and 
Loathing planning a crime, and Wistful and Lonesome sitting across from one another, 
each humming their own tune, and dreaming of the one that got away. Only together 
might they achieve ineffable beauty. Anyway, so there I was, and there was Ellington in 
wavy black and white, answering a question about his origins:

“Well, my Daddy was rich. My Mama was good lookin’. They made sure my feet never 
touched the ground. Then one day, someone said, ‘Hey Duke, come over here...’ and so 
I did and then someone else said, ‘Psst, hey Duke, come check this out...’ and off I went. 
And now here I am.”

For several months I’ve thought about Eugene Walter, the subject of this album. You 
might think of the grooves as the lines in Eugene’s palm. As the needle vibrates and 
turns the electrical impulses into sound waves, imagine your own fortunes realized and 
paths not taken. See him as I have: a quintessential 20th Century American character 
furiously fearless, sensitive, and ingenious, a person who believed Luck and Fortune as 
ever-present spirits waiting to be summoned and put to work. And like Duke, try to see 
Eugene as beyond category. 

Some describe Eugene as a “renaissance man,” a rescuer of Goosebury, Ajowan, 
and the beerburger recipe from his cousin’s restaurant Schimpf’s on Dauphin Street in 
1920s Mobile. However, I think Eugene would scoff at the term, as he would attempts by 
Northern cooks to reduce Southern cuisine to shrimp and grits or fried green tomatoes. 
Such a term is too easy, too broad and redundant. For isn’t the American character one 
of perpetual renaissance? Are we not a twined collective of African, European, Central 
American, and West Indian influences that only a bored fool would describe without 
tasting? I do think Eugene would be satisfied with being called “beyond category,” which 
also is an apt description of the South, where Cruelty and Chivalry might ride the same 
horse to hell.

Trovatore: The Lives of Eugene Walter chronicles Eugene’s travels from Mobile, where 
he was born; to the Aleutian Islands, where he served during World War II; to Paris in the 
late 1940s, where he joined the staff of George Plimpton’s literary journal, the Paris Review; 
on to Rome, where he made a living as an actor and script translator for Fellini; and finally 
back to Mobile where, as Folly, he chased Death around the city’s decaying columns.

Eugene was a voluminous writer. Though he is rarely obscure, he is much like Folly, 
always in motion, not to be caught. His loves, his motivations, his fears, and his desires 
are none of your damned business. What would he think of the horn and violin band 
on “Mardi Gras in Mobile”? Would he recognize the Mobile of his youth in “Paradise by 
the Sea”? When “Watching the Northern Lights with Ragzina Gadzooks” (his contraband 
wartime puppy), would he rather hear silence? Would he weep again for “Jean Garrigue,” 
the like-minded friend and poet who stands out in Eugene’s oral autobiography Milking 
the Moon, written with Katherine Clark, as the one friend whose death stops him in his 
tracks? Did I get the recipe correct for his “23rd Field Artillery Punch” or did he leave 
something out? Would he dance to “When I Was In Rome” and imagine times when, like 
Cleopatra, he was occasionally nude? Does “Boogie Back” cast a cool-enough eye on life, 
death, and the South’s vanishing culinary history? Perhaps Eugene would find this record 
to be utter nonsense. But I think he would recognize how the effort to honor a life lived 
with fervor, and to celebrate the hints and pinches that flavor such a life, could raise the 
consciousness of others and inspire them to call Luck and Fortune to the table. He might 
say that such a strange enterprise as this, could indeed “satisfy a long-felt want.”

— Paul Burch

Side A
1. Mardi Gras in Mobile 
2. Paradise By the Sea (Boy from Mobile)
3. Watching the Northern Lights with Ragzina Gadzooks
4. How I Found Paris
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Side B
1. Jean Garrigue
2. 23rd Field Artillery Punch
3. When I Was In Rome
4. Boogie Back
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Trovatore: The Lives of Eugene Walter
Performed by Paul Burch & WPA Ballclub

each year,  the fall symposium culminates in an original arts
performance commissioned by SFA. In 2018, we asked Nashville-based musician 
Paul Burch to compose a song cycle based on the life of the writer, bon vivant, actor, 
globetrotter, fl aneur, and eater Eugene Walter (1921–1998). The result was Trovatore: 
The Lives of Eugene Walter, which premiered at the Symposium, performed by 
Burch and members of his band, the WPA Ballclub. SFA managing director Melissa 
Hall interviewed Burch about his creative process. 

to step far back and try to see what he 
left out. In his oral biography Milking the 
Moon [as told to Katherine Clark], there 
is one glaring omission about his life in 
that Eugene never discusses the most 
important thing in life itself: loving 
another human being. To be loved and 
to love in return—what else is there? 

To that end, the only person who dies 
in Milking the Moon is the poet Jean 
Garrigue. In my mind, the omission of 

love and the admission of the death of a 
woman, fellow writer, and colleague, told 
me Jean was an important person in 
Eugene’s life. Whether they had an actual 
romance I can’t be sure. But I chose to 
make the song “Jean Garrigue” refl ect 
their closeness, a closeness I’ve seen and 
have felt between other writers and mu-
sicians. Knowing Eugene to be a sensitive 
person, it did not seem like coincidence 
to me that he should omit love and sex 
in his otherwise detailed story, but 
include the death of the most divine and 
mysterious Jean Garrigue.

When you wrote Trovatore, how 
much of your focus was on Eugene 
Walter (his life, his story) and how 
much on the music you were 
creating?

What comes fi rst: word or music? I 
haven’t a clue. And any songwriter who 
might tell you otherwise is spinning a 
tall tale. The most honest writers I know 
would rather do anything than write a 
song. John Prine once said he’d rather 
walk across a crowded highway for a cold 
hot dog than try to write a song. 

As for my process, in general, some-
times I write a lyric (occasionally an 
entire song top to bottom) with only a 
bare rhythm in mind. Sometimes I can 
‘hear’ the music in my imagination. Other 
times, even two lines will evoke a scene 
I’ve never imagined until that moment. 

In some ways, putting Eugene’s life to 
music was easy since Eugene lived in 
locales that are known for very specifi c 
kinds of sounds—at least during the 
times he lived there. For this album, I 
fi rst daydreamed about the places I 
wanted to write about and imagined for 
each a kind of cliché sonic curtain. For 
instance, a song about Eugene’s days in 
Paris in the late 1940s and early 50s 
(during the time Paris was still rationing 
food and gasoline) I thought ought to 
have accordion, fast guitar, a loping jazz 
beat, and perhaps violin. 

But the music is only half the trouble. 
There were challenges to writing about 
a writer. Eugene was quite detailed and 
articulate in his recollections. So I had 

The nature of art 
is that the more 
vivid the character, 
and the closer you 
adhere to the facts, 
the more people 
will see themselves 
in that story.
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“[W]hen people ask me where I’m from,” Eugene Walter explained in his 1971 
book, American Cooking: Southern Style, “I’d really like to pull out a banjo or 
a lyre, and play and do a shuffle dance, while singing:”

Gumbo born and gumbo bred,
Tabasco follies fuzz my head.
South is my blood and South my bone
So haply formed on pork and pone.
Incan, African move in me.
You say: “South? Where can it be?”
Chewing my sugar cane, I repeat:
“Why, in all we like to cook and eat.”

In July of 1999, fifty Southerners came together to found the Southern 
Foodways Alliance and imagine courses of work from oral history campaigns 
to graduate classes. Norma Jean Darden was in that number. Frank Stitt, too. 
Eugene Walter did not gather at the table that day in Birmingham, Alabama. 
(He had passed the year before.) But his ideas animated our discussions.

When conversations about the future of Southern food began in earnest, 
his voice rang clarion. During a 1992 conference at Seaside, Florida, an event 
that was a precursor to our own Southern Foodways Symposium, Eugene 
gave an interview from bed, in which he spoke about the need for archival 
resources, the ways that food was a humanities concern, and how students of 
food need to read and speak foreign languages and read and know ancient 
history. 

Listen to this album and you’ll hear snippets from those bedside reveries, 
captured by the late documentarian (and SFA founder) Al Clayton, now 
remixed by Paul Burch and crew. You will also hear Eugene declare that the 
South is “the angel’s rocket base and the devil’s listening post.”

Eugene believed that food was a cultural process, worthy of observation 
study, and reflection. “He wasn’t a capital F food writer,” the late Michael 
Batterberry, a founding editor of Food Arts magazine and a longtime friend 
of Eugene’s, once told me. “He didn’t divorce his food writing from his life, or 
for that matter from his other writing. His love of food, his deep and classical 
reserve of knowledge, figured in everything that he did…”

At various points, Eugene worked as a novelist, poet, essayist, artist, lyricist, 
actor, designer, translator, humorist, botanist, and marionetteer. He also 
sketched. One of his illustrations from the 1990s, when the Moral Majority 
flowered, depicted an aristocratic lady wearing a purple and gold striped skirt, 
her hand resting on an oversized fork like a scepter. The caption read: “The 
Devil’s dear Grandmother pondering what menu to serve when she invites 
Pat Robertson, Jerry Falwell, and Jesse Helms to dine in Hell with Hitler and 
Mussolini.”

Throughout his life, Eugene crafted narratives of the places he claimed. 
First Mobile, then Paris and Rome, then Mobile again. His hometown was a 
character, a constant presence. “Down in Mobile they’re all crazy,” he wrote      
in the novel  An Untidy Pilgrim, “because the Gulf Coast is the kingdom of 
monkeys, the land of clowns, ghosts and musicians, and Mobile is sweet 
lunacy’s county seat.”

SFA tells stories about this region in ways that complicate understandings 
and engender conversations. We rethink and reframe the South and shine 
bright lights on the likes of Eugene Walter. When the Cockayne Fund stepped 
in to support SFA performance art commissions, this sort of scene-by-scene 
narrative of an important but comparably unheralded life is just what we 
aimed to introduce to the world. 

John Egerton, the author and SFA founder, got it right when he said of 
Eugene: “He is the once and future king of cookery writers.” And so, let us 
hail the king. All hail Eugene, wrangler of monkeys, jouster of Falwell and 
Robertson and Helms, muse of kitchens. 

— John T Edge

Nothing prepared me for Eugene Walter’s salmon mousse. The 
way I remember it, it was shaped like a Bundt cake, smooth as a 
seal, so pink it glowed, more like Bakelite than something to eat. 
Was I a culinarily sheltered young man? In a way, the country 
cooking I knew—my grandmother’s chicken-and-oyster gumbo, 
souse with pear relish, and so on—might have seemed like weird 
delicacies to an outsider. Not to Eugene, of course, eternally both 
insider and outsider, embracer of breezes from every direction.

For special occasions Eugene could scrape together enough 
resources to really put on the dog (I’m not sure he, as a lifelong cat 
lover, would appreciate the phrase; I did, however, detect some 
affection when he described the nuns who had educated him as 
smelling like “wet Collie dogs”), but most often, when I think of him, 
a very different meal comes to mind.

Eugene had invited me to lunch. He didn’t come to the door, so 
I kept knocking. When he finally appeared, I realized I had woken 
him from his nap, a huge taboo. I was surprised when he invited 
me in, though he had utterly forgotten our appointment and there 
were no groceries. Eugene said we’d make do. Like many artists, 
he was broke in his final years. What he had was a couple of onions. 

Eugene peeled the onions, otherwise leaving them whole. He 
decorated their top halves with ketchup and gave them a leisurely 
baking in the oven.

I interrupt myself for a moment. One of my least favorite aspects 
of Eugene lore is the recurrence of a certain kind of winking talking 
head—a winking head—who, while putatively celebrating Eugene, 
passes him off as a wacky fantasist whose stories must be taken 
with a grain of salt. In my experience, the crazier the story sounded, 
the more likely it was true. For many years I was guilty of assuming 
that Eugene wasn’t really in The Pink Panther, as he had casually 
mentioned one day. I had seen it a number of times. Wouldn’t I 
have noticed? I saw it again after his claim. I watched closely this 
time, and Eugene wasn’t in it. 

Cut to the future: 2009. I was sitting on the couch, reading, TCM 
on for some background noise. Suddenly I was startled by Eugene’s 
distinctive voice saying, “But it’s not midnight yet.” I dropped my 
book. There he was, in The Pink Panther. He had two more lines.

All right. So as we took our forks and knives and carved up our 
onions, Eugene told me that it was very similar to a dish eaten in 
ancient Egypt. I savored every bite as he wove his spell around it. 
Onions baked with ketchup seemed special. 

To this day, I have considered it the only time Eugene told me 
something that wasn’t true, but I appreciated it all the more for 
its imagination, kindness, dignity, and triumph over hunger of 
every kind. As I typed these words, I took out—in the spirit of due 
diligence—my Oxford Companion to Food and looked up “onion.” 
Right away we’re in ancient Egypt, where onions “constantly 
appeared” in “tomb paintings, inscriptions and documents…large, 
white, and mild,” just like the ones we ate that day. But were they 
ever doused in an ancient Egyptian form of ketchup? The book 
doesn’t say. All I know is Eugene never lied.

— Jack Pendarvis

Now don’t quote me: this story might not be factual, but it’s true. As a boy, lying on my 
belly one rainy afternoon on my grandmother’s homemade quilt–covered bed, I recall 
watching an interview on public television with Duke Ellington, the erudite bandleader 
who mixed modern African American rhythms with European formality to make a musical 
brew like no other. I was already a fan of Duke and imagined the members of his Orchestra 
(never a band) must represent all of human experience, each of them rescued from the 
obscurity of working kitchens or playing hotel lobbies and brought together on the 
bandstand as a carefully orchestrated banquet.

Just as a wild herb or funky spice might ‘make’ a dish, perhaps that horn player or 
that clarinetist wasn’t the best to be found, but they were able to excel, where more 
learned players might otherwise doze off, and so Duke had to have them to achieve 
musical harmony. If one could eavesdrop on that group—streaking through the night in 
their private Pullman car-—their conversations might be like, well, a Fellini film with a bit 
part played by Eugene Walter. You might hear Wit and Charm playing bridge, Fear and 
Loathing planning a crime, and Wistful and Lonesome sitting across from one another, 
each humming their own tune, and dreaming of the one that got away. Only together 
might they achieve ineffable beauty. Anyway, so there I was, and there was Ellington in 
wavy black and white, answering a question about his origins:

“Well, my Daddy was rich. My Mama was good lookin’. They made sure my feet never 
touched the ground. Then one day, someone said, ‘Hey Duke, come over here...’ and so 
I did and then someone else said, ‘Psst, hey Duke, come check this out...’ and off I went. 
And now here I am.”

For several months I’ve thought about Eugene Walter, the subject of this album. You 
might think of the grooves as the lines in Eugene’s palm. As the needle vibrates and 
turns the electrical impulses into sound waves, imagine your own fortunes realized and 
paths not taken. See him as I have: a quintessential 20th Century American character 
furiously fearless, sensitive, and ingenious, a person who believed Luck and Fortune as 
ever-present spirits waiting to be summoned and put to work. And like Duke, try to see 
Eugene as beyond category. 

Some describe Eugene as a “renaissance man,” a rescuer of Goosebury, Ajowan, 
and the beerburger recipe from his cousin’s restaurant Schimpf’s on Dauphin Street in 
1920s Mobile. However, I think Eugene would scoff at the term, as he would attempts by 
Northern cooks to reduce Southern cuisine to shrimp and grits or fried green tomatoes. 
Such a term is too easy, too broad and redundant. For isn’t the American character one 
of perpetual renaissance? Are we not a twined collective of African, European, Central 
American, and West Indian influences that only a bored fool would describe without 
tasting? I do think Eugene would be satisfied with being called “beyond category,” which 
also is an apt description of the South, where Cruelty and Chivalry might ride the same 
horse to hell.

Trovatore: The Lives of Eugene Walter chronicles Eugene’s travels from Mobile, where 
he was born; to the Aleutian Islands, where he served during World War II; to Paris in the 
late 1940s, where he joined the staff of George Plimpton’s literary journal, the Paris Review; 
on to Rome, where he made a living as an actor and script translator for Fellini; and finally 
back to Mobile where, as Folly, he chased Death around the city’s decaying columns.

Eugene was a voluminous writer. Though he is rarely obscure, he is much like Folly, 
always in motion, not to be caught. His loves, his motivations, his fears, and his desires 
are none of your damned business. What would he think of the horn and violin band 
on “Mardi Gras in Mobile”? Would he recognize the Mobile of his youth in “Paradise by 
the Sea”? When “Watching the Northern Lights with Ragzina Gadzooks” (his contraband 
wartime puppy), would he rather hear silence? Would he weep again for “Jean Garrigue,” 
the like-minded friend and poet who stands out in Eugene’s oral autobiography Milking 
the Moon, written with Katherine Clark, as the one friend whose death stops him in his 
tracks? Did I get the recipe correct for his “23rd Field Artillery Punch” or did he leave 
something out? Would he dance to “When I Was In Rome” and imagine times when, like 
Cleopatra, he was occasionally nude? Does “Boogie Back” cast a cool-enough eye on life, 
death, and the South’s vanishing culinary history? Perhaps Eugene would find this record 
to be utter nonsense. But I think he would recognize how the effort to honor a life lived 
with fervor, and to celebrate the hints and pinches that flavor such a life, could raise the 
consciousness of others and inspire them to call Luck and Fortune to the table. He might 
say that such a strange enterprise as this, could indeed “satisfy a long-felt want.”

— Paul Burch

Side A
1. Mardi Gras in Mobile 
2. Paradise By the Sea (Boy from Mobile)
3. Watching the Northern Lights with Ragzina Gadzooks
4. How I Found Paris
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Side B
1. Jean Garrigue
2. 23rd Field Artillery Punch
3. When I Was In Rome
4. Boogie Back
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Trovatore: The Lives of Eugene Walter
Performed by Paul Burch & WPA Ballclub

BEHIND
THE MUSIC
Putting life to song, and song to life
AS TOLD TO MELISSA HALL BY PAUL BURCH

this past summer,  i  traveled
through Mexico for a week as a guide for 
a Los Angeles Times–organized culinary 
tour. Our group of mostly middle-aged 
white Angelenos sampled street food in 
Mexico City, took cooking classes in the 
colonial city of Puebla, and ate our weight 
in mole and handmade tortillas in the 
southern state of Oaxaca. 

BEATS AND BITES
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Paradise By the Sea 
(Mobile Before the War) 
(Words by Burch, Music by  
Burch & Dennis Crouch) 

Down in Mobile 
We’re all crazy
The County Seat of Lunacy
Home to Carnival, Cotton
And the little Fire Ant
A man can be a woman
And a woman can be a man 

In Mobile
When I was a boy in Mobile

Down in Mobile
Before the war
Life was quiet and all you heard
French, Dutch, and Portuguese
The air smelled like oysters
And fresh cut steel

Playing in the cool
Under the house
I’d hear porch gossip all around
Who died last night 
Who got soused 
Who went out a lover  
And came home a spouse

Down by the docks
My granddad brought in 
Food from around the world
Bananas, mangoes, guava, and plantains
If he caught a deep sea crab for supper
Why he’d call it a day

The bordellos kept the sailors
And the senators cool 
To drink their moonshine and play games 

of chance
Every neighborhood a little melody 
Of colonial days of
Great Britain, Spain, and France

The Mobile I knew  
Before the war was a paradise by the sea
Cat and Monkey kind of folks 
Free spirits like me
What America might have been 
C’est la vie 

Mobile 
When I was a boy in Mobile
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SFA thanks the Cockayne Fund for underwriting the writing, production, recording, 
and performance of Trovatore. Type this link into your browser to listen at home: 
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1NoMALPgeDdpPwy6YUquXhoVf-gZvs9sJ

Another thing that writers will never 
admit to is that some of the best moments 
in a recording—moments that seem to 
“make” a performance—often come from 
accidents, innocent miscommunication, 
and the impossible lucky breaks that 
come from just stepping up to the mi-
crophone and hoping for the best. In 
other words, showing up—the secret, it 
seems, to success. So what comes first, 
words or music? The answer is yes. 

Does creating a song set about a real 
person inspire creativity or hamper 
creativity? Eugene Walter’s voice, 
which is heard on the album, feels 
both evocative and at times stifling 
because of its singularity.
 
The advantage to writing about someone 
real is that you don’t have to make any-
thing up! Real life is always stranger, 
sexier, more outlandish, and downright 
perfectly stupid in the best ways than 
most anyone else’s cold imagination.

If you find Eugene’s voice stifling, that 
may be because that kind of voice tends 
to evoke in us the image of a now-gone 
era of Southern (male) genteel politeness 
that often disguised a haughty 
indifference—or downright hostility—
toward anything that challenged one’s 
orthodoxy. I think Eugene was an ex-
traordinary person. But one could argue 
he used his very differentness (as an artist 
and as a man attracted to men and 
women) as a cloak with which he smug-
gled his way through otherwise compro-
mising situations. That kind of 
self-awareness, a fear of verbal and social 
traps, does take its toll. 

The nature of art, of course, is that the 
more vivid the individual and the closer 

you adhere to the facts, the nature of the 
facts, and how those facts emerged from 
the goo of experience, more and more 
people will see themselves in that singu-
lar story. Maybe Eugene’s voice is a kind 
of mask. And a mask, after all, often says 
more about the person interpreting the 
mask than the person who is wearing it.

“How I Found Paris” is my favorite 
song on the album. I think it’s your 
playfulness with the word “found” 
that speaks to me. Do you have a 
favorite song (or two) on the album? 
What speaks to you in that song?

Even though none of the songs would 
have been written without first being 
asked to consider Eugene’s story, for me 
each song on Trovatore is linked to a 
person I know and for whom I’m thankful.

Since the record was finished, pack-
aged, sealed, and delivered, the album 
has come to represent something else all 
together. My experience at SFA, the 
warm reception the album received, and 
the opportunities and friendships that 
came as a result of the recording and the 
concert, are all tied together now. 

Writing the tune is a very private kind 
of happening, whereas recording a song 
is something I share with my favorite 
musicians. My sense of accomplishment 
primarily comes from writing something 
good enough that these fine musicians 
can, with just a small bit of direction and 
encouragement, make these stories seem 
real and better than I imagined. I’m 
grateful. It was made with love, and I 
hope it is received that way. Even if 
Eugene wouldn’t have liked it, I think he 
would have thought the effort no less 
than gallant. 


