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Springfield, VA - This one is personal for me.  On several occasions as a youngster while growing up in northern Kentucky, I had the privilege of watching Kate Smith perform.  The setting was an outdoor amphitheater in Devoe Park (pronounced da-voo) where free summer concerts took place on a regular basis.  The fact that such a renowned, and world-famous, singer would perform in such a modest venue added to the excitement.   There was never a dry eye in the crowd when she ended the show with her signature work, God Bless America.   No matter how often I had heard her sing this fabulous Irving Berlin tune, I always felt my heart beat faster with tears starting to seep from my eyes.  It was truly memorable - I recall it clearly 60 years later
So it was with considerable dismay and anger that I read that two professional sports teams (the New York Yankees and the Philadelphia Flyers) will no longer play Kate Smith’s version of God Bless America at their games.  The Philadelphia Flyers hockey team even went so far as to cover (in black), and then remove, a statue of Ms. Smith which had stood outside their stadium in tribute to her long association as not only a performer, but a good luck charm for the team.  The stated reason for these dismissals was that it had been “discovered” that Smith had sung what were “racially insensitive” songs early in her career in the 1930’s.  The two offensive tunes mentioned were “That’s Why Darkies Were Born” and “Pickaninny Heaven.”
There is no doubt that the lyrics of these songs were racist….and satirical.  And so were many other aspects of the American culture of the time.  The problem/injustice/challenge is how to appropriately apply the mores/standards/criteria of current times to that of an earlier era.  I wonder, for example, how the generation 80 years in the future from now will evaluate the lyrics performed by many popular (wildly popular) rap artists who spew venomous words regarding race and gender to millions of fans on a nearly daily basis.  I have personally observed such performers receive tribute at National Basketball Association (NBA) games, both by management and paying customers, as celebrities honored with wild applause and front row seats.  Apparently most do not see the hypocrisy of lauding these misogynistic racists while complaining about a performer who 80 years ago sang lyrics far less troublesome.
Then there is the body of work issue.  Kate Smith became an American icon based not only on her spectacular singing capabilities, but also for her work during World War II.   During a series of marathon broadcasts she boosted national morale and was responsible for selling over $600 million of war bonds - this is equivalent in current dollars to over $10 billion!  Prior to the war she was perhaps the most famous (and successful) performer on radio.  At one time her show, Kate Smith Sings, was broadcast nationally six times a week.   Later, during an 8-year stretch from 1937 to 1945 she hosted an hour-long variety show which, among other accomplishments, introduced the comedians Abbott and Costello to U.S. audiences.  She continued as a popular entertainer throughout the 1960’s in a career which ultimately spanned five decades.  
But, by far, Kate Smith will long be remembered for her rousing, tear-inducing version of God Bless America.  In 1982 she received the Presidential Medal of Freedom from President Reagan who said, “The voice of Kate Smith is known and loved by millions of Americans, young and old.  In war and peace, it has been an inspiration.  Those simple, but deeply moving words, ‘God Bless America,’ have taken on added meaning for all of us because of the way Kate Smith sang them....In giving us a magnificent, selfless talent like Kate Smith, God has truly blessed America.”
There is considerable irony in the Yankees disassociating themselves from Kate Smith.  In the early 1940’s, when the Yankees would not allow black baseball players on their team, Smith had black musicians and entertainers on her radio shows over 40 times.  When she became a television star in the 1950’s Smith again had countless black musicians and dancers perform with her on her shows.  On the other hand, it was not until 1955 that the Yankees had their first black player, Elston Howard, on their big league roster.  Even then, the Yankee’s manager, Casey Stengel, actually called Howard “Eightball” in public and to his face (a racial slur based on the color of the pool ball).    
I might also add that Kate Smith led an exemplary personal life.  She was never involved in scandal and lived modestly in spite of her fame and wealth.  It is, of course, popular sport in these damnably political correct times to tear down icons, particularly those who have passed away and cannot defend themselves.  I would counsel otherwise.  Kate Smith remains one of my heroes.....I have one of her performances of God Bless America on YouTube bookmarked on all my computers.  I recommend that you give her a listen and try not to choke up.
I thought you might like to know.
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