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INTRODUCTION



IN THE LATE SPRING OF 2015, Francis Albert Sinatra was suddenly alive in the chilly New York air.


He had died in 1998, aged eighty-two, and for a long time seemed to have become a permanent part of a vanished century. But in 2015, there was Sinatra, the subject of a superb four-hour documentary on HBO. There was Sinatra’s voice on radio stations all over the country, as vigorous and subtle as it was in his prime when he became a major part of the soundtrack of several generations. There was Sinatra in newspapers and magazines, an object of nostalgic admiration, affection, loss, and sometimes critical judgment. The reason for all this attention? If Sinatra had lived on, he would be one hundred years old on December 12.


A friend called one morning to say that there was a splendid gallery show at the Library for the Performing Arts in Lincoln Center celebrating the centenary of Sinatra’s birth. Three mornings later, with a few friends, I wandered by for a look at Sinatra: An American Icon. The show was dazzling. Sinatra was alive again in a time of Prohibition lawlessness, when the Mob was creating itself from California to Hoboken. Then through the economic pain of the Depression and the fierce sense of loss during World War II, in the social banality of peacetime and the paranoia of McCarthyism. In his music, Sinatra expressed those times, turning separation that could never be healed into high popular art. Almost always, in the beginning, he was singing to, and for, the girls who were left behind.


The Lincoln Center show was also pervaded by Sinatra’s lifetime struggle against loneliness. He was an only child, growing up surrounded by large families jammed into tenements. As an apprentice troubadour, he passed through strange towns and cities where it was always two o’clock in the morning. Sometimes he found company and warmth, even love. Many nights he slept alone.


Hating self-pity, the vulnerable young Sinatra was learning how to be stoic. Later, in his maturity, he used irony and laughter to protect himself, even when talking about the man he saw in the mirror. As with millions of American men, his isolation was often caused by the four-letter word called love. The emotions of the situation are perhaps best expressed in his version of “It Never Entered My Mind” (Rodgers and Hart, 1940), full of shame, foolishness, regret. In other songs too. But as the world moved on, Sinatra also came to understand that isolation, privacy, solitude, were not always the same as loneliness.
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I knew Sinatra only for a few years in the 1970s (as this book briefly relates), always seeing him in New York. But in the Lincoln Center gallery I also got to see Sinatra as a chubby infant, as a young kid, as a teenager who was a bit of a dandy (a part financed by his saloonkeeper mother, Dolly, who was also a Democratic Party ward heeler). Other visitors to the gallery seemed as fascinated as I was. We were all squinting at what was before us, and seeing into the invisible distant past. Sinatra’s past. Our own disjointed fragments of the past.


Sinatra the public man was, of course, well documented. There he was, smiling or somber outside theaters or openings, or if we were lucky, if we could afford the price of admission, in small clubs in big cities. But there were no pictures of him alone on the Hoboken waterfront, staring across the Hudson at the magical New York skyline. No notes on what he was thinking.


Years later, we would see those old black-and-white newsreels from his early days as a star, the young man from Hoboken now labeled The Voice, 4-F during the war, inspiring forlorn bobby-soxers to various levels of teenage ecstasy at the Paramount Theatre.


From the packed balcony to the jammed sidewalk in front of the theater, this was a brief time when every night in Times Square seemed like New Year’s Eve. Sinatra was singing with Harry James or Tommy Dorsey or Benny Goodman. Many of the young women in the dark, distant seats surely ached for their own young men, off fighting a war in the Pacific or North Africa, Anzio or Normandy. A lot of the young women just as surely had to fight the desire to mother the skinny kid up there on stage. But, hey, he was married, to Nancy Barbato, with the laughing face. The Sinatras even had a couple of kids, young Nancy and Frank Jr., each born in Jersey City. And when at last World War II ended and the survivors slowly came home at last, their third child, Tina, was born in 1948. In California.


But there were other Sinatras on display now at Lincoln Center. One was the movie actor. A visitor could stand and watch The House I Live In, a ten-minute short made in Hollywood in 1945. The film won a special Academy Award in 1946. The screenplay was written by Albert Maltz, the music by Earl Robinson—who was later blacklisted in Hollywood. The action took place in an alley behind a theater. A group of teenage white kids was hanging out when Sinatra came out for a smoke. The apprentice hoodlums started bullying a Jewish kid, who escaped. And Sinatra started talking to the bullies. Upset. Angry. Urging upon them a sense of decency and respect for kids who were not like them. We’re all Americans, Sinatra tells the kids. (This was when the full horrors of what soon became known as the Holocaust were not yet known.) On the soundtrack, Sinatra sang the title song, by Abel Meeropol and Earl Robinson, which became a national hit. For years he continued to sing it, defying blacklisters and anticommunist crusaders. Later, after leaving the Democrats, he even sang it for Ronald Reagan.


Beyond another glass wall, there was a pair of white shoes. A small monument to Sinatra’s talents as a dancer. One white shoe is signed by Sinatra. The other shoe by Gene Kelly. The two men kept each unmatched pair as a souvenir from the making of the 1945 film Anchors Aweigh. In the film, Sinatra is very good, in an unforced way.


And wait: a few yards down, there were some paintings most of us had never seen before, even in print. Paintings by Frank Sinatra. They are very well executed, abstractions that seem like expressions of painted music. No clowns with grotesque mouths. No gorgeous women posed like fleshy trophies. Sinatra’s paintings are spare triumphs of solitude.


Other displays were full of objects, the nitty-gritty of Sinatra’s life: early contracts, cameras, New York Yankees jackets, a number of driver’s licenses, an Oscar statuette, slippers and pajamas, album covers, posters, snapshots, letters. Each had some private meaning that caused Sinatra to save them. Almost surely, the meaning was connected to love. And binding together all of the exhibition material, playing on speakers, was that voice, thin, even tentative when young, maturing into a man’s rich—and knowing—baritone as he grew older.


He drew his material from what is now known as the Great American Songbook, the words and music of the Gershwins, Harold Arlen, Johnny Mercer, Leonard Bernstein, Stephen Sondheim, Hoagy Carmichael, Arthur Schwartz, and others brought to fresh vivid life in many instances by the great Nelson Riddle’s arrangements. The writers and composers were almost all from cities and thus perfectly complemented Sinatra’s urban style. Together, they were makers of the American popular classics. All were driven by the music.


There was more to the Sinatra story than a smooth road to success. As noted in this book (and others), after the war he lost much of his teenage audience. Some of the returning GIs despised him for ducking the war (although his deferment was legitimate). Some years later, those same veterans became Sinatra fans thanks to the power of his art. But there were personal bad times too. His marriage to Nancy began to disintegrate. He fell in mad, passionate love with the star Ava Gardner. After his divorce, he married her. And started drinking too much. There were several suicide attempts, perhaps intended to impress Ava. He had fights with intrusive gossip columnists. He lost his record contract and, for a while, his voice. He was no longer welcome in Hollywood. Sinatra had knocked himself flat.


And then he got up.


The Comeback started in 1953 with his performance as Maggio in From Here to Eternity, based on the fine James Jones novel. His performance became part of the Sinatra legend, and he won an Academy Award for best supporting actor. He began to get offers of starring roles again. And made television appearances. And sold records. A lot of them. Around the same time, the gossip brigades began linking him with the Mob. For thirty years he would be investigated by law-enforcement agencies. They never found evidence for a single indictment. In that world, he was a victim of stereotyping; the facts didn’t matter. He was Italian, right? Wrong. He was American.


He also began to live a different part of the legend: the great lover. The better-known female players were Bacall, Prowse, Monroe, Dickinson, and a few others. All were consenting adults. He also sought the company of his male friends, who made up the Rat Pack: Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jr., Joey Bishop, Peter Lawford. They would often travel to Las Vegas, Miami, New York. Sometimes they could be funny. Most of the time they seemed to be merely performing.


There remain many mysteries about Sinatra. But this I truly know. My life would not have been the same without his music. Writing these words, and many others, I heard Sinatra singing “In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning” and “I’ve Got the World on a String.” I want to hear “How Deep Is the Ocean” and “Fools Rush In” and “Someone to Watch Over Me.” I’m in a hotel in Barcelona and from the next room I hear Cole Porter’s “You’d Be So Nice to Come Home To.” Later, I hear “Night and Day.” And “I’ll Be Around” and “Ill Wind.”


When the music stops, I can kiss my wife and hug her. I can walk with her in the cold streets. I can remember what it was like to be twenty-two. With any luck at all, I can dance.


—Pete Hamill, June 1, 2015














OVERTURE


WHEN FRANK SINATRA died on the evening of May 14, 1998, the news made the front pages of newspapers all over the world. Many ran extra editions and followed with special supplements. There was little sense of shock; he had been a long time dying. He had also been a long time living, and so the obituaries were full of his life and times.


It was mandatory to chronicle his wins and losses, his four marriages, his battles, verbal and physical, with reporters and photographers. His romances required many inches of type. There were accounts of his fierce temper, his brutalities, his drunken cruelties. Some described him as a thug or a monster, whose behavior was redeemed only by his talent. We read brief charts of his political odyssey from left to right. The shadow cast upon him by the Mob was also an inevitable part of the stories. And there were tales of his personal generosity to friends and strangers and the millions of dollars he had raised for charities. He was clearly a complicated man.


“Being an eighteen-karat manic depressive,” he was quoted in many of the obituaries, “and having lived a life of violent emotional contradictions, I have perhaps an overacute capacity for sadness and elation.”


But much of the language of farewell had a stale, even hollow quality, probably because most of the obituaries had been ready for too many months. Sinatra had been a virtual recluse since 1995, making only rare public appearances. Over the previous year he had been in and out of hospitals. There were reports from California that he had suffered several heart attacks and, with the possible onset of Alzheimer’s, had difficulty recognizing even old friends. Across those final months there was little hard news about his condition; his children insisted he was fine, although cranky and cantankerous, and so the vacuum was filled with rumor and supposition. The truth was probably a simple one. Frank Sinatra, after a life in which too many cigarettes and too much whiskey were part of the deal, was old; and as happens to all of us when we grow old, the parts just broke down. He had abused his body in a way that was special to his generation of American men; that he had survived until eighty-two was itself a kind of triumph over the odds.


There were some peculiar components to the television coverage. Most of it was narrated by people from a much younger generation; as they mouthed words about loss and farewell, the tone had an odd insincerity—they could have been discussing someone from the nineteenth century. They were also prisoners of existing visual images. We saw Sinatra at different ages: a very young Sinatra in bow tie and padded shoulders when he was The Voice; a drawn, emaciated Sinatra, flaring at photographers or wearing a thin, pimplike mustache, during his time with Ava Gardner; Sinatra as Maggio in From Here to Eternity and a grinning Sinatra receiving his Academy Award afterward; clips from his television shows, including a bizarre image of Sinatra standing on two chairs, one foot on each, while singing “I’ve Got the World on a String”; Sinatra with the Rat Pack, horsing around on the stages of Las Vegas; Sinatra with various presidents, from Roosevelt to Reagan; and, of course, endless versions of “My Way.”


It was difficult, reading and watching all of this, to remember why Sinatra mattered to so many people, and why he will continue to matter in the years ahead. The radio did a much better job than print or television, because on radio we heard the music. Not abrupt fragments of songs, not clipped, impatient digests. Late at night, driving through a great city, moving on the dark streets of New York or Paris, Tokyo or London, you could connect more directly to what truly mattered: the music.


The music was the engine of the life. If there had been no music, there would have been no immense obituaries and no televised farewells. To be sure, Sinatra was one of those figures whose art is often overshadowed by the life. In the end, it is of minor interest that Lord Byron swam the Hellespont, that André Malraux flew in combat during the Spanish Civil War, or that Ernest Hemingway shot lions in Africa. In the end, only the work matters. Sinatra’s finest work was making music.


Sinatra, however, did matter in other ways. He wasn’t simply an entertainer from a specific time and place in American life who lived on as a kind of musty artifact. Through a combination of artistic originality, great passion, and immense will, he transcended several eras and indirectly helped change the way all of us lived. He was formed by an America that is long gone: the country of the European immigrants and the virulent America-for-Americans nativism that was directed at them; the country in which a mindless Puritanism, allied with that scapegoating nativism, imposed Prohibition upon the land and helped create the Mob; a country undergoing a vast transformation from a fundamentally rural society to one dominated by cities; a country that passed through Depression and war into the uncertain realities of peace. They were extraordinary times, and in his own way, driven by his own confusions, neuroses, angers, and ambitions, Frank Sinatra helped push the country forward.


This book is about the accomplishments of Frank Sinatra and why he matters. Some of it is personal, because for a while, I was friendly with Sinatra, talked with him in saloons, in Las Vegas, even for a few days one year in Monte Carlo. At one point he wanted me to write his autobiography; it never happened, for reasons that are no longer important. But in the course of discussing his life, he talked about himself in ways that still had an element of wonder to them; part of him still could not believe that he had become the legend he was. To be sure, we were not friends in any conventional way; I did not visit his home and he did not visit mine. Only a very few intimate friends ever had such access, and I was certainly not one of them. But I liked him enormously.
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He was wonderful with children, including my two daughters. He was funny. He was vulnerable. I never saw the snarling bully of the legend. That Frank Sinatra certainly existed; on the day that his death made all those front pages, there were too many people who remembered only his cruelties. But he never showed that side of himself when I was around. On those nights, I was in the company of an intelligent man, a reader of books, a lover of painting and classical music and sports, gallant with women, graceful with men. Perhaps he was just donning a mask in my company, presenting images to a writer so that they would be remembered by the writer in a certain way: a kind of performance. Or perhaps the snarling bully was the true masked character, a clumsy personal invention, and behind the mask there was simply a young man afraid of the world. Or perhaps, by the time I knew him, he had just grown out of his angers, exhausted them, and settled for what he was and the way he was regarded. I don’t know. Like all great artists, Frank Sinatra contained secret places, abiding personal mysteries, endless contradictions. On occasion, a curtain would part, there would be a moment of epiphany, and I could see the uncertain older man who wanted to understand what it all meant, the man who said that dying was a pain in the ass. I liked that man very much.


This book does not pretend to be the final word on Frank Sinatra. Several full-scale biographies have already been written, each with its attendant excellencies; more are sure to follow. But there were aspects of this man that should be remembered and honored. In Sinatra’s time, his fame as a singer spread from his own country to the world. His turbulent personality, often shadowed by notoriety, seemed inseparable from the style and originality of his art and gave him an essential place on the public stage of the American century. Now Sinatra is gone, taking with him all his anger, cruelty, generosity, and personal style. The music remains. In times to come, that music will continue to matter, whatever happens to our evolving popular culture. The world of my grandchildren will not listen to Sinatra in the way four generations of Americans have listened to him. But high art always survives. Long after his death, Charlie Parker still plays his version of the urban blues. Billie Holiday still whispers her anguish. Mozart still erupts in joy. Every day, in cities and towns all over the planet, someone discovers them for the first time and finds in their art that mysterious quality that makes the listener more human. In their work all great artists help transcend the solitude of individuals; they relieve the ache of loneliness; they supply a partial response to the urging of writer E. M. Forster: “Only connect.” In their ultimate triumph over the banality of death, such artists continue to matter. So will Frank Sinatra.
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HE HAD COME A LONG WAY TO THIS


BLUE LAWN AND HIS DREAM MUST HAVE


SEEMED SO CLOSE THAT HE COULD


HARDLY FAIL TO GRASP IT. HE DID NOT


KNOW THAT IT WAS ALREADY BEHIND


HIM, SOMEWHERE BACK IN THAT VAST


OBSCURITY BEYOND THE CITY, WHERE


THE DARK FIELDS OF THE REPUBLIC


ROLLED ON UNDER THE NIGHT.


—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, 
The Great Gatsby
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I’M FOR WHATEVER


GETS YOU THROUGH


THE NIGHT.


—FRANK SINATRA
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IN THE 
WEE SMALL 
HOURS


THIS WAS ON A NEW YORK midnight in 1970. A hard spring rain had emptied Third Avenue, and neon lights scribbled garishly across the glistening black asphalt. From the front window of P. J. Clarke’s saloon, you could see a few taxis cruising slowly among the spokes of ruined umbrellas and a trash basket lying on its side, its contents turning to pulp. Across the street, two old rummies huddled in the doorway of an antique store.


On this night in the rain-drowned city, we were safe and dry at an oak table in the back room of the saloon. Clarke’s was, and remains, a place out of another time, all burnished wood and chased mirrors, Irish flags and browning photographs of prizefighters. A few aging men at the long, bright bar could gaze out the windows and still see the Third Avenue El, gone since 1955, or the Irish tenements that were smashed into rubble and replaced with steel-and-glass office buildings. They were each drinking alone and looked as if they remembered other nights too, evoked by the music of the jukebox.




What good is the scheming,


the planning and dreaming,


That comes with each


new love affair…





The man singing for the lonesome men at the bar was at our table. Or more precisely, we were at his table. Anytime Frank Sinatra sat down at a table, it became his table. On this night he was in New York for a concert and he was in good spirits. To begin with, the hands of the clock had passed twelve, and he was in a large city, specifically the hard, wounded metropolis of New York. For decades now, Sinatra had defined the glamour of the urban night. It was both a time and a place; to inhabit the night, to be one of its restless creatures, was a small act of defiance, a shared declaration of freedom, a refusal to play by all those conventional rules that insisted on men and women rising at seven in the morning, leaving for work at eight, and falling exhausted into bed at ten o’clock that night. In his music, Sinatra gave voice to all those who believed that the most intense living begins at midnight: show people, bartenders, and sporting women; gamblers, detectives, and gangsters; small winners and big losers; artists and newspapermen. If you loved someone who did not love you back, you could always walk into a saloon, put your money on the bar, and listen to Sinatra.


Here in one of the late-night places of an all-night city, Sinatra was wearing a dark suit, a perfectly knotted red tie, a pale blue shirt, silver cuff links, and was drinking Jack Daniel’s. He was still lean then. The famous face remained an arrangement of knobs and planes that didn’t assemble into any conventional version of masculine handsomeness but had an enormous vitality; it was a face that defeated painters and seduced photographers. His eyes were bright and blue (although nobody had yet called him Old Blue Eyes), and the mouth was mobile and expressive. He had a wonderful smile. The voice, of course, was a whiskey-and-cigarettes baritone.


He sat with his back against the wall in the muted light of the room and seemed to ignore his own voice on the jukebox. He was facing Danny Lavezzo, who ran Clarke’s; William B. Williams, the disc jockey who had christened Sinatra “the Chairman of the Board”; Jilly Rizzo, who ran a saloon across town and had been one of Sinatra’s best friends for more than twenty years; two young women whose faces were too perfect; and the sportswriter Jimmy Cannon. The table was crowded with glasses, ashtrays, bowls of peanuts and pretzels. Only Cannon sipped coffee. There were about eight other people at smaller tables, and you could see the rain racing down one of the small side windows. Lavezzo made certain the other customers were kept at a distance by seating them as far from Sinatra’s table as possible without handing them umbrellas. The sound of “When Your Lover Has Gone” made Cannon turn his head toward the jukebox.


“That’s the saddest goddamned song ever written,” he said.


“It’s right up there,” Sinatra said, shaking his head and lighting an unfiltered Camel with a heavy silver lighter.


“You know where it’s from?” Cannon said. “It’s from a terrible movie called Blonde Crazy. Cagney and Joanie. 1931.”


“Joanie who?” said Jilly Rizzo, his bad eye gleaming. “Crawford?”


“Blondell, dummy,” Sinatra said. “Joan Blondell. Cannon used to go with her.”


“You’re kidding me,” Rizzo said. “You went with Joan Blondell? A busted-down sportswriter went out with Joan Blondell?”


“He didn’t always look this bad,” Sinatra said. Cannon smiled in an embarrassed way. He was a small man with a long, pudgy Irish face and horn-rimmed glasses.


“It was a long time ago,” Cannon said. He looked relieved when the song ended, but its lonesome mood seemed to stain the air around him.


Rizzo turned to one of the young women. “You ever hear of Joan Blondell?”


The young woman shrugged. No.


“What about Cagney? You know, James Cagney?”


“I know him,” said the second woman brightly. “He was the guy, the captain, in that picture with Henry Fonda, right? About the navy?”


“You win a dish of strawberries, sweetheart,” Sinatra said.


“I don’t like strawberries,” she said in a baffled way. Sinatra laughed out loud. So did the rest of us, but it wasn’t until I was home, hours later, that I realized Sinatra had mixed up the strawberries scene from The Caine Mutiny with the potted palm scene from Mister Roberts. We’d all laughed with him, but the young woman was right to be baffled.


After a while Rizzo got up to take the two young women to a taxi while the conversation roamed in other directions. Somehow it arrived at writers. Was Ernest Hemingway greater than F. Scott Fitzgerald? Cannon insisted on the superiority of Hemingway. Sinatra preferred Fitzgerald.


“That Great Gatsby, come on, Jimmy, Hemingway couldn’t do that.”


“Yeah, but he could do a lot of other things,” Cannon said. “And Fitzgerald could only do that one thing.”


Rizzo returned and sat down. Cannon turned to me, the only other writer at the table: “What do you think?”


I repeated something Dizzy Gillespie once told me in an interview: “The professional is the guy that can do it twice.”


“Wow, is that true,” Sinatra said. “About everything. That’s a great line.”


“Yeah, and it’s a vote for Hemingway,” Cannon said. On the jukebox, Sinatra was singing “You Make Me Feel So Young.”


“What about you, Jilly? Hemingway or Fitzgerald?”


“Hey, no contest,” Jilly said, deadpan. “Ella all the way.”


They all laughed, and then the talk shifted, and “Don’t Worry ’Bout Me” was on the juke, and the waiter brought another round and clean ashtrays. Someone wanted to know the name of the worst living American. The nominations flowed and ebbed: Walter O’Malley, Mitch Miller, Richard Nixon (“Come on, lay off,” said Sinatra, who had supported Nixon over George McGovern). But then another name was offered and in a rush of enthusiasm, the table unanimously voted the title of worst living American to the boxer Jake La Motta.


“He dumped the fight to Billy Fox, and never told his father, who bet his life savings on Jake,” Sinatra said. “Lower than whale shit.”


And from La Motta, they moved seamlessly to Sugar Ray Robinson, another creature of the New York night. During the Depression Robinson had come down from Harlem to dance for pennies in the doorways of Times Square. Then he had become a fighter of extraordinary grace and power. He had owned a couple of apartment houses in Harlem, a lavender Cadillac, a bar called Sugar Ray’s, where women arrived each night to find him, and then lost them all. An accountant took all of Robinson’s money to the racetrack, and the fighter had to go back to a sport he no longer loved. Still, he had fought La Motta six times, winning five, including a thirteenth-round knockout that gave him the middleweight championship in a brutal fight in Chicago in 1951. In the fighter’s great days, Cannon and Robinson had been close; we didn’t know it that night, but Sinatra had privately arranged to support Robinson after the old champion moved to California. They all knew him.


“He used to come in here all the time,” Lavezzo said. “He was some beautiful-looking guy.” I had seen Robinson’s fierce 1957 war with Carmen Basilio, watched him a lot in the old Stillman’s Gym, and had covered Robinson’s sad last fight, a loss to Joey Archer in 1965 when Sugar Ray was forty-four. Sinatra remembered seeing Robinson knock out Jackie Wilson in Los Angeles in 1947. “You couldn’t believe it,” he said. “The hand speed, the power, the fucking elegance.” Jilly saw him decision Kid Gavilan in New York in 1948, and Williams and Lavezzo recalled specific rounds from the two fights with Basilio and the one-punch knockout of Gene Fullmer in the spring of ’57. They all talked with a kind of reverence.


“What was it the guy said?” Sinatra said. “There was Ray Robinson, and then there was the top ten.”


There was something else floating around in the talk about Robinson. They were all from the same generation, and Robinson symbolized that generation in the same way that Sinatra did. Nobody said so at the table in Clarke’s, but they knew it. If Sinatra had not been there (for ass-kissing was not part of the style), someone would have said, There’s Sinatra, and then there’s the top ten.
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