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Sinatra and Me





TONY CONSIGLIO: THE LEGEND

What you are about to read is a firsthand account of the life of Frank Sinatra, as told to me by Tony Consiglio, Frank Sinatra’s closest and most trusted friend. 

It’s the story of a man who wanted to sing and his best friend who went along for the ride. At its center, Sinatra and Me is about Frank—his music, his joys, his struggles, and all the things that made him great. But it is also the story of a deep, intimate, and enduring friendship that began when Tony and Frank were just two kids playing hooky and continued to grow as they traveled the road to fame and success. What shines through on each page is a bond between two men who valued, respected, and remained loyal to each other throughout a lifetime.

Unlike other Sinatra books, this one is not based on third or fourth party rumors that have been shaped into truths. This is the real Frank Sinatra story as told by the man who knew him best. It is a celebration of Tony and Frank that includes photos and documents never before published. Tony gives us an inside view of the highs and lows of Frank’s exciting and glamorous life. Stories of infamous parties and notorious pranks that Frank was known to play on those in his inner circle fill the pages of Sinatra and Me.

My role in telling Tony’s story began at Sally’s Apizza, in New Haven, Connecticut. Sally’s is often debated by pizza aficionados as the place to go for the world’s best pizza and for good reason. Perhaps that’s why it is not uncommon to see a celebrity like Andre Agassi, Garry Trudeau, Michael Bolton, Jackie Joyner-Kersee, and players from the New York Giants sitting at a booth next to you. 

The walls are covered with photos of even more celebrities—including Larry Bird, Muhammad Ali, Ted Kennedy, Dean Martin, Jerry Lewis, and, most often, Frank Sinatra, all posing with a small, unassuming man, the legendary Tony Consiglio, who founded Sally’s Apizza with his mother and brother. 

I was aware of Tony’s friendship with Sinatra and his reputation for not granting interviews about that relationship. Frank nicknamed Tony “The Clam,” for good reason. Frank valued loyalty and people who kept their mouths shut, people like Tony. That’s why I assumed that Tony’s stories would never be told and would go to the grave with Frank and Tony.

Over the years writers constantly hounded Tony for interviews, but his answer was always no. Writers even sent checks with their requests, which Tony promptly sent back. Once a writer even threatened Tony stating he had tapes of Tony on the phone with Marilyn Monroe the night she died and would use them if Tony didn’t consent to an interview. Tony told the writer to engage in a physically impossible act before throwing the phone across the room. 

I initially became connected to Tony Consiglio through his niece Ruthie, who I befriended from spending time at Sally’s. She told Tony I was a writer who had written a number of articles about baseball players, and Tony, who had been a batboy for the New York Giants, was a big baseball fan. She also told him that I was “all right,” which meant I could be trusted.

Initially Tony and I talked on the phone, sharing stories and laughs. He eventually asked me over for coffee, and I couldn’t say yes fast enough. I arrived at Tony’s home—tape recorder in hand—where I met his wife, Mary, and their two sons. That day began a wonderful friendship between Tony and me that continued to grow. As I got to know Tony, I learned of his incredible capacity for telling a story. I listened, mesmerized, as I hung on every word of his adventures with Frank. During our time together, I discovered how resourceful he could be. No matter how difficult a task, Tony knew how to get the job done, whether it was bribing Bozo the Clown, so that his niece Ruthie could win a bicycle or dealing with the difficult and uncomfortable situations that made up the day-to-day drama of Sinatra’s life and his love relationships.

In their thirty years of traveling together, Frank and Tony went from dining in low-budget cafeterias to dining with the rich and famous—Prince Rainier, the Kennedys, Marilyn Monroe, Lady Astor, Ella Fitzgerald, Joe DiMaggio, Rocky Marciano, Humphrey Bogart, Lauren Bacall, Pierre Salinger, mobsters Sam Giancana and the Fischetti brothers, and many more.

Tony’s day-to-day experiences with Frank are beyond what any of us could ever imagine or hope for. During the Kennedy years, Tony traveled with Frank during the campaign, watched JFK get elected on television as he sat with Joe Kennedy at the Kennedy Compound, and sat next to a famous world leader at JFK’s funeral. Tony rubbed elbows with mobsters, movie stars, politicians, and royalty.

Tony was in his eighties when he told me these stories. He told them as he remembered them. His thoughts came out in a wonderful stream of consciousness expanding upon whatever he remembered at the time. For this reason the book is not structured chronologically and does not reflect upon many specific dates. Tony will show you what it was like to spend each day with Sinatra. You will learn things that may surprise or disappoint you, but in the end you will understand why Frank Sinatra is and always will be a legend.

Franz Douskey

November 2012





CHAPTER 1: THE BEST IS YET TO COME

I worked and traveled with Frank Sinatra for years, starting back in the late 1930s, and I was his friend when becoming a singer was just an idea to him. In the beginning of his career, we traveled on buses, and in the end, we traveled in limousines. In 1935, we dined on fifteen-cent dinners at an automat, and twenty years later, we dined with presidents and princes. I was his confidant during his rise in music and remained so through the tough times in the late 1940s and early 1950s when he lost his voice, his record contract with Columbia, and Ava Gardner. Some friends abandoned him, but I remain loyal to Frank to this day. Walter Winchell, Barbara Sinatra, and Frank’s mother, Dolly, all agree that I was Frank’s closest friend, and that I knew him better than anyone did.

Many books have been written about Frank, but because I like staying in the background, you won’t find my name in most of them. Frank had nicknames for everyone; my nickname was “The Clam.” I’m in Nancy Sinatra’s book: Frank Sinatra: An American Legend. There is a photo of me with Frank’s three children. Sammy Davis Jr. took that photo. I’m also mentioned in Judith Campbell Exner’s book My Story. Judy was always a close friend of mine. I drove her to the White House a few times when she was visiting President Kennedy, and believe me, it wasn’t Avon calling. 

When I heard that Judith was writing a book about her simultaneous love affairs with Jack Kennedy and Sam Giancana, I called her and told her straight out, “Whoa. When you write that book, don’t mention me in there, because Frank doesn’t like me to be public in any way. I’m his behind-the-scenes guy, and I like it that way.”

Judith said, “Okay, Tony, I’ll keep you out of it.”

Unfortunately, when her book came out, I was in there. Fortunately, I never gave her any inside stories about Frank, which is exactly why Frank called me “The Clam.”

Frank never wanted to have his biography written. He had begun working with a writer on a book about his life when the writer died suddenly. Frank said, “That ends it. That’s an omen. That means something is in the wind. No book. No movie. No nothing.”

That was as close as Frank came to telling his own story. And believe me, he could tell some stories. Writers contact me all the time, trying to get me to tell them stories for their books and newspaper articles, but I know better. Frank hated two kinds of people: photographers and newspaper reporters. If I introduced a guy to Frank and the guy said he was a writer, forget it. Frank would have dumped me completely. Frank told me not to talk to anybody. What happened between, us stayed between us. If anyone asked me a question about Frank’s personal life, I walked in the opposite direction. The reporters never got near me unless they were friends of Frank and could be trusted, like Walter Winchell, Jimmy Cannon, and Earl Wilson. Even with those writers, I never discussed Frank’s personal life; if they wanted information, I told them to go see Frank, and that was the end of it.

I still don’t talk to journalists and writers, out of loyalty to Frank, but it bothers me that all the books coming out about Frank are written by people who weren’t part of his life. They didn’t know Frank, Dean, or Sammy personally and had never even seen Frank perform. Still, they’re writing books based on fragments and third-hand stories. What can they write about? They weren’t there. Frank and I spent thirty years together. We lived together through the best years and the worst years, and I knew his every mood. Walter Winchell wrote in his column, “The closest person to Frank Sinatra is Tony Consiglio.” Earl Wilson wrote the same thing about my relationship with Frank.

I knew when to talk to him, and I knew when to leave him alone. I knew Frank’s first wife, Nancy, and we still write each other to this day. I had the great privilege of being close to his three children: Nancy Jr., Frank Jr., and Tina. I was around during his days with bobby-soxers, and his marriages to Ava Gardner, Mia Farrow, and Barbara Sinatra. Through it all, I stayed with Frank. 

I have traveled everywhere and dined at the finest restaurants. I partied until sunrise with Jackie Gleason, Dean Martin, Peter Lawford, Marilyn Monroe, President John F. Kennedy, Ambassador Joseph Kennedy, Jackie Kennedy, Kim Novak, Grace Kelly, Sammy Davis Jr., Sammy Cahn, Jimmy Van Heusen, Judy Garland, Rocky Marciano, Muhammad Ali, Toots Shor, Prince Rainier of Monaco, Tony Curtis, Janet Leigh, Natalie Wood, Robert Wagner, Pierre Salinger, Larry O’Brien, Jerry Lewis, and Joe DiMaggio—just to mention a few.

Some writers come to me and want to know about Frank and Marilyn or Frank and the mob. Some of these stories I can tell. Everyone knew Marilyn was beautiful, but how many knew that she didn’t like wearing underwear and often walked around our hotel suite naked? One afternoon when Marilyn came prancing by, Frank said, “Why doesn’t she mix up another batch and have a snatch to match?” 

At the time, I was so naïve, I didn’t know what Frank meant.

I was with Frank and Joe DiMaggio when they broke into the wrong apartment because Joe’s detective said that Marilyn was having an affair with some guy—but more about Frank, Marilyn, and Joe later.

Sam Giancana, sometimes known as Dr. Brown, would have me buy airline tickets for him in my name so he could travel without having the FBI on his tail, but because of Sam the FBI got on my tail. 

Questions about Sam still linger: Did he help John Kennedy get elected, and did the CIA hire him to kill Fidel Castro? Yes to both. Was Sam involved in the assassination of John F. Kennedy? I don’t know, although I overheard Sam talk about wanting to get rid of Bobby Kennedy.

I traveled with Frank, Dean, Peter, and Sammy during Jack Kennedy’s presidential campaign, and I was at the Kennedy family compound, in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, November 8, 1960, on the night that Jack Kennedy was elected president. I worked on Jack’s inaugural celebration and attended his funeral three years later, sitting next to the president of France, Charles De Gaulle. Over the years, I’ve worked with remarkable and legendary entertainers, athletes, and politicians. I have been at the right place at the right time so many times, and I have been fortunate to witness so many of our country’s important historical moments as they happened—not from a distance, but from the front row.

After Frank retired for the first time in 1971, I served as an aide to Larry O’Brien, who held positions as the Postmaster General of the United States; the chairman of the Democratic National Committee during the 1972 presidential campaign and the Watergate break-in; and the Commissioner of the National Basketball Association (NBA). At various times Larry O’Brien was a confidant to President Kennedy. I worked by Larry’s side until he passed away in 1990.

I was born during the Great Depression in New Haven, Connecticut, at the corner of Wooster and Chestnut streets, in the Old Italian neighborhood. My parents, Filomena and Gennaro, came from Maiori and Amalfi, Italy and, like so many people from their generation, they settled in New Haven. I was one of eight children—four sons and four daughters—and was baptized in St. Michael’s Church. I went to Columbus Grammar School until 1933 and later to Hillhouse High School for one year before dropping out.

I grew up at a time when welfare, social security, unemployment compensation, and government-funded medical insurance didn’t exist. You used your wits and made it on your own, or you didn’t make it. It was a different world then. The government didn’t help you. Money was tough to come by, so in the evenings my brother Sally and I worked at our uncle Pepe’s restaurant on Wooster Street. Uncle Pepe started out as a baker but didn’t do well in that line of work, so he decided to make pizza instead. Sally and I worked for him from 1926 until 1935.

One day in 1934 when I was working in Uncle Pepe’s restaurant, a man named Floyd Neal came in wearing a sports jacket with WOR and a lightning bolt insignia on the breast pocket. I was fascinated by the insignia, so I asked him who he was. He told me he was a newscaster for WOR radio, based in New York City. We started talking, and I told him how much I loved sports. Television didn’t exist in those days, so if you knew a radio broadcaster, it was the same as knowing a movie star. Floyd and I got to be friends, and he invited me to New York to show me around the radio station.

During one of my visits to WOR, Floyd introduced me to Stan Lomax, one of the pioneers of radio sports, who broadcast on WOR every weeknight at quarter to seven. He would start his show by saying; “This is Stan Lomax with today’s doings in the world of sports.” When the New York Yankees or the Brooklyn Dodgers played on the road, there was no live feed from the ballparks. Instead, Stan sat in the studio and read the pitch-by-pitch account of the game from the Teletype machine. To make the action more realistic, if a batter got a hit or fouled a ball off, Stan would hit two pieces of wood together in an attempt to recreate the sound of the bat hitting the ball.

A sign outside the WOR studio read, QUIET PLEASE. ON THE AIR, which meant that when I was in the studio with Stan, I couldn’t even breathe, because any sound I made would come over the air. Later, it was the same way whenever I was in the recording studio with Frank when he was cutting a record.

Stan took an interest in me and, in 1936, got me a job as the New York Giants’ batboy. To show you how one thing leads to another, Stan Lomax had a friend named Ford Frick, who had also been a sportscaster on WOR radio before he became president of the National League. When Frick became president, Stan took his place as a sportscaster. Because of his friendship with Frick, Stan became friends with Eddie Brannick, who was the traveling secretary for the New York Giants.

The New York Giants played their home games in a huge field known as the Polo Grounds, right across the Harlem River from Yankee Stadium. I got to meet Mel Ott and Carl Hubbell, and that’s how I met another life-long friend: Joe DiMaggio. The Yankees ended up playing the Giants in the 1936 World Series, and I got to be a part of that amazing season. Needless to say, the greatest experiences in my life have happened because of one coincidence after another.

When I became the Giants’ batboy, I had hoped to make some money to help out at home. As the oldest child, I had a lot of younger brothers and sisters at home, and since my father wasn’t working, money wasn’t coming in. I was doing all I could to help, but as it turned out, baseball teams didn’t pay batboys a salary. Instead, players gave batboys small change for doing odd jobs. When players came off the field after a game, they took off their shoes, and I cleaned the mud from their cleats using an iron trowel. If they threw their shirts down, I hung them up. If their uniforms had to be washed, I tossed them in the laundry bin. If I was lucky, a player might give me a dollar.

When a player cracked a bat, I taped it together, had one of the players autograph it, and then I sold it. If someone like Carl Hubbell or Mel Ott signed a bat, I could get a dollar and a half for it. Today a game-used, autographed Mel Ott bat sells at auction for tens of thousands of dollars. I also got old batting practice balls, washed the dirt off them, and had the players sign them; then I’d sell the baseballs outside the Polo Grounds for a dollar. That’s how I made my money.

In 1936, the Giants and the Yankees faced each other in the World Series. The opposing pitchers were Carl Hubbell and Red Ruffing. Even though I was the Giants’ batboy, I rooted for the Yankees. On the first day of the World Series, it poured rain. Kenesaw Mountain Landis was in the stands, but he wouldn’t call the game because of weather. Landis was a former federal judge who had become the baseball commissioner after the 1919 Black Sox scandal when the Chicago White Sox intentionally lost the World Series to the Cincinnati Reds. If he had called the game, everyone in the stands would have gotten rain checks for the make-up game.

I can remember the first game at the Polo Grounds as if I were seeing it now. In the top of the eighth inning, the New York Giants were beating the Yankees 2–1. The first hitter for the Yankees was Frankie Crosetti. Never much of a power hitter, the “Crow” led off with a double to left field. The next hitter was Red Rolfe, the Yankees third baseman. He bunted, trying to move Crosetti to third, but he bunted the ball hard, right back to the Giants’ pitcher, Carl Hubbell. Hubbell slipped and didn’t play the ball cleanly, and Rolfe beat it out. Joe DiMaggio came to bat; he was batting third in the lineup, and it was his fourth time up in the game. Joe had grounded out in the first to Dick Bartell, the Giants’ shortstop. He got a single in the third inning and then struck out in the sixth. Now Joe was up, with two men on and no one out. I’ll never forget it. I was with the Giants, but I was praying for Joe to hit a home run or do something.

Instead, Joe hit a line drive to Whitey Whitehead—the Giants’ second baseman—who threw the ball to Bill Terry, the Giants’ player-manager at first base, doubling off Red Rolfe. Lou Gehrig came to the plate with Crosetti still on second base, but Hubbell decided not to take any chances, and he hit Gehrig with a pitch. The next batter, Bill Dickey, grounded out to first, and that was the ball game. The Giants scored four runs in the bottom of the eighth inning and won the game six to one. 

Eventually, the Yankees won the World Series four games to two, and Joe hit .346, but that vision of Joe DiMaggio playing ball in the pouring rain is as clear to me now as it was when it happened. I asked Joe if I could take a picture of him, which I still have. That might be the only photo taken of Joe from his first World Series. After that, Joe and I became lifelong friends. 

While I was a batboy, I became friendly with Timmy Sullivan, the batboy from the New York Yankees, who later became an executive with the Yankees. He’s the person who took the photograph of Lou Gehrig and me in the Yankees’ dugout the day Lou Gehrig made his famous farewell speech about being the luckiest man alive. That was July 4, 1939, and everybody in baseball was there; even Babe Ruth showed up to say goodbye. That was the last time Lou Gehrig appeared in a baseball uniform at Yankee Stadium. I used Stan Lomax’s press pass to get into the Yankees’ dugout, so Timmy Sullivan could take my picture with Gehrig. The New York Daily Mirror published the photo and sent me a huge framed print that now hangs in my living room.

I didn’t make much money as a batboy, so I quit after the 1936 World Series and went back to New Haven. Two years later, my mother, my brother Sally, and I started Sally’s Pizza in a bakery on Wooster Street, a block away from Uncle Pepe’s restaurant. The bakery owner wasn’t doing enough business, so he asked my brother and me if we wanted to take over the bakery. My mother bought it for almost nothing—maybe $700 or $800—with a small loan she got from Anthony’s Jewelers, on State Street, and in April of 1938, we took over the bakery. We kept the brick oven (which is still in use) and converted the retail space into a restaurant with fourteen booths.

While I was on the road with Sinatra, my brother Sally was working all hours to make the restaurant a success. I helped by inviting some of the stars I knew to come to Sally’s. Besides Frank, over the years I brought in Louis Prima, Ernest Borgnine, Dean Martin, Jerry Lewis, Johnny Mathis, Buddy Rich, and so many others. When one of them showed up, I took a picture and had someone from the local newspaper—the New Haven Register—write an article about who ate at Sally’s. That brought attention to the restaurant, but ultimately it was my brother’s hard work that built up the business. I was happy because I was free to travel with Frank without worrying about the money situation at home. Stars tried the restaurant, but it was Sally who kept bringing them back for more. So that’s how Sally’s Apizza, the most famous pizza restaurant in America, got its name. On any night except Monday, when the restaurant is closed, you will find people standing in line, waiting to get in—even in the winter.

When you go to Sally’s, you’ll see some great pieces of history on the walls. There is a signed cartoon from Pulitzer Prize winning artist Garry Trudeau, along with signed photos of Michael Bolton, Florence Griffith-Joyner, Artie Shaw, Andre Agassi, and many others. But there are two pieces in particular that are very important to me. One is a signed drawing of John F. Kennedy inscribed by the president to me. The other is a painting of Frank that someone gave him during our first tour at the Paramount Theatre in 1943. When he gave it to me, he said, “Here, you hang this in the pizza restaurant.”

“Frank, I can’t hang it like this.”

“Well, I’ll autograph it.”

He started to write, “In all sincer . . . “ and then he stopped, because he wasn’t sure how to spell “sincerity,” so he asked me to go downstairs and ask Peggy Lee how to spell it. Peggy wrote it down on a piece of paper, and Frank copied it. The only visible space on the painting was on the necktie, so that’s where Frank wrote, “To Tony, in all sincerity, Frank Sinatra.” If you look closely, you can see the date. That painting has been hanging in the restaurant ever since.





CHAPTER 2: FROM THE BEGINNING

Frank was born in a tenement house at 45 Monroe Street, in Hoboken, New Jersey on December 12, 1915. I often heard that Frank was given up for dead when he was born. The doctor thought that Frank was stillborn and started to take care of Dolly, Frank’s mother, who was hemorrhaging and could have died. Frank’s grandmother picked him up and brought him to the kitchen sink where she ran cold water over him, which revived Frank. Frank weighed around thirteen pounds when he was born. 

From Monroe Street, the family moved to Hudson Street—still in Hoboken—where Frank’s parents stayed until Frank bought them a home in Fort Lee, New Jersey, years later. That was the last house they owned, because that’s where Frank’s parents were living when Marty, Frank’s father, died of asthma in 1969; Frank’s mother died in a plane crash eight years later.

I had relatives living in Hoboken, and every time I went to visit my cousins, Frank would be the only kid in the neighborhood hanging around, and so we became friends. I don’t know what it was, but I just liked him as a person. Frank and I liked doing the same things—playing hooky, taking a bus into New York City, and walking around or taking in a movie, just two bums in the midst of the Great Depression. 

By late afternoon, after we listened to some great band on stage or watched a movie, Frank and I would get on a bus back to Hoboken. We enjoyed being together and hiding out together, but we didn’t do anything to hurt our families. Frank, about seventeen at the time, was thinking about becoming a singer. You know how kids dream, but Frank believed in himself. He was a tough kid who had fought to stay alive from the moment he was born—and he never stopped fighting to live his dreams. Like me, Frank never finished high school.

Frank got kicked out of school because of pigeons. He and three other kids bought pigeons for twenty-five cents apiece, put them under their jackets, and went to see a school play called Cleopatra. During the most serious part of the play, Frank and his pals opened their jackets, and the pigeons went flying. They flew all over the auditorium, while kids ducked and screamed. That was the end of the play and the end of high school for Frank. The principal threw him out. In those days, either you behaved or you were booted out. But you never know how things are going to work out. One thing is certain: if Frank had finished high school, he wouldn’t have become a singer.

As for me, I got thrown out of school in New Haven because of something I did in Italian class. Something went wrong, and I said, “God damn it!”

My teacher said, “Consiglio, you know what you did now? You go home and bring your parents to school or don’t come back anymore.”

I never brought my parents to school, and I never went back. After that, I couldn’t hang around New Haven. I was afraid of a truant officer named Mr. Healy. Even all these years later, I still fear him. If he caught you, he would grab you by the back of the neck and literally drag you back to school. If he happened to accidentally hit or kick you on the way, that was just part of the job.

Instead of hiding out in New Haven, I started to hang around Hoboken, where there was no Mr. Healy. I knew a driver with Rupolo’s Trucking Company that made deliveries to New York every day. I caught a ride with him, and he left me off near the port authority. From there, I took a bus to Hoboken, where I ran into Frank in my cousins’ neighborhood.

“Aren’t you going to school?” I asked him.

“No. My friends and I got in trouble,” he said, and that’s how Frank and I hooked up with each other.

Frank and I would go to an automat in New York called Horn & Hardart, a fascinating place. It was an automated cafeteria with sandwiches, desserts, and salads behind little windows. For under a dollar, you could get a plain meal by putting nickels in a slot next to your choice, which unlocked the window so you could reach in and get your food. Frank and I would buy two French rolls for five cents and two cups of hot chocolate for a nickel apiece. For fifteen cents, we’d both eat like kings before we had to hide out.

We often went to the Paramount Theatre and sat in the last row way up in the balcony, where it was so dark we looked like shadows. The theater was so big; we had to take an elevator to get upstairs—way up high in the nosebleed section—where we could hide. If anyone came up, Frank and I would slouch down in our seats so we couldn’t be seen.

In 1935, Frank and I went to see Bing Crosby in Pennies From Heaven several times. We also heard Artie Shaw’s band perform live on stage at the Paramount Theatre for fifty cents. That’s how they did things then. When you went to see a movie, you also got to see a live band. We saw Benny Goodman, Charlie Barnet, Charlie Spivak, and even Bunny Berigan, big names at the time. Artie Shaw’s band sold millions of records like “Begin The Beguine” and “Back Bay Shuffle.” Those days at the Paramount really influenced Frank. I remember him watching Bing Crosby and saying, “Someday I’d like to sing like that guy.”

Bing Crosby was hot in those days, selling millions of records and starring in hit movies. Of course, I wanted to encourage Frank, but I didn’t believe he could pull it off. I told him, “Great, Frank, I hope you do.” 

But who could have possibly known that Frank had that much desire and talent and would work so hard to make it? Now, this was the same Paramount Theatre where—six years later—in late December of 1942 and into early 1943, Frank would be singing on stage with girls screaming and fainting because of him, and there would be thousands of people standing in lines that circled the block just to hear his voice. But in the early days, Frank and I were two kids hiding from the truant officer. Of course, later on Frank would have other truant officer problems, when he was blamed for kids staying out of school and spending days watching and listening to him at the very same Paramount Theatre.

I remember being backstage at the Paramount, looking up at the exact seats in the balcony where Frank and I used to hide out, as I watched Frank sing on stage while girls yelled, screamed, and passed out. It was an amazing experience for me and for so many others who witnessed the chaos in the theater whenever Frank performed. Larry King is one of the people who told me he remembered seeing Frank perform at the Paramount.

Vic Damone, who went on to become a great singer, was an usher at the Paramount at that time. I’m sure that seeing kids yelling and screaming whenever Frank sang might have influenced him into becoming a singer. He probably thought he could do what Frank did.





CHAPTER 3: THE THREE FLASHES

In September of 1935, Frank performed on Major Bowes and His Original Amateur Hour, a popular weekly radio show on NBC before it moved to CBS in 1936. In the late 1940s until 1960, the show was a mainstay on primetime network television. People who thought they had talent would go on the Amateur Hour and compete against each other. It was something to see. Every act imaginable came across that stage, and some were good. People yodeled and some made music on carpenter’s saws by drawing a violin bow across the back of the saw.

Listeners from around the country were encouraged to call in or send postcards with the name of their favorite performer. The act with the most votes won, the same way it works with American Idol now, seventy years later. Frank appeared there with his Hoboken friends: the Three Flashes. Originally, Frank was going to do a solo act, but he ended up joining the group and became the lead singer. The group changed its name from the Three Flashes to the Hoboken Four and ended up getting the most votes during their showing.

After their initial victory, the Hoboken Four appeared on the Original Amateur Hour using several made-up names. Instead of being the Hoboken Four, they became the Jive Four, or the Jolly Jersey Gypsies of Song. Any name would do. Each week that they came back, they won. 

After proving to be so popular, the Hoboken Four made dozens of appearances around the country with one of Major Bowes’ touring companies. Of the thousands of amateurs to appear on the Original Amateur Hour, only Frank Sinatra and Pat Boone became major stars. After Frank toured the country for several months with Major Bowes, the Major took Frank aside and said, “Frank, you’ve got the talent, and you’re the one carrying this group. If you’re smart, you’ll go out on your own.” Frank took Major Bowes’ advice, and that was the last anyone ever heard of the Hoboken Four.

After Frank decided to leave the group, he sang at the Rustic Cabin, a small nightclub just outside of Hoboken, and was backed by the Al Donahue Orchestra, which was the house band at the time. Frank stuck with the job at the Rustic Cabin because it had a radio line, which meant that every night, part of Frank’s performance was broadcast over the air to different cities around the country—a huge feat in those days.

In 1939, Harry James heard about Frank’s singing and stopped by the Rustic Cabin to see him perform. Harry James was an extremely popular bandleader and trumpet player who had just left the Benny Goodman Orchestra. He had also married Betty Grable, the most popular pinup girl during World War II. At one point, Betty’s legs were considered so valuable that her movie studio had them insured for a million dollars.

Harry James saw Frank and said, “Jeez, I’d like to hire that guy.” 

Harry hired Frank for seventy-five dollars a week during the Great Depression when 25 percent of the population couldn’t find work. Seventy-five dollars a week was big money—especially for the newly married Frank.

During his days with the Harry James Orchestra, Frank sometimes got paid and sometimes he didn’t, but he was pretty much broke all the time. Whatever money Frank had, he sent to his wife, Nancy. Nancy would often cook for the band when they played in the New York area. 

Frank never wrote his parents about his money situation, because he didn’t want them to know how difficult things were financially. Dolly and Marty were always telling Frank to give up the music business, because they did not think he was going to make it. Nancy was a good cook and took care of everything. She encouraged him all the time, even when there was no money. If it made Frank happy, Nancy was all for it.





CHAPTER 4: DORSEY MOVES IN

In 1940, World War II was going on in Europe. The French government had been taken over by the Germans, and England was being fire bombed every night. America wasn’t in the war yet because the Japanese hadn’t attacked Pearl Harbor. That would happen on December 7, 1941.

Jack Leonard, Tommy Dorsey’s lead male singer, decided to leave the band to try to make it on his own. A few months later, Leonard was classified 1-A by the draft board or the Selective Service System, as it was called back then, and ended up fighting in the war. Leaving the very successful Dorsey band was a terrible decision, because he never made it as a solo artist. Jack did record some great records, including one I still love to hear called “Marie,” but when he left Dorsey his career was over. Tommy needed a male singer to go along with Jo Stafford and the Pied Pipers, and he liked the way Frank sang. Tommy went to Harry James and said, “You know, I’m established. You’re just starting out. What do you pay Frank?”

Harry told Tommy that he paid Frank seventy-five dollars a week.

“I’ll give him one hundred and twenty-five a week,” Tommy said.

So Frank latched on to Tommy Dorsey, even though he was under contract to Harry James. Harry could have kept Frank in his band, but he knew that this was a major opportunity for Frank, so Harry tore up the contract and never asked for a dime.

During the war, the songs that made Frank famous with the Dorsey band were “I’ll Never Smile Again,” “This Love of Mine,” “There Are Such Things,” and “Oh! Look At Me Now.”

Those are the ones that really blossomed for him. During World War II, Frank was the only young male singer around; so all the girls followed him. When Frank left Harry to join Tommy, Connie Haines went with him. Connie’s real name was Marie Antoinette JaMais, shortened to Marie JaMais.

Harry said, “We can’t keep saying Marie JaMais. It doesn’t sound right.”

Harry liked names people could easily spell and pronounce, so he came up with Connie Haines. Frank and Connie went from recording with Harry James to becoming featured vocalists with Tommy’s orchestra, along with Jo Stafford and the Pied Pipers. What a collection of great voices.

Tommy Dorsey was tough, but he was also a great musician and a smart businessman. Jimmy Dorsey was just the opposite of his brother when it came to money and was more relaxed. I didn’t get to see Jimmy very often, because when he was in town, Frank usually sang on the Astor Roof Garden with Tommy’s band, and Jimmy played at a different hotel. We never got together unless we met at Danny’s Hideaway after a show. At that time, Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey were feuding and had split up. I never saw them together until years later, in the fifties.

In the fall of 1940, Tommy Dorsey was signed to play at the annual Musician’s Ball held at the Goffe Street Armory in New Haven. The Musician’s Ball was where a number of swing bands got together and played. Tommy’s band was featured that night. I sat with Frank when he wasn’t singing, and we talked the night away. After the band finished playing—around one o’clock in the morning—Frank told me that the band was hungry because they had come directly from Providence and didn’t have time to stop for dinner.

“Jeez, where’s a good place to eat at this hour?” Frank asked.

I told Frank I’d take care of everything and called my brother Sally.

“For them, I’ll keep the fire going in the ovens, and we’ll make whatever the band wants. Just tell them to come and I’ll have everything ready,” Sally said.

When we got to Sally’s, my brother had half-a-dozen pizzas ready for the fifteen people in the Dorsey band plus the singers, Frank, Connie Haines, Jo Stafford, and the Pied Pipers—twenty-two total—and he kept the pizzas coming. The band got to Sally’s at quarter to two and stayed until about four thirty in the morning. We had a ball.

When the band finished eating, Frank went up to the counter to pay the bill. My mother said, “Frank, we love you. There is no charge. I’m glad you came down and enjoyed it.” And that was it. Frank never forgot that night.

Years later, in 1962, my mother and father celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary at Conte’s Restaurant. Frank sent a waiter from the Waldorf-Astoria in a cab with twenty-four bottles of champagne. Frank had that kind of a heart. He never forgot people. If you did right by him, he’d do right by you. If you crossed him, it was a different ball game.

At some point, Frank wanted to break away from Tommy Dorsey and try his hand at going solo, but he had a contract with Tommy that you wouldn’t believe. If Frank quit Tommy’s orchestra, he would have to pay Tommy one-third of his earnings for the rest of his life. Some people say it was 40 percent and others say it was 30. I remember distinctly that it was one-third of Frank’s income—not for one year or five years, but for the rest of his career. Any way you look at it, it was one hell of a contract, because Tommy was a shrewd businessman in every way.

Tommy wouldn’t release Frank because he knew what he had. He knew he wouldn’t find another singer with Frank’s style or one with such a large following. Tommy was the kind of guy who looked down the road. He knew that eventually Frank would want to go out on his own, so he had Frank sign that lifetime contract. He knew that if Frank made it on his own, he would make it, too. If Frank didn’t make it as a solo artist, he would disappear the way Jack Leonard had. Frank would be a bum, but Tommy would still be on top. Either way Tommy had all bets covered.

With the war on, Frank was one of the few male singers around, and Tommy was determined to hold Frank to their contract. That was about the time when Frank hooked up with Manie Sachs at Columbia Records. Manie hired a lawyer and Frank sued Tommy. Then Tommy sued Frank. There are these stories about the mob moving in, paying Tommy a visit, and holding a gun to his head. I was there. It happened in Room 215 at the Hotel Astor. 

Frank’s uncle did pull a gun on Tommy, but getting out of the contract was more involved than that. People from the recording industry and the radio industry talked with Tommy and told him that because of Frank’s popularity, it might look as though Tommy wanted to capitalize on Frank’s success. It was mentioned that Frank’s fans might boycott the sale of Tommy’s records. If there was a boycott, Tommy would not only lose royalties from lost record sales, but he’d lose bookings, which were his main source of income. Both parties continued to argue back and forth.

In the meantime, Frank stopped appearing with Tommy and was replaced by Dick Haymes. At his farewell concert with the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra, September 3, 1942, Frank introduced Haymes as his replacement, saying that he knew Dick would be great. Haymes said that he knew he could never replace Frank as a vocalist, and he was right. He lasted only six months with Dorsey, and then he was gone and forgotten. On stage, Frank’s farewell performance seemed friendly, but Don Lodice, who played alto sax, told me that as Frank left the stage for the last time with the Dorsey band, Tommy said, “I hope he falls on his ass.”

The argument over the contract Tommy had with Frank went on for over a year and was constantly reported in the papers. To make a long story short, someone got involved and offered Tommy a sum of money in the $30,000 range. Frank had to borrow some of the money from Columbia Records as an advance against future royalties, but Tommy released Frank from his contract.

Once Frank was free from the Dorsey contract, Manie Sachs became Frank’s record producer at Columbia Records. He went on to advise Frank about which songs to record, and they became close friends. Even though Manie was Jewish, he became godfather to Frank Sinatra Jr. This caused a problem with Frank’s family because they were all Catholics, but Frank didn’t care. He trusted Manie, and that’s all that mattered to him.

When Frank married Ava Gardner in 1951, the ceremony was held in Manie’s brother’s apartment in Philadelphia. Frank and Manie stayed close until Manie left Columbia Records and moved to RCA Records, a move that was a disaster for Frank. By then, his recording career was in shambles, and he had no one at Columbia he could trust or who would support his ideas. He was stuck with Mitch Miller who forced Frank to sing terrible songs like “Mama Will Bark.”

When Frank left the Dorsey band in the fall of 1942, I told Frank that I’d like to go with him on the road. Frank said there wouldn’t be enough money, but I told him that I would meet him at different clubs on my own, and that’s how I became his traveling companion.

The first band Frank appeared with after leaving Dorsey was Tony Pastor’s, and Frank appeared not as a singer for the band, but as an added attraction: a separate act. Our first stop was in Providence, Rhode Island. I helped Frank get organized on my own: no salary, no promises, and no contracts. At that time no one could have imagined how great an entertainer Frank would become. I cared about him and just wanted to help. That’s how we started out.

After performing with Pastor, Frank hooked up with Ziggy Elman’s band at the State Theatre in Hartford, Connecticut, a popular music venue in those days. Ziggy had played trumpet behind Frank when they were both members of Dorsey’s band and had written a song called “And The Angels Sing,” which became a big hit for Benny Goodman. At that point, Ziggy thought he could make it on his own by plugging his song and left Dorsey’s band. So many musicians decided to leave their steady gigs with well-known, big bands to start groups of their own during that time. Harry James, Gene Krupa, and Lionel Hampton were part of Benny Goodman’s successful orchestra, but by the early forties, those musicians had left Benny Goodman and formed their own, very successful bands as well.

I was not on Frank’s payroll because, believe me, in those days there was no payroll. It was while Frank was touring as a special added attraction with Tony Pastor and Ziggy Elman that I could see a difference in the way the audiences reacted to Frank, who was feeling more confident and being much more himself on stage. That’s when the kids—you know, bobby-soxers—started going crazy. We were appearing at the State Theater in October 1942 with Ziggy when two major breaks came.

First, Frank got an offer to become a regular performer on Your Hit Parade, sponsored by Lucky Strike cigarettes. Your Hit Parade was a popular weekly radio show on NBC, which featured singers performing the best-selling records for that week. Frank was with Your Hit Parade from 1943 until 1945, when he was replaced by the operatic tenor, Lawrence Tibbett.

Sometime in 1946 or 1947, Your Hit Parade moved to California, which worked out perfectly for Frank because he had started making movies. He rejoined the show in 1947, and he stayed until 1949. Soon after Frank left Your Hit Parade, the show became part of regular Saturday night network television.

The second piece of good news came when Frank signed a contract to play at the Paramount Theatre. I told Frank that I’d go to New York with him to help out. Frank said it would be great for two hooky players to return to the scene of their crimes—the Paramount Theatre—but this time as paid guests. 

At the time, we thought that the Paramount booking would be just another job, another few weeks in another theater. But that appearance at the Paramount changed everything.





CHAPTER 5: THE VOICE AND THE CLAM RETURN

Frank was originally booked to play the Paramount for one month, but we ended up playing there for three months. I’ll never forget it. We opened December 30, 1942, and stayed for twelve solid weeks, changing bands every two weeks. We had Dolly Dawn and her Dawn Patrol, and then Raymond Paige. Jimmy Dorsey played without his singer, Bob Eberle. Tommy Dorsey and Benny Goodman each played for two weeks. In fact, Goodman was the bandleader during Frank’s first two weeks at the Paramount.

Benny was “The King of Swing,” and the first jazz musician to play Carnegie Hall. Bob Weitman, the manager of the Paramount Theatre, decided to put Frank on as an added attraction backed by Benny’s band. Benny was a major recording artist and had no idea who Frank was. Frank was popular with the dance band set, and Benny was deep into swing, a more intense music form. Unlike the dreamy ballads of the Pied Pipers, Jo Stafford, Connie Haines, and Frank, Benny played music with an edge—a meanness and a toughness.

Frank sang sweet romantic songs like “Violets For Your Furs” and “Be Careful, It’s My Heart,” while Benny Goodman’s singer Peggy Lee sang “Why Don’t You Do Right?” The dance-band vocalists tended to sing about the first blushes of love, while the swing-band vocalists leaned into songs about what comes after love.

The first night of Frank’s engagement at the Paramount we were both nervous. This was the big time. Before Frank went on stage, we both watched from the wings. Frank was really tense. He had never sung with Benny Goodman, and Benny had a reputation for being tough to work for, a perfectionist. Benny stood in front of his band, baton raised—with his back to the audience—ready to give his band the downbeat for this new, unknown singer. As Frank came out from the wings and walked across the stage, girls started screaming like hell. Usually, Benny was unflappable, but not this time. Benny turned around and said, “What the # # was that!” And he didn’t say hell. 

The musicians were so surprised by Benny’s reaction that they began to laugh, and Frank started laughing too, which broke the tension. The kids in the audience couldn’t care less what Benny said. They came to hear Frank, “the Voice.”

Frank sang four songs, but you couldn’t hear him sing. You could barely hear the orchestra. The musicians kept playing louder so they could hear each other above the screaming, the stomping feet, and the applause. I looked out at the audience and saw girls with tears pouring down their cheeks. Girls were shrieking, screaming, pulling their hair, sobbing and applauding—but applauding what? You couldn’t hear Frank sing! You saw his mouth move, and you might catch a note here and there and maybe a word or two, but that was it. I knew every song in Frank’s repertoire; there weren’t that many back then, and even I couldn’t figure out which song he was singing. It was wild!

When Frank finished his set, the stage went down, and the musicians and Frank disappeared while the kids stomped and yelled for more. The movie Star-Spangled Rhythm came on, but the girls kept calling for Frankie. Gradually, they calmed down and some in the audience left, but not many. Some watched the movie while others fell asleep, saving their energy for the next show. The management made a huge mistake: instead of clearing the theater after every performance, they let the kids stay. 

Very few people left the Paramount. Bob Weitman could have made more money, but who would have figured that the kids would sit through the eleven o’clock in the morning show, sleep, then wake up for Frank’s next show. They stayed in the theater until Frank’s last show ended at eleven o’clock at night. 

And that’s how it went that first day and for the rest of Frank’s twelve weeks at the Paramount. I used to go outside the Paramount and watch the guy who changed the names on the marquee. Every two weeks he would change the lineup, but Frank’s name always stayed: “Now Appearing, Frank Sinatra, with . . .” Then the name of a new band would appear. And that was my happiness. Later on, Bob Weitman had a picture of Frank, two stories high, mounted above the marquee.

Frank and I got to the Paramount Theatre at about nine thirty each morning, which gave Frank time to relax and have a cup of hot tea with honey to open up his vocal chords. Fans lined up around the corner at five o’clock in the morning. I wasn’t there, but I asked one of the cops who walked the beat from twelve to eight in the morning, and he told me that kids started arriving at four thirty, and by five the lines were six abreast going around the block. By nine thirty, there were a lot of cops—hundreds of them—in front of the theatre, including patrol cars, mounted police, and ambulances. They needed to have emergency vehicles near the theater because girls kept passing out. Some of it was because of the anticipation of seeing and hearing Frank, but a lot of it was the result of people standing in line for hours in the cold and then passing out from exhaustion and exposure. And here’s another thing: if five-thousand people stood outside the Paramount, maybe twenty or thirty would be men, and all the rest would be teenage girls.

Occasionally we heard about crowds getting out of control outside on the street, but Frank and I never saw it. We were backstage getting ready for another long day of doing seven shows each weekday, then going over to CBS radio studios and doing Songs by Sinatra each weeknight and Your Hit Parade every Saturday night.

Backstage, Frank would sip his tea and read the daily papers while I got his clothes ready. We seldom left Paramount the entire day. Lunch and dinner were often brought in from Sardi’s, which was next to the theater. Sometimes food came from the Stage Door Delicatessen. Frank and I had our routine down. While Frank focused on his next performance and which songs to sing, I made certain that his clothes and props were ready. Frank didn’t like to think about details. That was my job in those early days. I would never let him wear the same outfit for two performances in a row. I rotated his suits, sports jackets, and shirts. If Frank had ten shows to do in a day, he had at least ten different outfits. If Frank wore a suit for the first show, he wore a sports jacket and slacks for the next show, and a different suit for the third show.

The outfit Frank wore for the last evening show was the first outfit he wore the next day. Of course, every crease had to be sharp, with no starch in the shirts. If something needed to be altered, we brought it to the tailor who had a workroom on the third floor of the theatre. I had everything ready a half hour before each performance, and if Frank wanted a cup of tea, I would make certain he had it.

I was with Frank when his career really took off. We lived across the street from the Paramount, at the Hotel Astor in room 215, a room I’ll never forget. When we left our room, we’d walk down two flights of stairs or take the elevator, go out the side door, walk across the street, and go into the theater’s stage entrance. It took us about five minutes. But once the kids learned where we were staying, they crowded around the hotel entrances, and we couldn’t get out of the hotel and across the street.

That’s when we moved into the Waldorf-Astoria. Frank and I had to get up a little earlier to get through town. At first, we drove to the Paramount in a taxi, but you couldn’t rely on them. You didn’t know when one would come, and it would have been a disaster if Frank didn’t get to the Paramount in time to do his shows. Frank couldn’t go anywhere without being mobbed. 

Sometimes kids would push each other, knocking each other down, just to get close to Frank. That’s when Bob Weitman provided Frank and me with a limousine to take us from the Waldorf-Astoria to the Paramount every day. There were times when mobs of thirteen- to fifteen-year-old girls tried to tear at Frank’s clothes. I always walked behind Frank to make sure no one got to him, and I can’t tell you how many times I got fingernails dug into the back of my neck when I tried to protect him from girls. Two, and sometimes four, policemen would walk alongside Frank to keep the girls away from him.

One time, several girls grabbed my neck with their fingernails so hard that my neck began to bleed. Frank was worried, but I told him that it was nothing and not to give it a thought. Frank liked that. Rather than moaning and groaning, I never complained because I was living a life that was exciting, with something new happening every day. When Frank and I got to the Paramount, I went to the tailor on the third floor. He washed out the cuts, bandaged my neck, and that was that. When the kids became more aggressive, we had police escorts from the limousine into the Paramount. After that, it became standard procedure to hire police to protect Frank from crowds. The mere sight of him could start a stampede. It was a lot of fun to see all the excitement, but there were times when the situation got to be dangerous. Other times, there was nothing we could do but laugh.

One time at the Paramount, Frank was upset about something—I never knew what. But I knew I had to get him out of his mood. When he performed, he always had a cigarette in his right jacket pocket and a lighter in the left. When he’d sing, “One For My Baby,” he’d take out the cigarette and light it. But this one day, I put a walnut in his pocket instead of a cigarette. Frank began the song and reached into his right jacket pocket for a cigarette, but instead he found the walnut. I was standing in the wings watching him, which is what I always did. Frank smiled and flipped the walnut across his body to me. Then he smiled and shook his finger at me, which meant that when he got off stage, he’d fix me.

There was such a demand for Frank’s autograph—I mean, a thousand requests a day. Mailbags arrived daily and were piled up everywhere. One day, between shows I wrote Frank’s signature five hundred times, and then I compared what I wrote with his. It was very close. I knew that Frank didn’t have time for autographs because he was doing seven shows during the day and one or two radio shows at night. So I started putting his signature on sheets of paper and handing them out to the fans that crowded around the dressing room door. That way I got them to leave, and Frank and I had an easier time getting into the limo on our way to the next performance.

One day when I was on the second floor of the Paramount autographing pictures, Frank came by and wanted to know what I was doing. I told him that I was signing sheets of paper and photographs for him because requests were arriving by the thousands, and he couldn’t possibly answer even one-tenth of them because of his hectic schedule. I told Frank that I just wrote his name and sometimes “Best wishes,” but I never personalized any by adding names like “To Mary” or “To Jane.”

Frank looked at the ones I had signed and said, “Oh, wait a minute. Tony, now that I see the way you sign my name, from now on keep away from my checkbook.”

People were sending us handkerchiefs, photos—anything we could write on. I wrote Frank’s signature when he was busy or sleeping, so his fans wouldn’t be disappointed. When he didn’t want me to autograph things, he did the signings, and believe me, Frank must have signed hundreds of thousands of things in his lifetime. After a time, people wanted my autograph too, which I gave them. Then, if they wanted me to put Frank’s name down, I wrote, “Tony Consiglio, for Frank Sinatra.”

Once, I saw a vendor selling pillowcases with a life-size picture of Frank’s face on both sides, which, in those days, probably cost the vendor ten cents to make. He was selling hundreds of them at two dollars apiece to girls who would then put them over their pillows, so they could hug the pillows while they waited in line. I saw hundreds of those pillowcases in the theater. Girls would fall asleep while the movie played, hugging their pillows with Frank’s picture against their cheeks. And that’s how things were. People sold anything connected with Frank, including photos, sheet music, and pin-on buttons. 

Girls fought over those things. There were no marketing plans or copyrights. People saw an opportunity to make a few dollars and took it. If Frank or Bob Weitman had thought about it, they could have made more money from selling photos and pillowcases than they made from the thousands of kids who paid to see Frank sing.

Girls kept lining up to see Frank’s shows, and some actually fainted on the sidewalk, while others faked it so they would be taken inside the theater and out of the cold. If Frank happened to glance in the direction of the girls as he hurried into the theater, some would pass out. For the seven shows we did each day, rows of ambulances stood parked across from the theater, while forty or fifty cops patrolled the front of the theater just to make certain that the crowds lined up around the block didn’t get out of hand.

After the final show at the Paramount, Frank and I drove to CBS Studios on W. Fifty-Seventh Street to film Songs by Sinatra live. Audiotape wasn’t around in those days, so if we didn’t make it to the studio on time, the audience would have heard nothing but dead air. For Songs by Sinatra just two people would be in front of the microphones: Frank and the piano player, Milton Gross. They performed every night for fifteen minutes, which gave the fans who couldn’t see Frank at the Paramount a chance to hear him on the radio.

I always stayed in the wings when Frank performed in case something went wrong or he needed a glass of water. He always told me he wanted me to stay in the wings, so I did. I watched every move he made. I remember one time being in the wings at the Paramount and watching Frank sing a love song. He kept staring at one girl until she suddenly passed out—went right over. The other girls started screaming and yelling and some of them started passing out too. It was the strangest chain reaction I’ve ever seen. Frank felt so bad that after that he tried to avoid focusing on any one person while he was singing.
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