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ONE FOR MY BABY


THIS IS THE STORY OF FRANK SINATRA WITH A TWIST: an account of his life and art from an unconventional point of view – his prodigious appetite for alcohol. There are more than enough tales and anecdotes to make a compelling case that his fondness for booze was an integral element of his character, his lifestyle and his creative output.


The book doubles as a practical cocktail manual, containing over fifty recipes for preparing the fancy drinks associated with the singer and his entourage, as well as providing information on some of his personal drinking lore and traditions he followed or inspired.


There are accounts of Sinatra’s favourite watering holes and profiles of famous drinking buddies, such as Humphrey Bogart, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jr, Mike Romanoff, Joe E. Lewis and Jimmy Van Heusen, and a selection of drinking stories. The book opens with a consideration of his most enduring persona, the Last Saloon Singer, and ends with the Rat Pack. In between there are chapters on classic bourbon drinks, Sinatra’s especial partiality to Jack Daniel’s and Martinis, exotic booze combinations, hangover remedies and the people who kept him company through the wee small hours.


‘I was honoured to review this … A fantastic book. I’d love to open it on Christmas Day. I give every single cocktail ten out of ten.’
– Jill Adams, Louder Than Words festival organizer.


TOM SMITH performed with several cult bands in the 1980s and after some years as a manager for independent record labels became a freelance writer on musical subjects. He has written biographies on Blondie and the Ramones and is author of a BBC radio drama on the relationship between Harry Houdini and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. His artwork has appeared on posters and record covers and his 2011 exhibition ‘Jockey Full of Bourbon’ centred on paintings of Frank Sinatra, Elvis Presley and Tom Waits.
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To Helen
All my love
All of it
Always
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Preface


This is a book that happily combines two of my abiding personal interests – the music of Frank Sinatra and fancy drinks. These are two subjects that could be considered as concomitant. One for My Baby is a biography of Sinatra, but it is one that concentrates on a particular feature of his life – his abiding relationship with alcohol. Of course, considering his life and times through his drinking is a conceit, but it is hardly the most fanciful of conceits. There are more than enough stories, anecdotes, myths, legends and facts to make a compelling case that his drinking was an integral part of his character, his lifestyle and, by extension, his creative output. His two most enduring personas – Rat Pack leader and solitary small-hours drinker – might seem diametrically opposed (the Chairman of the Board and the loser) but were united by the glasses in their hands. Alcohol was a constant throughout his life, and his devotion to drink outlasted any love affair. Only the music was more important.


Sinatra undoubtedly lived the lush life, and Billy Strayhorn’s skewed ballad on the subject could have been a much more fitting personal theme tune than ‘My Way’. Sinatra attempted ‘Lush Life’ during the recording of Only the Lonely but abandoned the notoriously difficult song after several attempts, telling his piano player Bill Miller that he had decided to leave that one for Nat King Cole.


This book, then, traces some of that lush life and aims to give a flavour of it by detailing some of his personal drinking lore and outlining some of the traditions he followed or inspired. There are also accounts of some of his favourite watering holes – from legendary saloons such as Toots Shor’s and Jilly’s to celebrity nightclubs like El Morocco and the Stork Club – and profiles of famous drinking buddies, including Bogart, Dean and Sammy.


As well as informing the reader of where he drank and who he drank with, this book functions as a practical cocktail manual with instructions on how to construct, present and consume some of the fancy drinks Sinatra and companions were known to have enjoyed, from classic bourbon cocktails such as the Old Fashioned through to Smoked Martinis as well several favoured curatives for the inevitable alcoholic remorse, including Sinatra’s own ultimate hangover cure the Ramos Gin Fizz.


All of this knowledge may not grant you Frank-like status, but, late at night with a glass in your hand and one of his records playing, it might just feel like it.


Notes on the recipes and the drinks


In all of the recipes in this book a measure is equivalent to the larger cup on a standard American double jigger, that is, 1 US fluid oz. For more on this see ‘Some Notes on the Particulars’.


Whiskey/whisky: unless stated otherwise (Irish whiskey, for example) for the purposes of this book whiskey means bourbon, rye or Tennessee varieties; whisky from Scotland is referred to throughout as Scotch.


Vermouths: these have either a red- or white-wine base. The general rule is that red vermouth is sweet (and used for drinks such as the Manhattan) while white vermouth is by and large dry (although there are some popular sweet whites) and is used for Martinis.
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 ‘Still a belter, baby!’ Sinatra on stage in 1970
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The Last Saloon Singer


Francis Albert Sinatra was born on 12 December 1915 and died on 15 May 1998. During his eighty-two years on this earth he structured a career that spanned six decades, became a cultural icon, movie star, business man and playboy, but above all he created a uniquely substantial body of recorded work, something like 18,000 recordings, many of which are lauded as performances of unparalleled textual and emotional depth. Impossible as it is for any single artist to embody all the popular music of the twentieth century, Sinatra came closest.


Big claims are made on his behalf: that he could raise pop artistry to a transcendent level; that his mastery of phrasing, rhythm, dynamics and, above all, interpretation, helped define how vocalists came to approach a song; that he changed not only how songs were performed but which songs were performed. He helped perfect the concept of the Great American Songbook, building up a repertoire of standards by the great American songwriters of the first half of the century and creating definitive versions of songs that came to be regarded as classics. He was by no means a modest man, yet he preferred a much simpler description of what he did. He was, he often insisted, a saloon singer.


According to Elwood P. Dowd, the hero of Mary Chase’s play Harvey (perhaps better known through the film starring James Stewart), nobody ever brings anything small into a bar. Patrons tend to have large problems or big dreams, and over drinks in the wee hours they will share them with you. Sinatra shared some of those stories whenever he requested the audience ‘assume the position of a bartender’. He called them ‘saloon songs’ or ‘drunk songs’, woeful tales of loss sung by a man who owned mansions with swimming pools and helipads, Learjets with piano bars. They were heart-rending accounts of lonesomeness from an individual who was seldom alone and whose company could include some of the most glamorous and desirable men and women in the world. Yet he excelled at such songs and made the listener believe that he knew exactly how it felt to be one of the lost and the lonely.


‘I’ve been around joints all my life. I’ve seen so many joints I should have been a chiropractor’; so said Frank’s pal Joe E. Lewis, but it could easily have been Sinatra himself speaking. He knew the inside of a saloon from an early age. Sinatra, like many others, was of the opinion that Prohibition was the dumbest law in American history. He was adamant about this. ‘I know what I’m talking about,’ he would insist. ‘I was there.’


The Volstead Act was introduced when Sinatra was just four years old and repealed when he was eighteen – formative years. Hoboken, his birthplace, had been one of the departure points for American troops heading into Europe during the First World War, and so drinking had been prohibited there even before Prohibition was extended nationwide. These restrictions had been routinely ignored, and when the Eighteenth Amendment became law in January 1920 the people of Hoboken largely chose to ignore this, too. Sinatra’s father Marty, who had fought as a bantamweight in his youth, managed to get some muscle work with bootleggers, standing guard over some of the many trucks making booze runs. One night he returned home with his head bleeding, and his wife decided he needed another line of work. Dolly Sinatra organized the setting up of a saloon on the corner of 4th Street and Jefferson. It was called Marty O’Brien’s.


Marty O’Brien was the name under which Sinatra senior had fought – Irish boxers being more popular than Italian fighters at the time – and, although it was nominally a restaurant, in reality it was a speakeasy. Nobody in their right mind, Sinatra himself pointed out, would go to a place called Marty O’Brien’s to eat. It was young Frankie’s first experience of a saloon and the first place he sang in public. There was a player-piano in the front room, and sometimes customers would hoist young Frankie on top of it to sing along with the music on the roll. One day he was rewarded with a nickel, and he decided right then that singing was the racket for him.


Many years later he became known to friends as the Innkeeper, such was his hospitality; he was a constant plate-filler and glass-replenisher. He never tired of the ambience of a good joint. Touring with him late in his career Shirley MacLaine recalled that wherever they went after dinner would have to include a piano player and a bar – Sinatra’s idea of home.


Rumours of gangster connections plagued Sinatra for much of his career. He had a standard response ready for journalists and Senate committees – he was an entertainer, he worked in certain types of establishments; some of these establishments might be owned and occasionally frequented by a certain class of businessman. ‘I spent a lot of time working in saloons, and saloons’, he pointed out, ‘are not run by Christian Brothers. I didn’t meet any Nobel Prize winners in saloons. But if Francis of Assisi had been a singer and working in saloons, he would’ve met the same guys.’ These gentlemen ran good saloons, and when they paid you the cheques did not bounce. They might come backstage to thank you, you might swap hellos, you might even have a drink with them to be sociable, but that was it.


Up to a point this was true – gangsters ran a lot of speakeasies, and some of the money that came out of Prohibition went into nightclubs – but Sinatra had more than a nodding acquaintance with several mobbedup types, some of whom he gladly called friends. He also had a regard for the likes of Lucky Luciano that was only just shy of hero worship. Prohibition not only helped the Mob forge alliances, establish power and generate huge amounts of capital; it was also regarded by many Americans as unjust, helping bootleggers achieve a sympathetic, almost romantic image, especially in places like New York’s Little Italy. Many Italian immigrants, relative latecomers to America, saw themselves as a persecuted minority. They were often isolated and the victims of slurs and prejudices. The police were regarded with suspicion, and Sinatra himself developed a mistrust of cops after, he claimed, several incidences in adolescence of being stopped by beat officers who accused him of having stolen the expensive clothes he was wearing – even then he was already a dandy, nicknamed ‘Slacksey O’Brien’ by contemporaries.
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Sinatra and Dean Martin share a joke with affiliate Rat Pack member ‘Little Sister’ Shirley MacLaine


Gangsters, meanwhile, were local celebrities; they had new cars, flash clothes, beautiful companions. There were rumours that one of the chiefs of the New Jersey gangster confederacy, Waxy Gordon, drank regularly in Marty O’Brien’s. Although Sinatra was adamant that he never saw him there, it was entirely possible. Dolly, the driving force in the Sinatra family, was in her element behind a bar. Garrulous, foul-mouthed and always busy, she had become a successful ward heeler for the local Democratic political boss. She spoke most of the Italian dialects in her neighbourhood, and everyone knew that if you were a poor immigrant who needed help with citizenship papers, employment, a welfare cheque or a food parcel she could arrange it. In return she would bully or cajole voters into returning favours during elections. Her political activities meant the saloon was unlikely ever to be closed, but many politicians had gangster connections, and even if she never came into direct contact with the boys through her political affiliations the illegal booze was supplied via the Mob.


Gangsters eventually began to replace cowboys on screen as Sinatra was growing up – Jimmy Cagney, Edward G. Robinson and George Raft. Raft became an early drinking buddy when Sinatra moved to Hollywood; they even swapped ties at Christmas. Years later, when Raft hit hard times, Sinatra issued him with a blank cheque (up to one million dollars) to help with unpaid taxes being sought by the Internal Revenue Service.


Raft had been taught his signature coin-flicking trick one night in the Brown Derby in Hollywood by a childhood friend from Hell’s Kitchen. His friend was Benjamin ‘Bugsy’ Siegel, the man who went on to open up Las Vegas. Decades later, when Sinatra and other members of the Rat Pack played certain Vegas venues, it was sometimes at the behest of gangster owners. What were the Vegas rooms really? Just spiffed-up saloons.


Sinatra’s innate clannishness was also partly a result of his upbringing, and in adulthood he was forever creating cohorts of trusted allies. He also dedicated himself to the avoidance of solitude – there were few things he loathed more than finding himself alone. Dolly’s determination to better the family’s social position meant she was perpetually busy. The Sinatras moved to nicer neighbourhoods, had a family Cadillac and were always relatively comfortable. Young Frank, however, was something of a latchkey kid. Between the ages of six and twelve he was usually looked after by his grandmother during the day. His mother was otherwise engaged, his father was notoriously taciturn, and, following his own difficult birth, he had no siblings to talk to or play with.


A single child was a rarity in Hoboken’s Little Italy. As an adult he recalled how much he hated lying in the dark as a kid – ‘a million things in your head and nobody to tell them to’. In later life he dreaded finding himself alone in the small hours because he believed that was when ‘them devils come’. And so he ensured that there was always company, especially in the evenings. There was usually an eclectic mix behind the rope in the private room: film stars, fellow musicians, sportsmen and sports journalists, working girls, the occasional politician. There were also often several large men with colourful noms de plume. Some of the heavies with broken noses and pinkie rings could be deceptively intelligent, even witty; most were not. One or two might have been hired specifically by Sinatra to clear a path for him through the general public – comedian Don Rickles, a friend of Sinatra’s, called them his ‘tractors’ – but there could also be fringe or even fully fledged hoodlums. One night in 1974, sitting in Jilly’s, he looked up and observed, ‘Jesus, there’s about forty-three indictments right at the bar.’ After the bars closed the party would move on to hotel rooms or houses, often his.


He hated sleeping before sun-up. His resilience was legendary, and he was inevitably the last man standing. Sometimes weary friends would organize rotas, taking turns to be the ones expected to stay the distance. Those who could not manage to keep up and who begged to be released were ‘bums’.


America celebrated the occasion of Sinatra’s eightieth birthday with a tribute concert held at the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles in November 1995. The great and the good of the entertainment industry gathered together to eulogize him and perform some of the songs he had made famous. Before he sang ‘Angel Eyes’, one of Sinatra’s all-time favourite saloon songs, Bruce Springsteen told the audience, ‘My first recollection of Frank’s voice was coming out of a jukebox in a dark bar on a Sunday afternoon, when my mother and I went searching for my father.’ His mother had stopped and told him, ‘ “Listen to that. That’s Frank Sinatra. He’s from New Jersey.”’ Springsteen continued, ‘It was the deep blueness of Frank’s voice that affected me the most, and while his music became synonymous with black tie, good life, the best booze, women, sophistication, his blues voice was always the sound of hard luck and men late at night with the last ten dollars in their pockets trying to figure a way out.’


That so many people, mainly men, chose Sinatra to be some kind of patron saint of the lost, the last and the least was an achievement; something he could only manage because of the ‘Fall’. Naturally before the Fall there was a spectacular, dizzying rise. Frank Sinatra began his career as a singer with the Harry James and Tommy Dorsey bands. He was popular, but nobody suspected that when he first set out on a solo career he would change the course of popular music.


Sinatra was booked as an ‘Added Extra Attraction’ for Benny Goodman, the ‘King of Swing’, for a four-week stint at the Paramount Theatre in New York, beginning on 30 December 1942. Sinatra’s manager, George Evans, later admitted to having hired a dozen girls to swoon at Sinatra’s performance, but hundreds more screamed louder. The audience response to the skinny, hollow-cheeked boy-singer was phenomenal, unprecedented – it marked the beginning of Sinatramania. He returned to the Paramount in October 1944. On Columbus Day, a school holiday, something like 30,000 youngsters queued to gain entrance to the theatre. Times Square was blocked. Over 200 policemen had to be redeployed from guard duty at the Columbus Day Parade to help control the crowds. In total 421 police reserves, twenty-six radio cars, two emergency trucks, four lieutenants, two inspectors, seventy patrolmen, fifty traffic cops, twelve mounted police, twenty policewomen and two hundred detectives were also required. Sinatra had rapidly become Columbia Record’s bestselling artist. He was a star of radio and had signed a movie deal with MGM, making his first film, Higher and Higher, in 1943. The press and most adults were flabbergasted at the hysteria he engendered. He was dubbed the ‘Croon Prince of Swing’, the ‘Lean Lark’ and the ‘Sultan of Swoon’. Fan clubs sprang up nationwide – 2,000 of them – and ‘bobbysoxers’, as they had been christened by the press, lined up to see him clutching heart-shaped boxes of chocolates. They fought for the right to dig up his footprints in the snow and take them home to keep in the refrigerator; they hid in his dressing-room, hotel rooms, the trunk of his car; they screamed, fainted and wet their seats. America had seen nothing like it since Valentino, yet Sinatra was no Valentino. He was emaciated, vulnerable-seeming, with a shy, self-deprecating smile; he wore sweaters, bow ties and sports jackets. He was happily married, and the bobbysoxers loved Nancy, too. In terms of popular music he was the first teen idol and altered for ever the way audiences reacted to their heroes.


And then, the Fall.


It began with Ava. He was dancing with Lana Turner – one of his many extramarital indiscretions – in a nightclub in Palm Springs one night in 1947 when he was first properly introduced to Ava Gardner. They already knew of each other of course. Ava was only in her mid-twenties but had already been married and divorced twice – first to Mickey Rooney then to Artie Shaw. In many ways she was a female counterpart of Sinatra’s. She loved sex and was promiscuous – her lovers in the late 1940s were said to have included the actors Robert Taylor, Howard Duff and Robert Mitchum, the singer Mel Tormé as well as Howard Hughes. She claimed never to have actually slept with Hughes, but he was obsessed with her, and she allowed him to court her. She was sexually adventurous, and on more than one occasion had demanded, and was granted, guided tours of upmarket brothels. She smoked heavily and blew smoke rings – an affection that annoyed Sinatra – could be crude, profane, even vulgar and had a reputation as a drinker. Mickey Rooney was able to confirm that she had a tremendous capacity for liquor. She was fond of champagne and drank it as though it were lemonade; she liked mixing beer and Scotch and loved trying cocktails, the more complex and potent the better.


In later life she recalled that many nights spent with Sinatra would begin with three large Martinis each, followed by wine at dinner and then drinking late into the night at clubs. She wondered how they had managed it. She was mercurial and prone to impulsive shifts of mood, including sudden explosive rages, even when stone-cold sober. Several ex-lovers and her former personal maid bore witness to the fact that alcohol often aggravated these inclinations; she once knocked Howard Hughes out with an ornamental vase.


In 1949 Sinatra and Gardner embarked on a turbulent affair. Friends warned him how dangerous it was; George Evans was frantic with worry, especially after the affair became an open secret, hinted at then exposed by the press. Sinatra was already, inevitably, losing his audience of bobbysoxers, and now they were smashing copies of ‘Nancy (with the Laughing Face)’ and sending the pieces in the post to gossip columnists. Those who knew him feared it wasn’t just career suicide; it was an addictive, destructive passion capable of ruining many lives. There were insecurities and small and large infidelities on both sides: jealousies, recriminations, drink-fuelled rows and ardent reunions. Sinatra was sick with worry; he could only manage sleep with pills and booze.


It was torture for him to be apart from her but often intolerable when they were together. Ava swore she loved him, but she could be callous, cruel and indifferent towards him when she chose to be. ‘It’s killing me,’ he told Hank Sanicola, his part-time manager, piano player and bodyguard. ‘Little by little, man, I’m dying.’ He was reduced to begging her, using emotional blackmail; there was at least one – apparently serious – suicide attempt.


His divorce from Nancy, which Ava had insisted upon, was finalized in November 1951, and a week later he and Ava were married. It did not save the relationship. Ava was a big star now, and Sinatra was on the slide. In the early 1950s he returned to the Paramount, but the crowds were considerably smaller. He played Chez Paree in Chicago, a 1,500-seater, and only 150 people came. His nightclub work dried up; venues became smaller and less salubrious; he was heckled by drunks. Even in Hoboken, where he played at a fire-fighters’ fund-raiser, he was booed and had fruit thrown at him. He was dropped by Columbia, who claimed they couldn’t give his records away. He lost his radio shows and his television programme, his films flopped, and he was released from contract. He had financial problems. He struggled to pay Nancy alimony and had to borrow money to pay outstanding taxes.


According to Ava, ‘Nobody wanted to hang around him. He couldn’t lift the bill, take people out, amuse them. There was nobody but me.’


He and Ava argued as they had done before the marriage, perhaps even more viciously. There were frequent separations and reunions. In early 1953 Ava flew to London from the set of Mogambo to have an abortion, her second in rapid succession. She told the press it was a miscarriage but years later admitted she had had a termination because at the time she hated Sinatra so much.


In October MGM announced that Gardner and Sinatra had ‘exhausted every resource to reconcile their differences’ and they were to separate. Ava had decided it was over. Three weeks later Frank slit his left wrist. He was discovered by Jimmy Van Heusen, who rushed him to hospital and told the press there had been an accident with a broken glass. Sinatra was desperate for reconciliation – he even used the same gossip columnists he usually despised to plead with her to return – but she was adamant. They did occasionally join together again briefly, but there would never be anything like a lasting reunion. She left him, and for a long time he hurt badly.


He lost virtually everything, but he fought his way back. He took on the role of Maggio in From Here to Eternity for a desultory fee and earned himself an Oscar in 1954. He signed with a new label, Capitol, on terms that reflected his low status – a one-year contract with no advance payment. He even had to pay his own studio costs – but went on to produce some of the best-regarded records in the history of popular music. After flying so high then plummeting so low he rebuilt himself and his career and took it to even greater heights.


His tribulations nearly destroyed him – especially his relationship with Ava, whom he always regarded as the love of his life – but they also gave him artistic capital and a new audience. Sinatra had been rejected for service during the war, classed 4F because of a punctured eardrum he acquired during his difficult birth. A lot of men, particularly serving men, had resented the fact that he not only sat out the conflict but spent the war years serenading America’s young women. They were, however, willing to forgive Sinatra because he had been seen to suffer.


Ava had broken and walked all over his heart, and he had been stomped to death on film in From Here to Eternity, so when the former Sultan of Swoon sang ‘Where Are You?’ (his first stereo release) or lamented his fate ‘In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning’ they allowed that his melancholy might be authentic.


‘It’s always been just this little guy telling this story,’ Ella Fitzgerald said of Sinatra’s singing style, and with his classic Capitol albums of the 1950s he established the persona of the bruised romantic huddled on a barstool nursing a drink and smoking endless cigarettes. His voice now had a darker hue and timbre, a newfound maturity that allowed him to become a master of the drunken lament, the saloon ballad, the torch song. Nelson Riddle, probably his greatest collaborator, had a theory he often expounded. ‘Ava did that to him,’ Riddle maintained. ‘It was Ava who taught him how to sing a torch song. She was the greatest love of his life, and he lost her.’


This new, grown-up Sinatra took time to develop, and as well as the sombre small-hours drinker he also eventually began displaying a cockiness that had been largely absent from his time as the boy-singer.


In 1954 it was the single ‘Young at Heart’, his first top-five single in eight years, that signalled the rejuvenation of his recording career, and it was followed by two ten-inch collections of upbeat standards – Songs for Young Lovers and Swing Easy. His first album proper for his new label, though, was In the Wee Small Hours a dark-toned collection of saloon songs that made clear his altered temperament. The boyishness had gone, something that was also evident in a change of visual image. There were no more bow ties and sweaters; now it was dark suits, snap-brimmed hats, raincoats. His album covers began to feature shadowy figures standing alone under a lamppost or at rest on a bar counter. People began to refer to his deliberately downbeat recordings as ‘suicide songs’, and Sinatra himself joked that the records came with a free gun – a water pistol filled with bourbon.


He would also soon show the world another persona, that of Pack Leader and Chairman of the Board. This was the Sinatra who refused the possibility of suffering and dangled the world on a string. ‘Say, why don’t we mix us up a little salad?’ Dean Martin would suggest as he rolled the portable bar on stage in Vegas. It was known as the ‘lunch cart’ and was decorated with a sign that read: ‘DON’T THINK – DRINK’. Although Dean played up his booze-hound reputation in public, in real life Sinatra always had the more ferocious appetites. Because he considered Dean to be his blood brother he – and only he – was allowed to duck out scandalously early in order to prepare for the following morning’s golf. Everybody else would be required to carry on carousing until the Leader saw dawn rise, a signal to begin considering the possibility of sleep. Play-acting aside, Sinatra would boast about Dean, ‘I spill more than he drinks.’
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