





A SLEEPTALKING GUY: DION MCGREGOR

BY PHIL MILSTEIN

Dion McGregor is the greatest sleeptalker in recorded history. In another age, the brilliance of his
slumbered monologues would have seen him branded a spirit medium or a sorcerer, subjected him to
persecution for demonic possession, or led to his being declared insane. But in this slightly more
enlightened era, sleeptalking as sparkling as Dion McGregor’s can only be celebrated.

Unlike your average garden-variety sleeptalker, whose utterings rarely go beyond a few indistinct words
here and there or perhaps the occasional semi—coherent mumbled sentence, Dion McGregor actually dreams
out loud, verbalizing fully-realized miniature dramas of the subconscious. His clear articulation is
underscored by the noises of the New York City street traffic outside his open second-storey window.
The somniloquies of Dion McGregor are among the damnedest sounds you’'ll ever hear.

In one sense, Dion McGregor’s dreams are not really all that different from those of us mortals. Like
ours, the premises of his dreams are unearthly takes on real-life events and thoughts, their plots
prone to labyrinthine twists and broad leaps of logic. The premise is always resolved (although, alas
in his case almost never happily so). But this is where the similarity to the dreams of ordinary people
the dreams of Dion McGregor end. Quite unlike the rest of us, Dion McGregor marrated his dreams, in a
fey, slightly distracted and sometimes insolent voice, the irregularity of his cadences only amplifying
the hypnotic effect. Only Dion McGregor’s dreams were incessantly tape recorded. And only Dion
McGregor’s dreams were the end-products of such an unbridled subvoluntary imagination.

McGregor’s special brand of nocturnal emissions includes puns, rhymes, internal dialogues, made-up
songs, sound effects, brogues and dialects, spelling games, existential dilemmas, chase scenes, violent
arguments, and even nonsensical "tongues.” The characters that inhabit his somniloquies include an ugly
woman who’d been married 28 times, a woman with an orifice large enough to house a sideshow tip, an
array of post—endangered animal species, various faded screen stars, and the perspicacious old Uncle
Horace. His sleeptalking sessions conjure such fantastical scenarios as a cemetery for midgets, a
martini eyewash, the Candy of Knowledge, a contest for cunnilinguists, a balloon ride to the moon, the
Thumb Your Nose club (founded by Lenny Bruce), and a pastry table that starts its own food fight.

”MY HOUSE IS BLOWING AWAY ... AND IT ISN’T EVEN WINDY!”

We go back. Picture New York, New York in its great grey Cold War period —— the city of Automats and
Polo Grounds and Flatiron Buildings. The year is 1953, the address 255 E. 50th Street at 2nd Avenue, on
the east side of midtown Manhattan. Our protagonist, an indigent wit, lyricist and movie buff named
Dion McGregor, has just set himself up as the uninvited houseguest of yet another friend, this one a
multitalented, semi-famous entertainer named Carleton Carpenter, who has just been granted his release
from an MGM acting contract. McGregor and Carpenter have recently begun writing songs together,
McGregor handling the words and Carpenter the music. McGregor, known to his friends as an “inveterate
freeloader,” an "international freebie,” and "the man who came to dinner,” has made a temporary home
for himself on a slide—out ottoman in Carpenter’s living room.

Despite the extravagant street noises intruding into their apartment, and despite the fact that the
living room was a long hallway away from Carpenter’s bedroom, midnight mutterings were heard. But
McGregor’s utterances were not yet the clear, spoken—aloud dreams of the sort that comprise this album
—— the true epiphany was yet to come. McGregor himself would later tell a radio audience
(appropriately, in the middle of the night) that he’d been talking in his sleep since he was five years
old, but we can presume that back then, too, his talent was not a very well-defined one.

In the late summer or early autumn of 1955, Carpenter’s actual roommate returned to New York and
McGregor was forced to find another couch to call home. He hiked the few blocks to 961 157 Avenue, a
nondescript five-storey walkup near the corner of 53rd Street, where another new songwriting partner of
his named Michael Barr had an apartment on the second floor. McGregor’s sleeptalking was still a very
occasional and unremarkable thing, and during this period Barr never even got to hear any of 1it.
McGregor eventually moved (or was moved) up three flights to the apartment of yet another friend, Peter
de Rome, a British writer and filmmaker (and later a prominent director of gay erotic films), where he
lasted for a year or so as a resident of de Rome’s couch.






It was during this year —— 1960, give or take a few months -- that McGregor’s sleeptalking finally
blossomed, and was ready to be recognized as the rare and marvelous beast that it was. Not having to
hear his somniloquies himself, McGregor wasn’t especially moved one way or another by them, but de Rome
was intrigued. According to the introductory notes McGregor wrote to the book version of The Dream
World Of Dion McGregor, de Rome "tried taking the dreams down in longhand, but the words came faster
than he could write. I had a good laugh about it and then forgot it.” But when de Rome told Barr about
the sleeptalking, Barr immediately recognized that he had stumbled onto something special. Barr, a
budding composer whose hobby was tape-recording the audio portions of movie musicals off late-night TV,
was eager to turn his microphone on McGregor’s dreams. McGregor, on the other hand, was not quite so
eager to have his dreams turned upon, but for the historical record —— as well as for a more-or—less
permanent address —— he would endure. All that /e hoped to directly gain from having his dreams
recorded were ideas for potential song lyrics. McGregor moved back to the spare twin bed in Barr’s
living room, where his exceptional talent would be voluminously documented over the course of the next
seven years

Barr’s fascination with making these tapes quickly grew to an obsession. The somniloquies would
typically arrive just prior to McGregor’s awakening, not every morning like clockwork but rather, as if
to keep Barr on his toes, four or five days per week. To compensate for their inconstancy, he would
sometimes emit more than one dream in a day, amounting to as many as seven separate somniloquies in a
single session. By the time McGregor began speaking each morning, Barr would already be up and waiting
for him, the microphone of his second-hand Pentron reel-to-reel recorder (soon upgraded to an Ampex)
resting on a pink table behind and slightly above the sleeper’s head, his own breath at half-speed in
anticipation of the weirdness that was about to arise. The phone would be taken off the hook so its
ring —— you never know when someone might need to call you at 6 a.m. —— would not interfere with the
dream, nor with the taping of it. The tape deck itself rested in the hallway near Barr’s bedroom, the
better to smother his face in his pillow to stifle waves of laughter from leaking onto the tape. By
Barr’s estimate, he eventually recorded over 500 of his roommate’s somniloquies. McGregor complained
(lightheartedly, one assumes) in the book’s introduction about "the miles of tape that have taken over
the apartment.” In reality, the 77 reels were stored neatly in their boxes, the boxes stacked in
bookshelves along the walls of the living room —— but there were a /ot of boxes.

As the collection of tape reels grew, Barr began playing them for some of their friends in New York’s
theatrical whirl. They eventually reached the ears of producer and talent agent Jules Green, a co-
creator of The Tonight Show and manager of Steve Allen, still a hot property at the time. At that
point, things quickly moved into high gear. Green was struck by the alien notion of a man who dreams
out loud, and by the compounded strangeness of being able to eavesdrop on those dreams. He approached
Milt Gabler, A&R director of Decca Records, to suggest that Decca release an audio verité album of the
best of the somniloquy tapes. Gabler was a savvy industry insider with an ear for unique material. He
had been the founder of Commodore Records, the world’s first independent jazz label, which in 1939
released Billie Holiday singing "Strange Fruit,” a song that directly and chillingly addressed the
topic of racial lynchings in the South. "Strange Fruit” was so withering that Billie’s contracted
label, Columbia, had shied away from releasing it. Gabler jumped at the opportunity, and his release of
"Strange Fruit” put Commodore on the map. The song’s impact remains powerful enough that it merited a
full-length article in the September 1998 issue of Vanity Fair, a rare achievement for a single song.

In 1954, by then a member of Decca’s A&R staff, Gabler produced a New Jersey-based hillbilly combo
doing their best imitation of a rhythm and blues number. The band was Bill Haley & The Comets, the song
was "Rock Around The Clock,” and alongside a few of Elvis Presley’s early RCA releases it ignited the
rocknroll era.To finally make the point, Milt Gabler was a truly wild cat, who decided to release The
Dream World of Dion McGregor (He Talks in his Sleep) "because | was a nut!” Gabler had no expectation
nor even reasonable hope that such a strange album might do any significant business. "I knew it
wouldn’t be a gigantic seller,” he says today, "but I thought I should do it just to show that some
people talk in their sleep. This guy told complete stories and that’s what [ wanted to prove.” Gabler
adds, as if the point weren’t inherently clear, "I did it because it was different.” The album of ten
dream—tapes was released in January of 1964. Green also played the tapes for Bernard Geis, a respected
book publisher whose imprint was distributed by Random House. Unlike Gabler, Geis was looking for
sales. "1 thought it might catch on as a novelty,” he remembers. "I thought it was quite an unusual
book and took a flyer on it.” On May 27, 1964, Bernard Geis Associates published The Dream World of
Dion McGregor a collection of transcriptions of 70 of McGregor’s somniloquies. To render the gorgeous
three—color (red, black and a near-golden yellow) cover illustration and the 30 black-and-white line
drawings inside, Geis hired Edward Gorey, a high school classmate of his wife’s who was just beginning
his rise to fame as an illustrator of the whimsical and the macabre.






The album jacket used virtually the same cover art as the book, but because of its different shape had
to be redrawn from scratch. Gorey lettered both covers by hand, but the album bore a subtitle, (He
Talks In His Sleep), that was not conferred to the book. The reason for this difference is uncertain,
but it was probably just a matter of space. At a glance, however, it’s hard to tell the two covers
apart.

The releases were given sparse promotion. On the same day Bernard Geis Associates published The Dream
World Of Dion McGregor, they also released a biography of Jean Harlow that was a tie—in to a big-budget
movie starring the bombshell Carroll Baker. The Harlow book (which, by perverse irony, included several
stills supplied by McGregor) got the lion’s share of the company’s publicity muscle, but a wee bit
still managed to spill over onto their quirky little sleeptalking volume. A bookstore devoted an entire
Fifth Avenue window to a display of both the album and the book. The New York 7imes ran a small ad. In
a clever endorsement concept, McGregor was scheduled to appear at a trade show booth sponsored by the
Simmons Mattress company, but that fell through. Some television appearances were planned, but they too
never came to pass. The few press reviews that trickled in were mixed —— one particularly glowing one
in a Tampa newspaper, of all unexpected places, seemed to get it.

The one thing that does remain is a tape of an overnight radio program which aired on July 8, 1964,
hosted by bizarro New York talkmaster Long John Nebel. Over the course of a midnight-to-5 a.m.
roundtable discussion, Nebel subjected McGregor to the taunts of his gang of smug know-it-alls, who
alternately play along with and patronize our sleeptalker. But McGregor emerged imperturbed. His wall
of defense was erected automatically by the fact that he was never "into” the sleeptalking nearly as
much as Barr was, and so he wryly agreed with Nebel’s goons that these releases were indeed fairly
ridiculous. His bemused detachment allowed him to maintain dignity in the face of a barrage of
misdirected spitballs. In typical fashion, Nebel even produced a hypnotist, who brought McGregor under
for a while. He elicited snatches of two dreams, one a repeat of a portion of "Peony” (a dream about "a
Chinese-Austrian dwarf” which appears both in the book and on the first album), the other a recreation
of McGregor’s failed attempt to levitate two tables and a roomful of friends. It was the levitation
portion that finally impressed the panel, although it’s hard to tell whether they were responding more
to the dream they heard or to McGregor’'s telling them, after coming out of the state and hearing a
playback of it, that the events he dreamt of actually happened. The album and the book both stiffed.
Geis recalls, "I don’t think we sold more than six, seven thousand copies,” out of an initial press run
of ten thousand. The remains were remaindered. Gabler (who really does speak in exclamation points)
doesn’t recall any numbers on the record, but it still stands out in his memory as “one of the biggest
flops I ever put out!” He seemed more proud of the fact than distressed by it.

"YES! OF COURSE BANGING CEREAL BOWLS WAKES HIM!”

With McGregor' s cooperation and Green’s supervision, Barr had pulled off a most subversive stunt: he
had taken a set of utterly anti-commercial tape recordings and had snookered two major publishing firms
into releasing versions of them. Although still as fascinated as ever by their haunting occurrence,
there was little more to be accomplished by his taping of further dreams. In 1967 McGregor finally got
a place of his own, on E. 3rd Street in a building directly across from the Hell’s Angels’ stomping
ground. He referred to the place as Fear Village, and so naturally didn’t spend a whole lot of time
there, but he wasn’t spending many nights at Barr’s apartment anymore, either. Mike Barr was finally
forced to hit the Stop button on his tapings of the somniloquies of Dion McGregor.

To this day, though, Michael Barr refers to those tapes as “the paramount thing in my life.” Early on,
Barr and McGregor started thinking of them as the basis for a musical they would write. They even had a
serious nibble towards getting a show produced, but, in a fashion that would repeat itself over and
over again in McGregor’s professional life, nothing came of it. But it is an idea which Barr has
continued to develop over the years. He has finally completed a musical version of The Dream World Of
Dion McGregor, which will interweave the original dream—tapes with his own songs and those he and
McGregor wrote together. He is currently shopping around a demo tape in the hopes of finding a
producer.

"TERRIBLE TOWN, TERRIBLE TOWN, TERRIBLE TOWN, TERRIBLE TOWN.”

One of the most striking things about the somniloquies of Dion McGregor is that nearly every one of
them ends with him screaming in abject terror, or gurgling as if being drowned or strangled.






Indeed, scattered throughout even the interiors of the dreams are wordless utterances expressing anger,
whimsy or, more frequently, fright. In the final and most disturbing somniloquy of the album version of
The Dream World Of Dion McGregor, the narrator expires from a self-inflicted vivisection lecture gone
horribly awry. The end of the album coincides with his final desperate exhalation. While these sounds
are fascinating fodder for our voyeuristic amusement, they invariably raise many questions about the
state of McGregor’s mental health. Another dream from that album, "Our Town,” ends with a shocking
thud. Was it the dreamer smacking the microphone? Falling out of bed? Whatever its rational real-world
explanation, the dramatic impact of that sound as it climaxes a frightful tale still has the touch of
dread written about it.

The book’s transcribers took pains to articulate every nuance of each uttered noise. Here’s a sampling
of a few such uvulations:

UUGHH!0000PPPP ! Uuuuuuuurrrrraaaaahhhhh!Aahheeaeeeeee—uhh-uh-uhh!Yacht-kkkuccchheeeaccchhh!ltus-bitsu a

hatzibatsi whooh itabitatiz!Whatdatdodeedahwhatdahdatadoodhattttt!Ff-ff-iii—innnn-aaahhh-hahhh-aaaahhh-

haaaalDizzzzzaadizzzggggg—uuuhhh-aaaaieeeee—liiidaaaaaddit-ooophhh-ahhh!Hhhmmmmge ... dreep ... hublub
. blubablubabluba lululululu ... ap ... aaaahhh ... eh.

While there are numerous pieces throughout McGregor’'s somniloquies that delight the listener or reader
with their playfulness, the far greater bulk of them are morbid and haunted, dark burblings from what
can only be interpreted as a deeply distressed mind. McGregor denied this view in a letter to me
written shortly before his death, stating, "I don’t really recall being at all angst-ridden,” but he
went on to acknowledge, "I could have been in my subconscious.” In the Nebel interview, McGregor noted
that Dr. Valentin Wolf Zetlin, a psychiatrist who had observed his sleep in a single overnight session,
concluded that the sleeptalking served to benefit McGregor’s mental health. "He said I got rid of most
of my hostilities, so I was rested.” He added, "I do think that I get rid of hostilities. And I feel
rather good, every day.” By Zetlin's assessment (and perhaps extrapolating a bit), the sleeping
McGregor is a ticking time bomb. But it is the very expression of his sleeptalking —— perhaps moreso
than ordinary dreaming could possibly accomplish —— that defuses the source of that anxiety. Whether or
not this all adds up, McGregor was content to believe that it did, and that’s the bottom line —— he
wasn’t at all disturbed by the horror of his own nightmares.

There was certainly no evidence, apart from his never—ending refrain of money woes, of emotional
distress in McGregor’'s day—to—day life. In fact he was regarded with great affection by virtually
everyone who met him, and was known not for any morbid streak but rather for his sparkling wit and
general good humor. His social life revolved around a string of private film societies that had
sprouted up around Manhattan in those long days before home video. These clubs would convene in small
auditoriums or even members’ living rooms to screen 16 mm prints of obscure movies, mostly B pictures
from the ’30s and '40s. McGregor would invariably be granted the center seat, from which he would
unfurl a steady stream of hilarious one-liners. "I still laugh at things, I think of things that he
said,” recalls Buddy Valentino of McGregor’s film society court—holdings. "He tore everything apart. He
could be absolutely hilarious in the bitchiest way.” Another film-buff friend, Eric Spilker, remembers
"People would just die laughing in the room. ... I wish that everybody could have had just one night
watching a movie with him.” These were the waning moments of Camp sensibility prior to its discovery by
the masses, and McGregor was at the pivot point overseeing the final private thrills.

”DO TURKEYS HAVE TITS?”

As you immerse yourself in Dion’s sleeptalkings, you will undoubtedly begin to brook doubts as to their
authenticity. Please rest assured that McGregor’s somniloquies are the real McCoy. Interviews [’ve
conducted over the years with people who knew him back in the day confirm that he did indeed dream out
loud, exactly as advertised. In fact, many of my correspondents actually saw and heard him do it. Milt
Gabler, knowing that the suits at Decca would be pestering him to back up the claims of sleeptalking,
stayed overnight at the foot of McGregor’s bed on one occasion to watch him dream. Make that two
occasions, because on the first night he didn’t hear or see a thing. With the album’s release hanging
in the balance, Barr convinced him to give it another try, and on the second night, speech happened.
Gabler even made his own recordings of McGregor’s sleeptalking, although they have since been lost. If

McGregor is acting, it’s an uncanny deception —— he’s doing as good a job of it as Spencer Tracy or
Jimmy Stewart ever could, combined with the writing skills necessary to devise such impossibly
imaginative scripts. But there is no hokum here —— if you remain unconvinced, that’s too bad. You’'ll

just have to take my word for it.






”IF SHE EVER GETS OUT, I’'M GONNA MATE HER WITH THE CENTAUR.”

In 1994, after years of tracing expired leads and numerous dead ends in search of more information and
perhaps the current whereabouts of Dion McGregor, I finally located him in retirement in Oregon, and we
began a correspondence that lasted the final six months of his life. That gave me only enough time to
glean just a few passing details of his story and even fewer of his thoughts about the sleeptalking,
but he seemed like a very nice man, and was more bewildered than put off by the slight rumblings of
cult fame beginning to gather at the feet of the Dream World Of Dion McGregor.

He told me that he was born in Manhattan on January 21, 1922, his father a banker, his mother a former
dancer. He was given his name (rhymes with "lyin’,” as he put it) in honor of Dionysus, the Greek god
of swingin’ good times. He was raised in Manhattan, Bronxville (a comfortable suburb just north of the
Bronx), and Fort Lee, New Jersey, where his grandmother maintained an estate, but his family life
essentially ended upon his arrival at adulthood. Obsessed with movies, he left college to study acting
at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts on 54th Street, and then left that to head off to Hollywood,
"to see if 1 could spot Myrna Loy or Gertrude Michael or Bonita Granville on the Boulevard.” The book
version of The Dream World Of Dion McGregor is in fact dedicated to Michael, an off-beat actress of the
"30s and ’40s who was McGregor’s personal muse. In Hollywood he began to have some minor acting
successes working for director Arch Oboler, who was sort of a pre-TV version of Rod Serling. Billed
under the name David Bradford, McGregor had a small role as Claude Rains’ son-in-law in Oboler’s movie
Strange Holiday, filmed in 1942 but not released until ’46. McGregor also performed in some of Oboler’s
radio dramas, including one about V.]. Day starring Ingrid Bergman and another with Burgess Meredith
playing the war correspondent Ernie Pyle. McGregor wrote that the "David Bradford” tag was bestowed

»

upon him "because Oboler got tired of me correcting his pronunciation of my name.”

Disillusioned with what he perceived as a going-nowhere acting career and reverting to his given name,
McGregor returned to New York around 1951 or 52, vowing never to go back to California. In New York he
took up with a struggling playwright and filmmaker named Charles Colby, who in turn introduced him to a
pair of young composers who would give him the means to a new profession. While it was Bob Cobert who
prodded McGregor into trying his hand at lyric writing, both he and Carleton Carpenter benefited by
collaborating with McGregor on numerous songs over the next few years. McGregor never did earn a solid
living as a lyricist, but he was good at it, he appreciated the expression it offered him, and it kept
him of f the streets. Cobert, who went on to score the Dark Shadows TV series among other successful
soundtracks, wrote songs with McGregor that were recorded by The DeCastro Sisters, The Freddy Martin
Orchestra ("Love Is A Gamble”), and the married team of Neal Hefti and Frances Wayne, who cut their
songs "Alone In New Orleans” and "Wednesday’s Child.” Altogether they had about a dozen songs recorded
in this period, but none ever amounted to anything major. Using punning pseudonyms such as Si Amm and
Hack & Sack, McGregor and Cobert worked for a few months in 1953 doctoring "song-poems” submitted by
amateur songwriters. Uncommon for the shady world of song-poem music, one of their rewrites was
actually picked up for release by a major label when Coral Records recorded Judy Tremaine singing
"Chain Lightning.” McGregor and Cobert nearly hit it big with their next project, a musical
interpretation of Frankie And Johnny. In a novel move, MGM released it in 1957 in a form they billed as
"an original musical for LP records,” meaning an original cast album for a show that had yet to be
produced. The album was well-received and the property was optioned for Broadway, but no production of
it was ever launched. A musical McGregor and Cobert wrote based on Peter DeVries’'s novel The Mackerel
Plaza, with a book by Jacqueline Babbin, also attracted serious attention, but it too went unproduced.

Simultaneous to his collaborations with Cobert, McGregor was also writing songs with Carleton
Carpenter, a gangly fellow who sang and danced the boy-next-door role in several MGM musicals. In 1950
he appeared in Two Weeks With Love, where he sang a charming duet with Debbie Reynolds called "Aba Daba
Honeymoon.” Released as a single the following year, the song became a smash hit and is now regarded as
a standard. In the summer of 1955 Carpenter was contacted by an old acquaintance of his named Michael
Barr. They had originally met as high school juniors a dozen years earlier at a Northwestern University
drama seminar (also attended by '70s TV star Claude Akins), and had stayed in sporadic contact ever
since. Barr, also a composer, was fresh off the first recording of one of his songs, "Kicks,” released
as a single on Capitol by jazz singer June Christy. Now able to address Carpenter as a peer, Barr
informed him of his recent success. To Barr’s surprise, Carpenter was already familiar with "Kicks”
through his lyricist McGregor, who had bought Christy’s record and was buzzing about it. It was
inevitable, then, that Carpenter should introduce McGregor and Barr to each other, a momentous occasion
in the narrow universe of this story. The two hit it off immediately. While McGregor continued to write
for a while with both Cobert and Carpenter, he began writing with Barr as well. The first recording of
one of their songs was by the tiny-voiced chanteuse Blossom Dearie, who included "Try Your Wings” on
her 1957 Verve album Give Him The Oo-La-La. The number was later appropriated by jazz vocalist Anita
0’Day, who dropped the first word from the title and claimed songwriting credit for herself.






The team’s next recording was "Be My Next,” cut by Joel Grey for Capitol in '58. Glory Records released
a competing version of the song, recorded by McGregor and Barr themselves under the name Mac & Mike, as
the flip side to another of their songs, the Everlyesque "Rockin’ Teens.” In 59 Dearie recorded
another Barr/McGregor song, "Hello Love,” for her album My Gentleman Friend, again on Verve. Off-
Broadway impresario Julius Monk included their "The Hate Song” in the 1960 version of his annual
Upstairs At The Downstairs revues. The song, a catalogue of mock-reviled celebrities, appeared on the
album Dressed To The Ninmes. Several lines of its lyrics were excerpted in a Newsweek review of the
revue.

"THAT’S THE BEST, THAT’S THE BEST, THAT’S THE VERY BEST ... HEE-HEE-HEE
YAAAAAGGGGGHHHHHHH! ”

The team of McGregor and Barr was rising up the songwriting ladder in steady measures. In 1962 Barr
hustled himself down to the studio of The Today Show when he heard that his favorite young singer,
Barbra Streisand, would be appearing on the live TV program that very morning. He caught up with her
and her manager, Marty Erlichman, at the elevator, where he handed her the lead sheets to three of
their recent songs. Streisand looked them over and responded favorably to one of them, "Where Is The
Wonder,” on the spot. But it took a year before Erlichman called to say that Streisand was ready to
publish and record "Where Is The Wonder,” and at that only if the team accepts a contract granting them
half of the already publisher-friendly standard minimum.

According to Chandler Warren, the attorney Barr and McGregor hired to negotiate the deal, "Erlichman
said, We’'ve got lots of songs. If you want her to sing your fine song, you'll sign the contract. If you
don’t, we’'ll get another song.’” They signed the contract. Barbra Streisand’s recording of "Where Is
The Wonder” was included on her album My Name [s Barbra, and was given a choice spot immediately before
"People” in her TV special of the same name. The joint launching of the album and special in the spring
of 1965 helped cement Streisand’s final ascent to superstardom, and went on to win her a Grammy and two
Emmies. "Where Is The Wonder” was also released in '65 as the B-side to her single "My Man,” and the
same version reappeared three years later as the B-side to yet another Streisand single, "The Morning
After” (not the Maureen McGovern/Poseidon Adventure song) .

For songwriters, a cut by the likes of a Barbra Streisand could be the ticket to a rich and lasting
career. But the way things turned out for McGregor and Barr, it was to be their pinnacle. Nobody is
quite sure what went wrong. Part of the problem was that McGregor, while a talented stylist of what he
termed "jazz ballads,” wasn’t a driven man, preferring to sit around and watch or talk about old movies
than to push his songwriting career. Cobert feels that he suffered from "a desire to not succeed,” that
the demands and trappings of success would have intruded on the comfort of McGregor’s day—to-day
lifestyle. "He would have been very unhappy if [Frankie And Johnny] had happened and he had to be
involved,” Cobert says, but he acknowledges that "Dion was a fabulous lyric writer” and agrees with
others that his steady string of near-misses was mostly down to simple bad luck. The Streisand song
earned McGregor and Barr a few grand apiece for a couple of years but only, according to Barr, "dribs
and drabs” ever since. 9McGregor had no money and no steady job, taking on little more than the
occasional freelance project that could draw on his encyclopedic knowledge of movies. He was hired, for
instance, to organize and inventory a huge collection of old movie posters; he worked for a while at a
movie memorabilia store (The Memory Shop, cited in the somniloquy "A City So Nice”); he helped edit a
major film reference book (nobody I contacted, including McGregor himself, could agree on which one it
was); he helped compile a "picture biography” of Greta Garbo, published in 1963 by Citadel Press. (One
job, at least, had nothing to do with film, and rather sounds like a scene from one of his
somniloquies. He was hired for a while to do marketing interviews by telephone, and told his friends
that for one particular survey he was required to ask women, "Which way do you wipe?”) But McGregor’s
survival needs were modest, and as long as he had friends and they had couches, his charm and wit
allowed him about all the material privilege that he required.

”SKIPPY GREEN! SKIPPY GREEN!”

AS 1975 rolled into '76 events conspired to scatter the principals of our story across the United
States. To begin with, Barr’s father died. Barr returned to Indiana for the funeral, and from there
drove his father’s car out to Los Angeles, never looking back New Yorkward. McGregor remained in New
York and hooked up with, in his words, "an Australian hothead” named Lancelot Mulcahy, another
composer. McGregor and Mulcahy wrote a musical based on the tempestuous romance between silent film
producer Mack Sennet and doomed actress Mabel Normand but, to pick up McGregor’s narrative, “our agent
was a blabbermouth, and before Lance and I knew it [Jerry Herman’s] Mack And Mabel was on Broadway and
ours ended up in dinner theater.” Mulcahy and McGregor, with John McKellar joining in on the lyrics,
wrote a musical called Keystone, a version of which was broadcast on the New Jersey public TV network.






In 1977 the remaining tenants of 961 lst Avenue (with only de Rome, among the principals of this story,
still resident there) were evicted and the building shuttered. It remains unoccupied to the present
day, in spite of being in the midst of a thriving district of Manhattan.

With his songwriting partner gone west and their career at a standstill, McGregor’s time in New York
was winding to a close. Barr was repeatedly beckoning him to move to L.A., and in '77 or '78, despite
his long-held vow, he finally relented. In Los Angeles he and Barr briefly lived together again, and
even recorded a few more dream-tapes for old time’s sake. They also tried to revive their songwriting
career. In 1978, with Carleton Carpenter doing the book, they wrote a backstage musical called Twofer.
A backer’s audition was staged, directed by actress Lurene Tuttle, but no investors came aboard.
Shirley MacLaine then showed some interest and had Barr out to her house to demo the score, but she
never followed up on it and the project was dropped. McGregor and Barr worked again with Carpenter on
another musical, SRO, but it was never completed. In 1982, McGregor and Barr wrote some songs for
Circles, a screenplay by Sarah Hardy about a character that talks in his sleep (of all crazy things!),
but that too never got off the ground.

”0H, MOM LOST HER CHERRY -- HA-HA-HA-HA.”

AT A FILM SOCIETY gathering in 1980, McGregor met a man a few years older than himself named Clement
Brace The two struck up a close relationship, and remained inseparable until McGregor’s death. Like
McGregor, Brace was from back East (a boy from Syracuse, in fact), and had had a stab at an acting
career in his youth. Unlike McGregor, Brace was still in the good graces of his wealthy family, and the
two lived very well. Brace had formerly been the partner of John Dall, an intense and talented actor
who co-starred in Alfred Hitchcock's Rope in 1948 and in the 1949 noir classic Gun Crazy, but who had
lapsed into alcoholism and died in 1971 at age 52. McGregor’s union with Brace put an end to his dream—
talking, "almost as if it were a sign that I could finally get on with my so-called normal life,” he
wrote. "1°d had it up to here with the whole goddamn experience when it finally stopped.”

Barr and McGregor remained on friendly terms for a while longer, but McGregor’'s relationship with Brace
gradually distanced the former collaborators from each other until they finally fell out, with Brace
ultimately blocking Barr from access to McGregor. As Barr eloquently put it, "He and Clement were so
Garbo and | was so Alice Faye.” McGregor and Brace lived a quiet and graceful life in Beverly Hills,
and began a long—term project to compile their own multi-volume film reference work. McGregor spent
hours combing the archives of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, compiling research
materials. Friends believe, however, that this was a diversionary tactic designed mostly to keep
himself busy, rather than a serious attempt at getting a book completed.

The couple became increasingly reclusive, and McGregor began to lose some of his spark. Although they
lived "way up in the canyon hills above the Beverly Hills Hotel,” occasional forages down into the city
induced little more than noise—and-traffic anxieties, and McGregor grew fearful even of the downhill
drive itself. Sensing an imminent heart attack and questing for a less stressful life, in the late '80s
they moved to southwestern Oregon, near Ashland, where they’d enjoyed annual outings to the Oregon
Shakespeare Festival. In 1990, in spite of the move, McGregor suffered what he called a "very serious
heart failure,” from which he never fully recovered. A year later, Brace fell during a morning walk and
broke his neck, confining him permanently to a wheelchair. It was in the midst of this diminishing
activity that my letters caught up to Dion McGregor in June of 1994. As enjoyable as the ensuing
correspondence was for me, it was frustrating to have to push the limits of my knowledge of film
history while he dodged most of my questions about his own life, especially those about the
sleeptalking.

[ certainly respected his apprehensions, but his occasional answers only encouraged me to continue
asking what I wanted to ask, and to simply accept his brief responses as being better than none at all.
The correspondence continued amiably for a few months, but then, following a handmade card he sent a
few weeks prior to Christmas, it suddenly ceased. I feared that perhaps I’d pressed too hard about the
old days and turned him off for good. I wrote a couple more times to no response, and then gave up.

But my occasional Internet searches for the string "Dion McGregor” over the ensuing years eventually
turned up a compelling hit. I followed the thread, and learned that McGregor wasn’t mad at me after
all, he was simply dead! On December 29, 1994, in a Medford, Oregon hospital, Dion McGregor fell into a
sleep less fitful and a whole lot quieter than the ones that led up to one of the strangest episodes in
entertainment history. On November 3, 1996, he was joined again by his partner Clement Brace.



SO SOMNILOQUENT: THE NIGHTMARE WORLD OF DION MCGREGOR



