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“Full of heart and the craft of a natural storyteller, Bill Harrison’s memoir Making the Low Notes is a tender, rhapsodic, funny, evocative love letter to the bass, an instrument which ‘leads from behind’ and that he describes with such memorable resonance we can almost feel the blisters callusing on our floating thumbs . . . By the end, reverberating with notes of social justice, grace, irony, tenacity, family, and psychotherapy, this memoir grows to mean so much more than mere music. A first book worthy of a virtuoso performer.”


			—Dr. Ravi Shankar, Pushcart Prize–winning author of Correctional


			



“Making the Low Notes is a rollicking and heartfelt memoir about a lifelong love affair with music. Harrison writes about the highs and lows of a musician’s life with wit, candor, and verve, capturing the pleasures of performing in the limelight as well as in its lambent periphery.”


			—Meghan O’Gieblyn, author of Altered States and God, Human, Animal, Machine


			



“Bill Harrison, according to Max Roach, could ‘make the quarter notes sing.’ That uncommon ability translates to the page, where his gift for walking bass lines that have traversed Chicago’s jazz and musical theater scenes for four decades carries us through a life story bursting with pathos and drama on- and offstage, from his early years as a Jewish American accordionist growing up in Queens to his trials and tribulations as a first-call bassist and jazz educator. That gift also apparently translates to his work as a psychotherapist, as his insight into the human condition proves just as uncommon. He imparts hard-earned life lessons that will make readers more mindful players and listeners, regardless of which side of the stage they’re on.”


			—Aidan Levy, author of Saxophone Colossus: The Life and Music of Sonny Rollins


			



“In this vivid and candid tale, Bill Harrison [journeys] through . . . the ‘business’ from the ’60s to the nows, and the phases of life as one matures their way through it all. The tale of a true survivor, this deeply felt memoir transcends jazz bass, as does this next chapter of his own life.”


			—Steve Rodby, multi Grammy Award–winning bassist, producer, former member of the Pat Metheny Group


			



“Don’t read this book if you are thinking of a career in music . . . or maybe you ought to. Bill Harrison weaves a calamitous confessional of the un-making of a professional musician; a fascinating tale.”


			—Russ Lossing, internationally renowned jazz pianist, composer & improviser


			



“Harrison’s memoir delivers as resoundingly as an open-bottom E-string. He describes with engaging vividness the joys, discoveries, disappointments, and friendships of a professional journeyman . . . Anyone who’s gigged will connect with Making the Low Notes. But the truths common to making ends meet will be recognizable even to those who’ve never stepped onto a bandstand.”


			—Charles Farrell, author, (Low)life: A Memoir of Jazz, Fight-fixing, and the Mob, and pianist, 176: Improvisations for Two Pianos (with Russ Lossing), JAZZIZ Critics’ Top Ten Pick 2022


			



“I first met Bill Harrison nearly 50 years ago—when invited to hear the college quartet he writes about in the early chapters . . . But I never really heard him until reading this account of his honest, intimate, often witty and always insightful journey . . . His lively writing contains a wealth of detail about the musicians’ life, the gifted oddballs that line the path, and the pure joy of true collaboration. Title notwithstanding, Harrison hits plenty of high notes along the way.”


			—Neil Tesser, Grammy Award–winning author and broadcaster


			



“Harrison’s memoir will tell you a lot about the bass and being a bassist, but his real themes include the development of a sensibility, the dignity of work, and how to do change. Although Harrison’s knowledge of his instrument and the bassist’s trade is bottomless (and delightful), he fetishizes neither. This is a profound book about life, love, and commitment.”


			—David Van Biema, former religion writer for Time magazine and coauthor of The Prayer Wheel: A Daily Guide to Renewing Your Faith with a Rediscovered Spiritual Practice


			



“Bill Harrison is an awesome, creative musician, a master of all styles of improvisation.”


			—Hankus Netsky, multi-instrumentalist, composer, faculty New England Conservatory
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			It is a joy to be hidden, but a disaster not to be found.


			—D. W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality, 1971


			Being born is the work of a lifetime.


			—Allan Schnarr, MDiv, PhD, FeelingEverything.com


		




		

			A Note to the Reader


			All the characters in this book are real flesh-and-blood humans. I use people’s full names when I was certain no harm would come to them or when the person is deceased. Otherwise, I use only first names to protect people’s privacy. I note in the text when I’m using a pseudonym.


			Since this book is primarily about my life as a musician, I’ve chosen to exclude details of my family life, insofar as possible. I refer to relatives only when necessary for context, and I’ve been deliberately circumspect regarding my children and other close family members.


			Since trundling off to college in 1974, I’ve lugged around a ragged, musty cardboard box jammed with datebooks. I’m missing a year here and there, but, for the most part, I have a written record of every gig, rehearsal, social occasion, lesson (taken and given), trip, visit from family, moving date, and most every other notable event that occurred between 1974 and 2010. I switched to using digital calendars in 2011, so I have access to the last decade’s happenings as well, courtesy of Dr. Google.


			I didn’t hang on to this weighty pile of calendars for any conscious purpose. I wasn’t keeping them because I’m nostalgic for “the good old days.” Quite the contrary. I certainly never imagined I’d write a book.


			Yet here we are.


			Those planners came in mighty handy as I sought to verify dates and refresh my often-faulty memories of certain pivotal events. Among other surprises, I was startled to see names of people I hadn’t thought about for decades—colleagues, students, bandleaders, mentors, friends, and too many people who are no longer with us.


			You’ll meet a few of these folks in the pages that follow.


		




		

			Part I


		




		

			Prelude


			July 24, 1968


			I’m rocking from foot to foot in the wings of my middle school auditorium’s stage, clutching a double bass with both arms. Kids shuffle on and off stage, toting trumpets, trombones, clarinets, and flutes. So many flutes. When it’s my turn, I death-grip the oversized fiddle and waddle into the spotlight.


			My right hand is all slip and slide as I struggle to settle the bow on the string. I grab the neck of this beast with my left and plunge headlong into my rendition of “Yankee Doodle.” It sounds like a nanny goat with an upset stomach. Then it’s all over. Shocking applause erupts as I stumble offstage in a sweat-drenched daze.


			I am never, ever doing this again.


			And yet, as I retreat to the bosom of backstage, a wave of pleasure pulses through my body. Those moms and dads were applauding for me. Was that jolt of approval worth the jazzed-up breath, the jittery hands, the jumping-bean heart?


			This is the intractable dilemma I would grapple with for the next four decades.


		




		

			Billy’s Choices


			1967–1970


			It was a glorious and formidable thing, a gleaming paisley of red, black, and white, with wide black leather straps that hugged my shoulders like a close friend. It had a 4-octave keyboard and 120 bass buttons. I’d been longing for an accordion ever since the afternoon in fourth grade when my fellow Cub Scout, Harris Ruderman, had carted his to a den meeting. All eyes were glued on him as he oom-pahed his way through a couple of lively tunes. I watched this weaselly stump of a kid magically transform into a celebrity, all because he could play an instrument.


			I wanted to be cool like Ruderman, so I began pestering my parents to buy me an accordion too. I imagined them kvelling as I squeezed out spirited versions of “Hava Nagila” at family gatherings. I dreamed that the girls at school (especially that cute redhead, Karen) would fall in love with me and that the boys would plotz with envy at my newfound musical superpowers.


			At the time, my family—mother Barbara, father Bernie, sister Betty, and I—lived in Flushing, New York, perhaps the most appropriately named section of Queens. We’d be gone from there before my very own magnificent squeezebox would appear.


			I was regularly shoved around the Andrew Jackson Elementary School (PS 24) schoolyard by some of the older kids. I was a year younger than most of my classmates, shy, asthmatic, and pudgy, attributes that didn’t exactly work in my favor. They called me fatso, Jew boy, and faggot. Once a classmate stuck his face right up to mine, scrunched up the corners of his eyes, and hissed, “You’re Chinese, aren’t you?” I took refuge in Cub Scouts and in playing baseball with Jay, Arnie, Richie, and Andy at the scruffy park down the street.


			Notwithstanding my playground woes, Mom always insisted I was an upbeat kid. I, however, remember wishing to be either invisible or Superman. Or both. In third grade, I would sometimes wear my Superman Halloween costume (including the red nylon cape) underneath my school clothes. I’d ask for a hall pass, then run to the boys’ bathroom. Once there I’d pretend to shed my shirt and trousers before flying off to beat up some bad guys in Metropolis. Clark Kent’s ability to hide his identity in plain sight was the emotional sweet spot I so desired.


			At the age of eleven, I had the chance to be a quasi-hero in real life. My family had moved from a medium-rise project to the top floor of a two-flat closer to PS 24. One night, Mom and Dad hired Joel, a teen from two doors down, to babysit Betty and me while they went to a party. I was drifting off to sleep when I became aware of waves of gray fluff hovering near the ceiling of my bedroom. My chest thwacked like a bass drum as I poked my head outside the doorway. Angry bursts of blackness billowed from behind the refrigerator. I tiptoed around the smoke and into the living room, where the babysitter was watching TV.


			“Uh, Joel? Could you come in here?”


			“Holy shit!” he shrieked as soon as he saw the surging soot. “Wake up your sister and let’s get outta here.”


			A minute later the three of us were fumbling downstairs as the landlord came roaring out of the garage.


			“The goddamn place is on fire!”


			Betty and I spent the rest of the evening huddled on Joel’s family’s couch, trying to calm down as we waited for our parents to return. I couldn’t bear to contemplate what might have happened had I not sensed the malevolent clouds in my bedroom.


			Next morning, my family crept upstairs to inspect the remains of our possessions. Nearly everything was either burnt or waterlogged beyond salvaging. My eyes stung as we saw how the blaze had gutted our home. The charred rotten-egg stench of its aftermath is forever stored in my limbic system.


			Within days, our family limped to a furnished apartment in a nearby high-rise so Betty and I could finish out the school year at PS 24. Barbara and Bernie were then faced with a decision they’d been putting off for some time: Should they rent another apartment in Flushing or make the leap to suburban homeownership?


			For better or worse, they opted for the latter. They bought a house in Tenafly, New Jersey, a small upscale town across the Hudson from Manhattan. My stomach flopped at the thought of entering sixth grade in some strange school where I wouldn’t know a soul.


			It all happened in a whirlwind: the fire, the move to the shabby high-rise apartment, and now this—a three-story white frame house with hedges in the front yard, rosebushes in the back, and a garage. Our new home was disconcertingly opulent. If I’d had my druthers, we’d have remained in Queens, near my friends, as well as PS 24, the candy store on the corner, and the A&P on Kissena Blvd. It was far from paradise but at least I knew who I was in relation to those kids and places. Better to stay put than face the frightening unknowns of this disorienting place.


			I understand now that children thrive with the familiar and resist change, even if the new is demonstrably better than the old. No one could have convinced me then that this move was an improvement.


			The accordion showed up shortly after the move to Tenafly. I’d been badgering my folks about it for several years already, so why now? Perhaps the instrument was an appeasement for having to tolerate all the unwanted changes.


			Mom signed me up for lessons with Marcello Roviaro, whose ever-present cardigans make me think of him as the Mr. Rogers of the accordion. With his thinning silver hair and wire-rimmed glasses, Mr. Roviaro looked ancient to me, though he couldn’t have been much older than fifty at the time. He lived with his mother and brother. Mrs. Roviaro answered the phone with a heavy Italian accent whenever I called to cancel an upcoming lesson, usually feigning illness to cover for my wretched practice habits. I thought I was cleverly hiding my indolence, but of course, I was only fooling myself.


			Mr. Roviaro was an even-tempered and patient fellow. The one time he became irritated was when he was offended by some chord changes in the Lennon/McCartney song “Day Tripper,” which I’d brought in to learn.


			“They have no right to do that,” he sputtered through gritted teeth. To Mr. Roviaro, harmony had to obey certain rules. The Beatles apparently had subversive ideas about chords, which made me love them all the more.


			I learned how to operate the piano-like keyboard with my right hand, the buttons with my left, and the bellows (the instrument’s “lungs”) with my left arm. Mr. Roviaro taught me the basics of reading music as well as the fingerings for all the major and minor scales. Playing accordion revealed my surprising natural ability to keep a steady tempo, a crucial skill for any musician. I’d come to appreciate this early training in later years. My family would shep nachas1 when I’d play “Lady of Spain” or “The Beer Barrel Polka” for them.


			Meanwhile, my days were taken up with finding my way in this strange new suburban world. On my first day at Tenafly Middle School, Mom drove me to a three-story red brick building fronted by technicolor trees and actual grass. Where was the cracked blacktop, the chain-link fence, the graffiti?


			I bounced out of the car with a green canvas backpack hanging off one shoulder. I’d carefully packed it with sharpened No. 2 pencils, blue Bic pens, and a loose-leaf notebook filled with sweet-smelling lined paper. Not knowing any better, I wore my PS 24 uniform—black trousers with a short-sleeved white shirt and a striped clip-on tie. I strode toward the nearest entrance, a jaunty Poindexter, swinging my shiny Batman lunchbox.


			“Go get ’em, tiger!” yelled a voice somewhere to my left. I turned and saw a group of older boys, laughing and thumbing in my direction. I pretended not to hear them and ran up the stairs in search of my homeroom.


			All sixth graders had to take some kind of music class—band, orchestra, choir, or music appreciation. I’d been playing the accordion for a few months, but that wasn’t going to help me at school. The thought of singing in a choir made me want to put a paper bag over my head. And I didn’t need to be told that music appreciation (aka Mozart for Morons) was super dorky. The only viable alternative was to pick an instrument I could play in an ensemble, where I could tuck myself safely out of harm’s way. And maybe find a new friend or two.


			One morning that autumn, I ventured into the school’s cavernous band room to meet with Mr. Wallin, Tenafly Middle School’s music director.


			“OK, Billy. What instrument would you like to try?”


			“I wanna play the drums,” I blurted, imagining myself as the next Ringo.


			“Nah, sorry. We already have too many drummers.”


			I tried to hide my disappointment by staring at my Keds.


			“Look, you can either play a brass instrument or one of those.”


			Mr. Wallin gestured toward three huge stringed things with giraffe necks lounging on a rack in a corner of the rehearsal room. Guitars for giants, maybe?


			“Brass instrument?” I ventured.


			“Yeah, like trumpet or trombone. Or maybe the sousaphone?”


			I knew about the trumpet. My dad pulled his out of the hall closet once in a while and blatted a few notes. It made a farting sound. No, definitely not that. Trombone? Susie what? I shrugged.


			“Uh, how about one of those?”


			“Good choice.”


			“What are they?”


			“They’re double basses. Let’s go pick one out for you.”


			My early weeks with the bass were a tough slog. The thing towered over me like Frankenstein’s monster, its plywood body wide and unwieldy. The instrument seemed to get a kick out of messing with me. It kept keeling over when I tried to balance it between my left knee and my abdomen, as Mr. Wallin had instructed. He hovered nearby during lessons, a gymnastics spotter with Beethoven hair, ready to snag the bass whenever it got out of hand—or leg, as the case may be.


			“Don’t worry, Billy. You’ll get the hang of it.”


			I wasn’t so sure. Stretching the fingers of my left hand wide enough to play the notes more or less in tune was a torture worthy of Torquemada. Pushing the rope-like strings all the way down to the fingerboard required brawn I couldn’t imagine having. My right thumb ached for weeks after Mr. Wallin showed me how to hold a bow. I learned the anatomy of my hands by way of pain during those first several months battling the bass. The persistent soreness made me want to throw in the towel, but I kept at it. No way was I going to give up and have to suffer the indignities of choir or music appreciation.


			There was something besides avoiding those classes motivating me to endure the growth pangs of becoming a bass player: these lessons guaranteed me a spot in the school orchestra, which meant getting to hang out with girls. Naturally, there were girls in all my classes, but they were slightly less terrifying holding a violin or a flute, as long as the bass was firmly planted between them and me.


			The afternoon I brought the school bass home for the first time, my mother and I shared a few befuddled minutes trying to decide how best to fit that enormous creature into her 1966 Ford Galaxie 500.


			“Mr. Wallin said to swing it over the top of the passenger seat and rest the bottom part near the back window.”


			“Well, I don’t see how that’s possible,” Mom said, pacing back and forth on the sidewalk, Marlboro in one hand, the other hand on her hip.


			Our solution was to stow it in the back seat on its side with the neck protruding out the window. I later learned this is the most dangerous way to transport a bass.


			When my dad saw the instrument in my room that evening, he dropped his voice à la Bela Lugosi and intoned, “I’m feelin’ mighty low.”


			As middle school progressed, I realized there was nothing cool about the accordion or, for that matter, Harris Ruderman. The instrument’s cachet had sunk like a waterlogged sousaphone with the ascension of rock’n’roll’s iconic axe, the electric guitar. I’d already been keeping my accordion-playing proclivities confidential out of a reasonable fear that disclosure would destroy whatever social capital I’d managed to earn by then. Before the end of eighth grade, I stopped visiting Mr. Roviaro’s house and the squeezebox was relegated to its valise with the purple faux-velvet lining.


			Choosing to play the bass in lieu of the accordion raised two generations of familial eyebrows.


			“You gonna play ‘Dayenu’ on your bass fiddle at Passover?” Pop-Pop Moe asked. “Nobody will be able to sing along with that.”


			He had a point. The accordion puts its player front and center, with its ability to play melody, harmony, and rhythm simultaneously. Part of me ached for that attention; it’s what lured me to the accordion in the first place. Another part of me sought the safety of the sidelines. The bass’s primary role is to accompany other musicians rather than lead the way, which was a more inviting path for the budding introvert in me.


			“It’s hard to explain, Pop. I just feel more comfortable with the bass.”


			My parents questioned my choosing the bass over the accordion as well.


			“We got you that beautiful instrument,” my mother told me. “And Mr. Roviaro says you’re doing real well with your lessons.”


			“I know, I know,” I answered. “I’m sorry. I . . . I just don’t like it anymore.”


			That wasn’t entirely true, but I couldn’t articulate why I preferred to play a less visible, more supportive instrument. I intuited that my niche was in the shadows, where I could be a musical Clark Kent.


			Six months into my tutelage with him, Mr. Wallin invited me to participate in that fateful recital in the summer of ’68, where I performed solo in front of an audience for the first time. Throughout middle school, he took me as far along as a non-string player’s teaching skills could go. If I was going to develop any further as a bassist—not a done deal by any stretch—I was going to have to find a real bass teacher.
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					1	To derive pride and joy from another’s accomplishments, often applied to one’s children or grandchildren.


				


			


		




		

			To Have, to Hold, and to Hide


			1969


			To the best of my knowledge, an oboe is an oboe and a French horn is a French horn, but the granddaddy of the string family is known by over a dozen names: double bass, contrabass, bass fiddle, bull fiddle, bass violin, doghouse, big dog, bass viol, upright bass, acoustic bass, standup bass, slap bass, hoss bass, bunkhouse bass, and plain-old bass.


			Whatever you call it, the bass is an imposing instrument. Even the smallest bass dwarfs its nearest relative, the cello. When you carry an upright bass, you know you’re handling something substantial. They’re not so much heavy as dense. Bulky. Awkward to maneuver. In playing position, whether the bassist stands or sits, the peg box and scroll hang in the air above the player’s head.


			My father thought the bass was shaped like a woman.


			“I mean, look at it. The top part, what’s that called?”


			“The upper bout.”


			“Yeah, the upper bout looks like a buxom bosom. Check out that tiny waist around the bridge. And that bottom part—I bet it’s called the lower bout—is shaped like nice meaty hips and a caboose.”


			Thank you, Dr. Freud. The bass might have a feminine shape, but the heft and sound suggest the masculine to me. I suppose it’s possible the instrument’s complex allusions to sexuality played a role in my choosing it over the brass instruments, but if so, that aspect was buried deep in my unconscious.


			It’s odd that there are so many monikers for an instrument that typically serves a secondary role to the flashier, single-named instruments like the violin, guitar, or saxophone. The bass is big for a reason: its range is lower than almost all other instruments and those low pitches require long, thick strings and a large enough chamber for them to resonate in. More often than not, the bass plays the lowest note in the band or orchestra, serving as a kind of sonic home base. The bass’s low notes lie underneath it all, like the foundation of a building or the core of the Earth.


			I recognized one particular benefit of the bass’s size and shape right away: I could hide behind it. My face and hands were visible, of course, but if I held the bass just so, I could use it to shield my body from view. Again, I don’t imagine I grokked this when I told Mr. Wallin I’d like to try playing this instrument. But hiding behind the bass suited my middle school personality to a T.


		




		

			Sex, Drugs, Blisters, and Beethoven


			1970 –1974


			Music wasn’t a priority in the Harrison household. My father, Bernie, had messed around with the aforementioned fart producer as a teenager, including a summer spent entertaining the zaydes and bubbes at a resort in the Catskills. My mother, Barbara, had briefly sawed on the viola in junior high. By the time I came along in 1956, my parents’ interest in playing music had been supplanted by the practical concerns of making a living and raising my sister and me. When Betty and I were in single digits, our family didn’t attend concerts or gather ’round the old hi-fi to listen to records or the radio. Unlike many of my future colleagues, I wasn’t immersed in music from early on.


			We did, however, see musicals, live and on film, throughout my childhood. I’d sing along with recordings of Fiddler on the Roof, Mary Poppins, The Sound of Music, The Jungle Book, and Dumbo when I was alone. Someone gave me a picture book with a set of 45s from the pachyderm movie, which I wore out on my portable record player with the yellow plastic tonearm. (I didn’t get how racist that movie was until much later in life.)


			One afternoon when I was around twelve, I was rummaging around the basement for something when I was astonished to discover my father’s stash of dusty LPs. Among other things, Dad owned a set of the legendary Toscanini/NBC Symphony recordings of all nine Beethoven symphonies, with their forest-green sleeves and raised gold lettering. When had any of these discs last been played? My curiosity piqued, I listened to them repeatedly over the next several weeks. Beethoven opened my ears to the power of harmony and orchestration in ways musicals never could have.


			Similar serendipitous forces must have drawn me toward the double bass LPs at Sam Goody’s one day in ninth grade. I normally haunted the rock racks, looking for albums by my favorite groups: Creedence Clearwater Revival, Santana, Led Zeppelin, Traffic, Jethro Tull, and of course, the Beatles. There was nothing new in that department, so I wandered over to uncharted territory—the classical bins. I left the store with a life-altering gem.


			As soon as I got the record unwrapped at home I dropped the needle on the first track of Gary Karr Plays Double Bass. From the first notes of Henry Eccles’s “Sonata in G Minor,” Karr’s playing was a revelation. This is how a bass can sound, focused and bright, not gruff and muddy? How does he play so fast? And so amazingly in tune?


			Karr was a wunderkind who made his debut in 1962 at the age of twenty-one with Leonard Bernstein and the New York Philharmonic, performing Saint-Saëns’s “The Swan” on television. He was descended from seven generations of bassists, a familial oddity that ought to be in the Guinness Book of World Records. Almost overnight, Karr became a sensation in the classical music world, especially (and unsurprisingly) among bass players. His razor-sharp tone, dramatic vibrato, and uncommonly wide range of dynamics distinguished him from previous bass virtuosi—a rare breed of bird to begin with. By the time Side One ended, I’d found my double bass lodestar.


			I was certainly no wunderkind. Gary Karr’s virtuosity induced me to practice, albeit spottily, and inspired me to seek a bona fide bass instructor. I was talking with a friend about this quest in a hallway at school one day when a passerby overheard our conversation.


			“Hey, Harrison, my father’s a bass player,” a voice behind me said. I wheeled around and encountered Sam Bruno, a kid I only knew as a tough guy who played football. He’d never spoken directly to me before.


			“Oh, yeah?” I responded wittily. “Does he give lessons?”


			“I dunno, but I could ask him.”


			“Man, that’d be great.”


			Sam nodded and took off without another word. I guess it wouldn’t have been good for his reputation to be seen chatting with the nerdy likes of me. A few days later, Sam slipped me a scrap of paper on which he’d scrawled his phone number.


			“My dad says you can call him if you like.”


			“OK, Sam. Thanks a lot.”


			He gave me a quick two-finger salute and disappeared.


			Sam Bruno Sr. was kind of a tough guy too. With his slicked-back hair, furry oil-black eyebrows, and thick-framed glasses, he could have passed for Martin Scorsese’s dangerous older brother. The index finger on Mr. Bruno’s right hand stuck out stiffly, bent backward at an impossible angle at the middle knuckle. This deformity must have been a huge obstacle to his playing career but he didn’t talk about it. I don’t know if it was a congenital condition or the result of some horrific accident. I was too intimidated to ask.


			Mr. Bruno was a freelance bassist, who, like Gary Karr, hailed from a family of bass players. He had a sense of humor, but was no-nonsense when it came to musicianship and proper technique. I knew he meant business both by his demeanor and by the car he drove. Mr. B. got around in a Volkswagen Beetle from which he’d removed the passenger-side seat. His bass nestled in the empty cavity as if it had been custom made.


			Early in my studies with him, Mr. Bruno helped me find my first double bass, which my parents generously purchased. It was manufactured by Kay, the company that built some of the best plywood basses from the late 1930s until 1968, the year the business folded. I named my new bass Igor, because of the way it loomed in the corner of my bedroom like a monster. Igor wasn’t a great instrument, except by comparison to the clunker I’d been wrestling with at school. That Kay was my intimate adversary for all the formative musical events of my youth. Wherever Igor is now, it bears the imprint of my adolescent sweat and blood. That’s neither metaphor nor hyperbole.


			Mr. Bruno taught me using the most common method book of that era, written by an evil bastard named Franz Simandl (1840–1912). Most bassists of a certain age have a love/hate relationship with his New Method for the Double Bass, but my feelings about it were straightforward: I loathed it. The etudes in the book were maddening, especially for a beginner. They didn’t sound good, even when played well, although that’s a summit I never attained.


			Despite being a jazz and commercial bassist who made his living playing pizzicato (“with the fingers”), Mr. Bruno insisted I continue learning to play arco (“with the bow”). I was initially resistant to this idea because the bowed sound I produced resembled the croaking of distressed bullfrogs. For some reason, I could get a pretty robust sound playing pizzicato. That is, until the blisters erupted.


			Blisters were the bane of my early bass-playing life, because plucking the strings causes friction normal fingertips aren’t designed to endure. Those painful pockets of pus bloomed on the first two fingers of my right hand as the result of inconsistent practicing. The less I played regularly, the slower my fingers developed callouses, the only preventive for blisters.


			My ardor for playing the bass wavered unpredictably; some days I was really into it, other times practicing was too steep a mountain to climb. I was also easily distracted, both by the usual pubescent preoccupations—girls, schoolwork, hanging around aimlessly with friends, and have I mentioned girls?—and by my two other adolescent passions, filmmaking and radio.


			In eighth grade, my father gave me a Bolex Super 8 mm movie camera. I shot home movies with it, including several birthday parties and a “documentary” of a family trip to Yellowstone Park in 1973. I brought the camera with me to Beginners’ Showcase, a summer drama camp in New Hampshire, where I created a disjointed, pretentious documentary set to Blind Faith’s classic song “Do What You Like.” The Bolex later got me into hot water during a high school band trip to Washington, DC.


			Everything about filmmaking fascinated me: the scripts, the sets, the cameras, the lighting and audio gear, acting, editing, and directing.


			Which is why my audio maven friend Phil and I produced what may have been the first ever Star Trek fan film. We adapted an episode from the original TV series and shot most of it in the Harrison family’s basement, using the Bolex, a reel-to-reel tape deck, and a funky microphone duct-taped to a broomstick. The production was an all-consuming project for several months, the evidence of which is sadly no longer extant. Igor gathered dust in the corner of my bedroom for most of this period.


			Radio broadcasting was the other magnetic distraction from practicing bass. In the ’50s, ’60s, and ’70s—the Dark Ages before online streaming services—all popular music was disseminated via broadcast radio. Even the most successful groups like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones needed disc jockeys to help sell their records. When I was in elementary and middle school, most kids I knew listened to WABC-AM, New York’s Top 40 rock’n’roll powerhouse. By high school, my peers and I had migrated to the FM dial. For music, WNEW-FM was the place to hear gravel-voiced Scott Muni spin records by Jefferson Airplane, Led Zeppelin, Mountain, Emerson, Lake and Palmer, Black Sabbath, and the other heavy groups of that era.


			With the help of that same pal, Phil, I pieced together a makeshift radio studio in my family’s basement/film studio, using a couple of salvaged turntables, a Radio Shack microphone, and a six-channel Shure mixer (another great gift from my father). I spent many late afternoons pretending to broadcast a show, spinning records and practicing my patter in between songs.


			Though my parents disapproved, nearly every night between the ages of about twelve and sixteen, I stayed up past my bedtime listening to Jean Shepherd on WOR-AM. Shepherd was a humorist and raconteur who held forth on the radio and in books and magazine articles. His sardonic tone was a powerful influence on my teenaged world view. Shepherd’s semi-autobiographical stories are set in the fictional town of Hohman, Indiana, a none-too-subtle analogue for Hammond, not far from Chicago, a city that would figure prominently in my life before long. My early attempts at creative writing owe more than a little to Shepherd’s blend of humor and pathos. Now Shepherd is best known for writing the iconic holiday film A Christmas Story—the one with the “you’ll shoot your eye out, kid” Red Ryder BB gun.


			I couldn’t decide if I wanted to play rock records like Scott Muni or tell stories like Jean Shepherd, but the radio bug bit me hard in adolescence. At fifteen, I studied for and earned my third-class FCC license (known as a “third phone”), which was required if you wanted to be on the air.


			In retrospect, I can see how radio and filmmaking appealed to the same aspects of my personality that preferred the bass over the accordion. Nobody sees the person behind the microphone or the camera. I could do my thing but remain safely out of sight.


			Of course, when I was making films or pretending to be a radio DJ, I wasn’t practicing for my bass lessons with Mr. Bruno. He had to put up with a lot of indolence for his lousy $10 a lesson. Sorry, Mr. B., wherever you are.


			Though it was an arduous undertaking, the upside of improving my arco technique was that it gave me the chance to play with a real orchestra. Early in the summer of 1970, my mother heard through the suburban moms’ grapevine that a nearby youth orchestra needed some warm bodies to fill out their string section. She suggested I give it a go. I figured what the hell, why not?


			I was unprepared for the polychromatic explosion of sound that enveloped me at the first rehearsal I attended with the Bergen Youth Orchestra.


			Eugene Minor, BYO’s aptly named music director, started us off with the opening movement of Beethoven’s Symphony no. 3 (the “Heroic”). The piece begins with two massive E♭ major chords, played by the entire orchestra. The oomph of those chords nearly made me jump out of my skin. Then, without further introduction, the cellos, who were sitting right in front of me, played the opening theme. I’d heard this piece before, but only on my Dad’s crackly LP, played through flimsy speakers. This was the real sonic deal—and I was right in the middle of it.


			The Bergen Youth Orchestra was a full-sized symphony, unlike the puny ensembles in the Tenafly school system. These kids played in tune and with rhythmic vitality. Many of these students, with a few notable exceptions (ahem), were well on their way to professional-level competency. They had the chops to sound convincing performing some of the masterpieces in the standard orchestral literature by Beethoven, Dvorak, Tchaikovsky, and Mozart. Playing those glorious orchestrations sent shivers of electric energy through my nervous system.


			After one rehearsal in late August, Maestro Minor took me aside.


			“So, do you want to play with the orchestra during the school year?”


			“Sure. Wait, do I have to audition?”


			“No. I’ve heard you play, and I’ve talked it over with John. You’re in if you want to be.”


			“Wow. Great. Thanks.”


			John was John Feeney, the exceptionally talented principal (leader) of BYO’s bass section. John played the shit out of the same Eccles sonata that had so impressed me on that Gary Karr LP. The other guys (no girls, sigh) were solid bassists too. I gladly accepted my place at the rear of the bass section, where I could lurk and learn.


			Mom drove me to and from BYO rehearsals, and both my parents attended every concert over the next four years. They weren’t bass converts yet, but they could see I was semi-serious about music. 


			After one concert, my father gave me his take on what he’d just heard.


			“Y’know,” he said. “I can’t really hear the basses, but I can tell when you all aren’t playing.”


			I’m still mulling that one over.


			My membership in the BYO led to an invitation from Gene Minor to spend parts of two consecutive summers (’73 and ’74) at Lighthouse Music and Art Camp. Situated in the Poconos near the town of Pine Grove, Pennsylvania, the place was teeming with overachieving students in, well, music and arts. I played in the camp orchestra, where I consistently lagged a few paces behind my peers. I was much more relaxed in the jazz band, where some mysterious instincts for that music kicked in.


			But the most noteworthy lessons from those two summers were non-musical in nature.


			Somebody blended a batch of Brandy Alexanders at a party I found myself at early the first summer. I drank one, mistaking it for an ice cream soda. I had no idea this concoction contained alcohol until I tried to stand up. The room lurched sideways as I clutched the nearest piece of furniture to prevent an undignified spill. First time drunk. Check.


			I was riding in the back seat of an allegedly responsible adult’s car one day when said adult broke out a small squeeze bottle of something he called poppers. The driver and the other two teen campers squeezed the bottle and inhaled, then passed the stuff to me.


			“Do you have any heart problems?” asked the responsible adult.


			“No, not that I know of,” I said.


			“OK. Well, give the bottle a little squirt as you inhale and you’ll get off.”


			“Uh . . .”


			“Well, you don’t have to. More for us.”


			Everyone laughed. I was under the gun. I could sniff the poppers and be cool or I could cement my reputation as a square dork by refraining.


			“No, I’m gonna try it,” I said, as gamely as I could manage.


			I tipped my head back as I’d seen each of the others do and pulled the trigger.


			“Nothing’s happening,” I said.


			“Give it a second, will ya?” said the R.A.


			Whoo! A jolt of something snapped through my head and chest. I can’t say it was pleasant.


			“There you go!” exclaimed one of the other passengers.


			First time using a dangerous substance to get high. Check. I later learned that what we were huffing was amyl nitrate, an inhalant used by doctors to treat angina and by drug enthusiasts for a quick high and to enhance sexual pleasure. We were screwing around with stuff that shouldn’t have been proffered to a fifteen-year-old. But this was the 1970s; what happened at music and art camp stayed at music and art camp.


			During my second summer in Pine Grove, I saw a naked woman in the flesh for the first time. Check. She and a male camper were standing in the buff near the window of one of the cabins in the middle of a steamy afternoon. I was meandering by with a violinist friend, who was the first of us to catch a glimpse of the exposed skin a stone’s throw to our left. We maturely dove behind some nearby bushes and gawked until the couple disappeared from view.


			Two thoughts barreled through my brain simultaneously: Oh my God, how fantastic is this and You should be ashamed of yourself for staring at that girl. The fiddle player and I swore one another to secrecy, an oath I’ve not betrayed—until now.


			Another time, I walked in on Andy, my trumpet-playing roommate, who was (I later figured out) playing strip poker with an attractive female camper. She was fully dressed; he was wearing nothing but a Yankees cap, socks, and sneakers. I guess that meant he was losing the game, but he was apparently winning in some other way, if his gigantic erection was any indication. Rather than scooting right back out the door, I plopped down on my cot for an excruciating moment before realizing I’d better skedaddle. I mumbled, “Uh, sorry man,” and beat it out of there. First (and last) time in the presence of another man’s erect penis. Check.


			I blame all of this delinquency on the bass.
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PART I - BEGINNERS

London Bridge
Jingle Bells
Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star
Beginning Orchestra

Good-Nite Ladies Gary Deeb, Trumpet

0, Come All Ye Faithful Mark deSolminihac, Clarinet
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