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Dedicated to my mom


[Sincere jazz, musicians] aim at excellence and apparently nothing else. They are hard to buy and if bought they either backslide into honesty or lose the respect of their peers. And this is the loss that terrifies them. In any other field of American life, great reward can be used to cover the loss of honesty, but not with jazz players—a slip is known and recognized instantly. And further, while there may be some jealousies, they do not compare with those in other professions. Let a filthy kid, unknown, unheard of and unbacked sit in—and if he can do it—he is recognized and accepted instantly. Do you know of any other field where this is true?

JOHN STEINBECK



PRELUDE
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On April 4 1906, fifteen miles south of Naples, Italy, an ominous cloud of black smoke billowed from the mouth of Mount Vesuvius, turning day into night The volcano erupted, releasing a torrent of boiling sulfur, massive boulders, and thick ask The flowing, flaming lava divided into two rivers and poured down the slope of the volcano, decimating the farms, orchards, and villages unlucky enough to lie in its path.

The force of the eruption was so great that huge quantities of water were pulled away from the shore, causing the coastline to recede as far as a mile. Many ships were suddenly stranded on the sand.

Just two days before, a steamship had set sail from the port of Naples. On board were hundreds of Italian emigrants who were leaving their homeland in search of a better life in America. Among the passengers was a widow whose husband had died before the birth of his youngest child, now eleven years old and clad in a little girl’s bonnet and a dress of ragged calico. They huddled together on the deck of that ship and watched in terror as the beginnings of a huge tidal wave rolled toward them. The wave hit the ship broadside, tossing it dozens of feet into the air.
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Lucky for me the captain was an able seaman, who managed to gain control of his vessel, because that woman was my grandmother, and the young child she held so close was my father. In those days, families who traveled steerage class were not allowed to stay together: men were separated from their wives, boys from their mothers. Since my father and grandmother were traveling alone, she refused to let him out of her sight, so she dressed him in girl’s clothing to keep him by her side. My father endured twenty-one days of seasickness before finally reaching New York harbor.

This is the story my father told to me, and it scared the hell out of me. He said that if the ship had capsized, I wouldn’t be here today, because neither would he! He made light of it, but the joke only caused me, at a very young age, to contemplate the delicate balance of my own mortality.
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I’ve been asked many times why I haven’t written my life story before. To be quite honest, I’m not the type of person who likes to look backward. I’ve always felt compelled to move forward, and I’ve never been one to dwell in the past. All the people I’ve met, all the places I’ve been, and all the things that I’ve done have simply been part of who I am.

Now that I’m seventy-two years old, I find myself having a different experience. The pieces of my life have begun to fall into place like an intricate mosaic. I’m able to step outside myself and look back at all the unexpected twists and turns of fate, at my sorrows and my successes. I finally understand the Zen teaching that the cool, flowing waters of a stream will tame the rough edges of the hard rock lying in its path and shape it into a beautiful form: over the seven decades of my life, I’ve learned that no matter how tough the struggle of day-to-day living, with enough dedication and patience I will persevere and accomplish my goals, no matter how unattainable they may at first seem.

[image: Image]

My most vivid memory from my childhood is of myself as a ten-year-old boy during the Depression, sitting at my mother’s side in our modest home as she worked as a seamstress. Her salary depended on how many dresses she could make and I remember the constant hum of the sewing machine that stopped only long enough for her to cook our dinner. The more dresses she completed, the more money she made—which even for that time wasn’t much money at all I loved her so much, and I felt so sorry for her because she always seemed worried, and I could sense how much she suffered to make a meager living. To this day the most devastating memory I have is of my mother getting her finger caught beneath the sewing needle. It passed through her thumbnail and into her flesh, and she screamed out in pain, I felt as if it were happening to me. It was then that I made up my mind to become successful enough so that my mom would never have to work again.

But I never imagined I’d be fortunate enough to become as successful as I have. To think of where I started and where I landed! Benedetto means “the blessed one,” and I feel that I have truly been blessed.



CHAPTER ONE
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My paternal grandfather, Giovanni Benedetto, who died before my father was born, grew up in the small, isolated village of Podargoni in Calabria, Italy.

Because the Benedetto family originally came from the north of Italy, they were fair-skinned and fair-haired, like northern Europeans, and quite unlike their fellow dark-haired, dark-skinned Calabrese. My father’s mother, Maria, was so fair that she was known as “La Germanesa,” the German woman. The Benedettos were essentially poor farmers, producing olive oil, figs, and wine grapes. My mother’s side of the family was named Suraci, and they also made their living farming in Calabria. Like everyone else in the region, they were unable to read and write.

My paternal grandmother and my maternal grandmother were sisters. Maria Suraci married Giovanni Benedetto, and they became my father’s parents, and Vincenza Suraci married Antonio Suraci (who by coincidence had the same last name), and they became my mother’s parents.

My father, Giovanni (John) Benedetto, was born in 1895. The youngest of five children, he was named after my grandfather. When my grandmother was pregnant with my father, she dreamt that her late husband came to her from the “other side” and told her to name the boy “Giovanni,” after him.

Italians at that time were very superstitious. My father was very sickly as a child, and although they didn’t know it then, we later found out that he had suffered from rheumatic fever. But as family lore has it, everyone attributed his aches and pains to the fact that my grandmother grieved for her dead husband while she was pregnant, and her grieving had made my father a sickly child. The older people in the village served as the only available “doctors,” and they made their diagnoses based more on old-fashioned superstition than on medicine. Nobody went to the hospital—there weren’t any—and the only remedies were home remedies.

Despite the problems with his health, my father was essentially a joyful child. My Aunt Frances used to tell me that she often looked after my father while she and Grandma would be out working the land. They’d set my father down to play in the shade of the nearest tree. He’d smile happily and watch the blue sky above, and she’d never hear a peep out of him. From the beginning, I’ve been told, he loved music and song, and as a boy he had a wonderful singing voice. He would often climb to the top of the mountains in Calabria and sing out to the whole valley below. Singing is a part of my heritage. I’m convinced it’s in my blood, and that’s why I’m a singer today.

By the 1890s a widespread blight had forced thousands of farmers, including the Benedettos and Suracis, to leave their beloved homeland, and my mother’s parents, Antonio and Vincenza Suraci, were the first of my relatives to make the trip to America.

The emigration of an entire family was a gradual process in those days. When they left Italy in late January 1899 with their two children, my Uncle Frank and my Aunt Mary, my grandmother was one month pregnant with my mother. When they arrived in New York, they had no relatives to greet them or show them the ropes. But some friends from their village had made the journey a few years earlier, and had written to tell them that they would have a place to live when they came over.

I consider my grandparents, as well as the many immigrants before and after them, to be the most courageous of people. It astounds me even to contemplate what it meant for them to leave behind everything they knew. They journeyed across the ocean without any idea of what they’d find on the other side, and none of them had ever ventured more than a few miles from the spot where they were born. It must have been terrifying, knowing that they would never see their childhood homes, or their own parents, again.

My grandparents packed up their essential belongings and took the train north to Naples. At the Naples Emigrant Aid Society they went through some minor processing and were then ferried out in a small boat to the middle of Naples Bay, where they boarded the huge steamship that would take them to America.

After three weeks crossing the Atlantic, the ship finally entered New York harbor and my grandparents put on their best clothes and stepped onto Ellis Island. There they were subjected to a series of humiliating and frightening questions put to them by the immigration inspectors. After they passed their physical examinations they were led into the great hall, where they waited for their names to be called. Because of the high rate of illiteracy, many new immigrants arrived without the right documents. The derogatory term “wop,” an acronym for “With Out Papers,” would be stamped on the forms of these unfortunates and officials would call out, “We have another ‘wop.’ Send him home.” I can only imagine how my grandparents felt, not knowing whether they might at any moment be rejected and sent back to Italy.

But fortunately my grandparents at last heard their names called, had their entry papers stamped, and were loaded onto another small boat that took them to the southern-most tip of Manhattan Island at Battery Park. They made their way along the crowded streets to the address they had been given by their friends, a five-story tenement building at 139 Mulberry Street, and their first home in America. The following September, my mother, Anna Suraci, was born. She was the first of our family to be born in the United States.

Gradually my grandparents helped the rest of the family make it over. Once they found work, they sent money home to the family in Calabria to sponsor the rest of the family’s passage. When the new arrivals got here, my grandparents took them into their home and helped them find jobs and a place to live.

At about the same time, my grandmother Maria Benedetto, now without a husband, began to contemplate joining her sister Vincenza in America. Most of the Benedetto family, including my Uncle Dominick, arrived in the early 1900s. Finally, in 1906, they sent for my grandmother and my father.

When the Benedettos arrived in New York, most of them settled, as had the Suracis, in Little Italy. Tenement buildings lined the narrow dirt streets and pushcarts crowded the side walks. The streets were packed shoulder to shoulder with crowds of people: men with big mustaches, wearing bowlers or Italian straw hats; women with their hair pulled back in a bun, wearing long dresses and brightly colored striped shawls and clutching woven baskets as they tested the street vendors’ fruit and vegetables for that day’s meal. Children were everywhere, playing in the muddy streets among the pushcarts, vendors, and the horses and carriages. This neighborhood was a far cry from the lush open fields of Calabria my family had left behind.
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Grandpa Antonio Suraci really lived the “American dream,” and took full advantage of the opportunities offered to him in his new country. He moved the family to a quieter neighborhood on Twelfth Street on the East Side between First and Second Avenues. It was here that my grandfather started a wholesale fruit-and-vegetable business catering to the pushcart owners. Every morning they congregated at his basement warehouse before sunrise to pick up the produce they’d sell all across downtown New York. My grandfather got up early in the morning every day and worked until the sun went down. He wasn’t much at numbers, so he let my grandmother handle all the money. At the end of the day he gave her whatever he’d earned, and she paid all the bills and stashed whatever was left over in an old trunk she kept hidden under their bed. They had a big family at this time. Although my Uncle Frank and Aunt Mary were out on their own, my grandparents still had five children living at home.

My mother, like my father, had also been a sickly child, and I guess because he thought her prospects for marriage were slim, my Uncle Frank decided that she should study to become a schoolteacher so she could support herself Uncle Frank was the oldest brother, and traditionally the oldest brother had as much to say as the parents in family matters. Frank decided it was time for him to take charge and start planning my mother’s future.

Education had been nonexistent in Calabria. Children worked the fields from a very early age, and people felt that reading and writing were not as important as learning the skills necessary to survive. The idea of taking a child out of its mother’s care was seen as an absolute threat to the Italian family and was vehemently resisted. But this was America, and against the family’s protests Uncle Frank arranged for my mom to attend school.

But as it happened, he was courting a young Austrian woman named Emma. Even though she was a Catholic, my grandparents were against Uncle Frank’s involvement with somebody who wasn’t Italian. They threatened that if he married this woman they’d take my mother out of school. In spite of the threat, Frank married Emma, whom he loved very much (more than tradition, I guess), and so my mother never had a chance to finish her education.

[image: Image]

The Benedetto family was also busy establishing themselves in New York. My grandmother Maria continued to live in Little Italy, but my father’s sister Antoinette and her husband Demetri moved to midtown in 1918. They opened a grocery store on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Fifty-second Street and lived in an apartment above. My dad went to work for them and moved into a spare room.

This part of town was remote; most everything was downtown, and it was years before the growth of modernday midtown. Ironically, this grocery store was on the very same spot that, years later, my recording label, CBS, would build their headquarters, informally known as “Black Rock,” which is descriptive of the color and style of this massive structure. I was told by one of the presidents of the company that sales of my records subsidized at least ten floors of that building!

When my father was twenty-four years old, with a steady job, his thoughts naturally turned toward marriage and raising a family of his own. Now, in those days, tradition dictated that marriages be arranged, and family discussions began in earnest about the possible pairing of young John Benedetto to his attractive and amiable cousin Anna Suraci. By contemporary standards these arrangements must seem quite unusual: my parents were betrothed to each other by their parents, and they were first cousins. But both of these practices were common among immigrants who came from small villages. So on November 30, 1919, my mother and my father were married in lower Manhattan.

My father kept his job at the grocery store, and they lived at my uncle’s on Fifty-second Street until my sister, Mary, was born in October 1920. By then the apartment was overcrowded, so my father’s brother Dominick, who owned a general store in upstate New York, suggested that my father come to work for him. My parents moved with their new daughter to Pyrites.

Everything went well for a while. When my mother became pregnant again, my father asked Dominick for a raise, and my uncle turned him down flat. Hurt and upset, my parents packed up and moved back to Fifty-second Street, and that’s where my older brother, John Benedetto, Jr., was born in 1923.

My grandfather and grandmother Suraci decided they had also had enough of city life. One night my grandfather told my grandmother of his dream of buying a house for just the two of them, a place with a garden. She looked at my grandfather and then she said very casually, “Oh, we have money to buy a house.” All those years, Grandpa Antonio had just assumed that everything he made got spent on raising his seven children. But then Grandma went into the bedroom, reached under the bed, and pulled out that old trunk. Inside was ten thousand dollars in cash, a fortune at that time! My grandfather had never suspected that she’d managed money so well.

So Grandpa and Grandma were able to make another dream come true. They moved to a suburban part of New York known as Astoria, Queens, and they bought a two-family house at 23-81 Thirty-second Street. Astoria was rural by today’s standards, and compared to Manhattan, it was the country! With their ten thousand dollars my grandparents were able to buy their new house and the undeveloped lot right next door. I remember my grandmother had a goat and some chickens wandering around on the property, and a huge garden. Sooner or later, the rest of the Suracis and Benedettos moved to Astoria, and that house on Thirty-second Street became the heart of our family life for decades to come.

A few years earlier my parents had followed my grandparents to Astoria and had opened up a grocery store of their own. They and my brother and sister lived in the apartment upstairs.

In 1924, soon after my brother John was born, my father got sick. My parents were running the store and taking care of the kids—the whole thing was a family affair—but it was too much for my ailing father and my mother, so by the time my mother became pregnant with me, they were already thinking about selling the store. Despite these problems, my mother told me they were thrilled to be having another child, and they eagerly awaited my birth.



CHAPTER TWO


[image: Image]

I was born on August 3, 1926, at St. John’s Hospital in Long Island City. I was the first person in my family to be born in a hospital.

By 1927, my father’s health had deteriorated to the point where it was impossible for him to do any physical labor whatsoever. Because my family wasn’t quick to visit doctors, no one knew what he was actually suffering from. They simply assumed that the rheumatic fever he had as a child had resurfaced and was causing his present condition. My parents sold the store and looked for an affordable place to live in the neighborhood. They found an apartment in a four-story apartment house on Van Alst Avenue and Clark Street. It was a typical four-room railroad flat: the rooms were lined up in a straight row, like train cars, and you had to go through one room to get to the next. We were on the second floor of the building, above a candy store.

We had a kitchen, two bedrooms, and a living room that was all the way in the back. The front door opened directly into a kitchen approximately fifteen feet square—which was pretty large for those days. The first thing you’d see when you came in was a big, black, ornate coal-burning stove. It dominated the whole room. In addition to being used for cooking, that stove was the only source of heat for the whole apartment, since there was no such thing as central heating in those days. When we first moved in, we didn’t even have hot water. The kitchen was the main hub of activity, and the kitchen table, to the left of the stove, was where the family ate meals, played their favorite card games, and socialized.

Right off the kitchen there was an anteroom that had a small tub where we bathed and also did the dishes. The toilet was in a little room to the left with its own separate door, and this was the only private room in that small apartment.

From the kitchen you walked directly into my mom and dad’s bedroom, then into my sister’s bedroom, which she would eventually share with my grandmother Maria, and in the very back of the apartment was the small living room, where for most of our early childhood my brother and I slept on a pull-out couch. There were also a couple of sofa chairs and an antique buffet that held all our dishes. On very rare occasions my parents would set up a table in the living room, where we kids ate when guests came for dinner. Even though the kitchen stove was large, it never adequately heated the very last rooms. I remember so clearly many a cold winter night trying to get to sleep in that chilly living room. Eventually my dad was able to put a potbelly stove in the living room for extra heat and my brother and I were thrilled: warmth is a wonderful thing.

It became harder and harder for my dad to leave the apartment. My mother had to find work in order to support the family. She eventually found a job as a seamstress in the garment district. The El train took her from Ditmars Boulevard into downtown Manhattan, where she worked all day long and then came home at night to take care of us. But her work was never done. In those days seamstresses brought piecework home from the factory to earn extra money. Mom brought dresses home every night, and for as long as my father was able to lift a finger, he helped her do the alterations on a sewing machine they had set up in a corner of the kitchen. In the morning she took the finished work back to the factory. This routine was repeated every day of my early childhood.
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My father was a very poetic, sensitive man, full of love and warmth, and I vividly remember being cradled in his giant arms until I fell asleep. Even to this day, when I think of my father, I see the “huge” man of my earliest memories. His arms were strong and his hands were big and his eyes were deep, dark, and soulful. When I looked into those eyes, I felt there wasn’t a problem in the world that he couldn’t solve.

My father inspired my love for music. He derived tremendous pleasure from singing to anyone who would listen, just like he did when he was a child. He had a beautiful voice. He used to sit on the front stoop of our house and sing a cappella to my brother and me, in the gentle, sensitive voice I can still hear. He loved Italian folk songs and he used to sing one song written in the twenties called “My Mom,” which has always had a very special meaning for my brother and me.

My father was fascinated by the whole idea of show business, and when I was three years old, he took us to see one of the first talking pictures, The Singing Fool, in which the vaudeville star Al Jolson sang “Sonny Boy.” In a way, you could say that Jolson was my earliest influence as a singer. I was so excited by what I saw that I spent hours listening to Jolson and Eddie Cantor on the radio. In fact, I staged my first public performance shortly after seeing that movie. At one of our family gatherings, I went into my aunt’s bedroom and got her makeup. I covered my face with some white powder in an earnest attempt to imitate Jolson. Of course, Jolson covered himself in blackface, but, hey, I was only three, and I was making the best of what I had to work with. Then I leaped into the living room and announced to the adults, who were staring at me in amazement, “Me Sonny Boy!” The whole family roared with laughter. I loved that attention, and I guess that’s when I was bitten by the showbiz bug.

My father also loved art and literature. When we were old enough, he’d read to us from great classics, like Of Human Bondage by Somerset Maugham. The characters in these books helped us develop an appreciation for all the different kinds of people around us. My father was a real humanist. Astoria had quite a diverse population, and we learned at an early age to respect people for who they are, and not to judge them by the color of their skin or the way they looked. He had great regard for courageous individuals like Mahatma Gandhi and Paul Robeson, and he passed this on to his children.

He also loved to watch the sky. He told me that there were a lot of lessons to be learned by studying nature. I remember one starry night, when we were outside looking up into the vast darkness, he pointed to a star that seemed to me to be incredibly close to the moon. I was afraid that the star would crash into the man in the moon. My father explained to me that the moon and the stars were millions of miles apart. He pointed out that things aren’t always what they seem and that I should always learn the facts before jumping to conclusions. I’ve never forgotten that bit of advice.

One summer night my father took me by the hand and we walked along the East River. We looked into the northern sky. All of a sudden it lit up like a Christmas tree. There was an eerie glow, a multitude of pastel colors and designs. He told me that I was seeing a natural light show called aurora borealis, but I couldn’t believe my eyes. He knew that there were certain times when, if the weather conditions were just right, you could actually see the northern lights right there in Astoria, Queens. Of course, today the city is so lit up by electricity that you can barely see the stars.

That moment made such an impression on me that shortly afterward I had a dream that I was walking through glorious mountains hand in hand with my father. The valley was ablaze with all those different colors. I was mesmerized. I couldn’t believe the size of the mountains and the peaceful beauty of it all. I’m convinced that dream inspired me to become a painter. It still inspires me today.

My father also had deep compassion for human suffering, which he instilled in his children. His sensitivity made his shoulder a very popular one to cry on, and he eventually became, in a sense, a psychologist for the whole family. Everybody came to him with their problems, and he’d try his best to come up with solutions. He sat my relatives down and gave them practical advice, and everyone respected him for that. Friends and relatives also knew that they could count on him for a helping hand when they were down on their luck. He always brought people into our house who needed a place to stay and he never expected anything in return.

My mom once told me about the time someone broke into our grocery store. The guy was drunk, and in his clumsy attempt to rob the store he made such a racket that my dad went downstairs to see what was going on. When he turned on the lights, he found the guy out cold, sprawled over some egg crates. He called the police, but when they arrived, they told my father that if he pressed charges they’d have to lock the guy up. My father looked the would-be thief straight in the eyes and said, “Do you have a job?” And the guy said, “No.” My father replied, “Well, you have one now if you want it. How would you like to work for me?” He gave him a job right on the spot. You can’t beat that kind of thoughtfulness. It wasn’t charity; it was an example of the kind of human spirit that kept people going. After all, we were all in the same boat.
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Italian tradition dictates that family is the most important thing in life and that Sunday is the most important day of the week, so every Sunday our entire family gathered at my grandparents’ house. They cooked all morning, and as soon as we arrived at noon, we’d sit down at the dinner table. There were so many different courses: antipasto, soup, and spaghetti—al dente, of course—with tomato sauce. Then we had meat or fish with vegetables, and to top it all off, desserts that seemed to go on forever. Sometimes we had picnics in Astoria Park. All the relatives were there, and after dinner the uncles took out their guitars and mandolins. The grown-ups made a circle around us and played their instruments while Mary emceed, Johnny sang, and I rounded out the entertainment by being a comedian. We had so much fun, I couldn’t wait for the next Sunday get-together.

By the time the Great Depression started at the end of 1929, my father’s health had gone from bad to worse. He had developed some sort of phobia that was never really properly diagnosed. One Easter Sunday at a very crowded Mass, Dad passed out. After that episode his condition became severe. It got to the point where he couldn’t ride the subway or go anywhere where there was going to be a crowd. He just couldn’t handle it. On top of all this, the stress of his inability to support the family, and of having to sit home and watch how hard my mom had to work to make ends meet, affected him badly. He started having trouble with his heart, which was already severely weakened by his childhood rheumatic fever. The doctors told him that it wasn’t safe for him even to climb three steps. Eventually he couldn’t even leave the house. He hated being confined, and that made his mental condition and his heart condition even worse.

My father’s mother, Maria Benedetto, came to live with us so she could take care of us kids while my mom was at work. She was a wonderful lady and loved her grandchildren dearly. She was very religious and was never without her rosary beads, and her ever-present crucifix hung on the wall above her bed. I remember her praying to her favorite saint every morning. Since she couldn’t speak any English, she prayed in Italian, and this ritual was very mysterious to me; I used to love to watch her and try to figure out just what she was praying about. My mother later told me that she had been asking for a quick and painless death when her time came. And wouldn’t you know it, she fell ill on a Friday afternoon and that Sunday she died quietly in her sleep, just as she had prayed for.

I was only five years old when she died, but I clearly remember my feelings. Like most people in those days, my family never talked about things like death and dying, so it was left to my childish imagination to try and work it out. I was very confused. On more than one occasion, late at night when I was half-sleep, I stared into the darkness and saw an image of a person approaching my bed. As the figure got closer I made out my grandmother’s features. She gently approached me, then sat calmly on the edge of my bed. With her warm, delicate hand, she stroked my forehead and reassured me that everything would be all right with my life. This really scared the hell out of me every time it happened. I’d jump out of bed and run screaming to my mom and dad, convinced that I’d been visited by my grandmother’s ghost. My mother had to get up very early in the morning and go to work, so she’d explain to me that I was dreaming, then shuffle me back to bed. I still get chills thinking about these “visits” and with my family’s superstitious heritage running through my veins, I’m not totally convinced I was dreaming.

My other grandmother, Vincenza Suraci, became ill around the time her sister passed away. At that point, Uncle Frank and Aunt Emma were living downstairs from Grandma and Grandpa. Emma, despite the family’s initial resistance, had become an all-around favorite. She taught herself Italian so that nobody could talk behind her back or plot against her. She learned to cook just like an “Italian wife,” treated us like angels, and pretty soon nobody, not even Grandma, could find a bad thing to say about her. Grandpa used to like Italian card games, and Emma learned them so she and her father-in-law could play together. They played for hours on end.

When Grandma was ill, even though Grandpa had a nurse for her, the daughters and daughters-in-law each took turns keeping her company every day. Even my mother, who had a sick husband, took a day every weekend and did her part.

Vincenza was a very hot-tempered, determined lady. She was always starting some kind of disagreement with somebody in the family, and when she got sick, she wasn’t about to leave this earth without a fight! She was ill for about two years and then she had a stroke and was in a coma for months. She never regained consciousness and died in 1933.

Fortunately, Grandpa Antonio Suraci lived another ten years. He was very funny and a lot of fun to be with. He was a real guru, a gentle giant with big red cheeks and a white beard. All the kids in the neighborhood thought he was Santa Claus. He sat on the stoop smoking his pipe all day long, and I sat with him. He couldn’t speak English very well; in fact, he was a quiet man who hardly ever said a word, even in Italian. He always seemed deep in thought.

He smoked a pipe that he filled with Ivanhoe tobacco, and when he ran out, he’d send me to the candy store for more. Because of his accent he pronounced the name “Ivan-a-hoe.” “Nino,” he’d say, “I need some more Ivan-a-hoe.” So when I went to the store, that’s exactly what I asked for: I’d say, “My grandfather needs some more Ivan-a-hoe tobacco, please,” and all the old men would break up laughing.

My grandfather made a smart move bringing the family to Astoria. It was a perfect place to grow up. Instead of being surrounded only by Italian Americans, as we might have been if we’d stayed in the city, the neighborhood was ethnically diverse. There were Irish, Polish, Greek, Italian, and Jewish families living side by side. I remember the Irish families were especially fond of the Mills Brothers, and Irish quartets hung out on street corners and sang traditional rhythm and blues songs like “Paper Doll.” It was kind of surreal.

My young life in Astoria reminds me of Dead End, the classic Humphrey Bogart movie that introduced the Dead End Kids. When we were children, we hung out just like those kids you’d see in the movie and we got into just as much mischief Once I nearly burned down the whole house! I found some matches lying around and I didn’t know what they were, so I started playing with them. Next thing you know, the living room curtains were ablaze!

Luckily, somebody on the street saw the flames in the window and ran up and started pounding on our door. My grandmother was in the kitchen and quickly came to the rescue, so nothing was damaged except the curtains. I still remember the screaming and the blare of the fire trucks. Boy, did I learn my lesson! I got a whipping I’ll never forget.

I was quite a handful and used to scare the devil out of my mom. I had this habit of walking backward down the street; don’t ask me why. Somehow it fascinated me to look at things as I was moving away from them. One day I was walking along backward and BAM! I got hit by a car. I was knocked out, and when I woke up at home, I had a huge bump on my head.

As it turned out, the car was driven by the New York commissioner of highways. Now, if a city official hit a child today, the parents would probably sue for millions of dollars. But my mom and dad didn’t see it that way. I wasn’t really hurt, and anyway it was my own fault. They said, “Why should we get somebody in trouble? Our son shouldn’t have been out in the street like that. He should have been looking where he was going.” They didn’t press charges or try to collect any money, even though they were very poor and this was during the Depression. They took the responsibility for me and I loved them for that. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the last time such a thing would happen. I was hit two other times—once by an ambulance. How I survived I’ll never know!
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My brother, Johnny, and I were very close, so close in fact, that he and I were convinced we had ESP. We used to have fun playing these little mind games. We’d go into different rooms, concentrate on something, and then write down what we were thinking, and most of the time, we’d have written the exact same thing. It was really strange, and kind of scary, but it was a lot of fun.

John insists that I have the power to will things to happen. He remembers one particular Thanksgiving. We were preparing the holiday dinner, but we didn’t have money for a turkey. Mom was crying because she felt she’d let us down. I was overwhelmed with emotion; I simply couldn’t stand to see her suffer that way another minute, so I told her the local movie theater was raffling off turkeys, and somehow I convinced her that if she gave me a dime to go to the movies, I would win that turkey.

I ran down to the box office with that dime and bought my ticket, which had a raffle number printed on the back. I took my seat, but I didn’t even watch the movie. I just sat there clutching that ticket stub. The number on my ticket—I remember it so clearly—was four. I visualized that number over and over again in my head. I’m not really superstitious, but I kept saying, “It’s going to win, it’s going to win. It’s got to win.” The movie ended, and an elderly gentleman told everybody to get their ticket stubs ready. All the tickets were in one of those big bingo tumblers. The man spun it around, reached in, and sure enough, he called out in a loud voice, “Number four.” Next thing you know, I was dragging this turkey down the street to my front door, just like a scene out of a Dickens novel. When I showed up at home, the whole family looked at me like I was a magician. John just shook his head in disbelief.

John and I both loved music from the time we were little boys. In fact, for a long time it looked like John was going to be the star singer of the family. His voice was so pure and angelic that my parents thought he might have a future as a singer, so they scraped together the money to give him formal singing lessons. When his teachers heard the quality of his voice, they decided that he should study bel canto singing, a style of singing developed by the nineteenth-century Italian composer Vincenzo Bellini. Bel canto, which literally means “beautiful singing,” treats the human voice like a musical instrument. This style emphasizes purity of tone and ease of projection, rather than the melodramatic, emotional performances that were popular in opera at the time. Johnny was so good that he was chosen to perform in the children’s choir of the Metropolitan Opera, and was even given solo spots. You can imagine how proud my father was.

Our Uncle Frank was very involved in the local Republican party. In the mayoral election of 1934, Frank helped deliver the Astoria vote to Fiorello La Guardia. Later, Frank became commissioner of libraries for all of Queens and ran for the state senate. On many occasions, he arranged for Johnny to sing arias at various political functions. Johnny became known as “The Little Caruso.”

I was aware of all the attention Johnny was getting, and I asked my folks if I could take lessons too, but this was during the Depression and they couldn’t afford it. But I was determined. I listened to the radio and emulated the singers I heard. I loved opera and the way my brother sang, but pop songs really made me happy. For me it’s still the best music in the world: of the moment and full of life. When I was around six or seven years old, the local Catholic church staged a show with all the neighborhood kids. I did my impression of Eddie Leonard, a famous comedian and singer who went back even farther than Jolson, and sang his version of “Ida (Sweet As Apple Cider).” I was getting my taste of performing too.

Unfortunately for Johnny, by the time he was thirteen or so, his voice started to change. Some people in the neighborhood were jealous of his success, and this gave them the opportunity to say things like, “Poor Johnny, his voice isn’t the same.” I think this psyched him out. Instead of riding out the change in his vocal range, he just gave up singing altogether.

But nothing could discourage me. In grammar school I had a teacher who divided the class into “golden birds,” the kids she felt could sing, and “black crows,” those she felt couldn’t. When she heard me sing, she said, “You’re definitely a black crow,” and I thought to myself, “What is she talking about?” When somebody tells me I can’t do something that I believe I can, that’s when I rise to the occasion. Besides, my whole family encouraged me to sing, even if they couldn’t pay for lessons.

I never really enjoyed school much when I was a kid, but I did like playing the prince in my first grade’s production of Snow White. There was one teacher who really loved me. She thought I was a cute kid, especially when I showed up in my little prince outfit. I don’t remember her name, but she treated me like I really was a little prince, and it made me believe that I was special. Her acts of kindness will never be forgotten. It’s funny how one positive person like that can mold your whole attitude and change your life.

A couple of years later I had another teacher who really believed in me. Her name was Mrs. McQuade and she helped me get what may have been my first public performance. She arranged for me to sing at the local Democratic club. That undoubtedly annoyed my Uncle Frank, who eventually ran for state senate on the Republican ticket, but I was unconcerned with politics: this was my first gig! Since I was only nine years old, my older sister Mary had to come with me because I was too young to walk home alone.

Mrs. McQuade later helped me when I got to sing side by side with Mayor Fiorello La Guardia at the opening of the Triborough Bridge in 1936.

Construction of the bridge that would link Queens to Manhattan and the Bronx had begun on October 25, 1929—the second day of the stock market crash that set off the Great Depression. Over the next several years construction was repeatedly stopped and started. By 1932 it still hadn’t been completed, and the people of New York City were tired of the inefficient and corrupt administration of Mayor James Walker. It was time for a change, and the civic-minded Italian-American Fiorello La Guardia appealed to the voters.

Mayor La Guardia was an extremely popular man and he endeared himself to New Yorkers by always being sensitive to common people’s day-to-day concerns. I remember once during a newspaper strike, my brother and I listened to La Guardia do a dramatic reading of our beloved Dick Tracy comic strip on the radio. He said that no one should be deprived of their favorite Sunday comic just because the newspaper men couldn’t work things out.

La Guardia fought against racism and economic inequality. He ran for mayor in 1933, and during his campaign he promised that if elected he’d complete the construction of the Triborough Bridge. He won the election and kept his promise: the bridge opened on July 11, 1936. A grand celebration was planned. Mayor La Guardia would officially open the bridge to traffic and invite everyone to walk across with him in a show of unity and progress. I don’t know how she did it, but Mrs. McQuade arranged for me to sing at the opening ceremony. There I was in a white silk suit, standing next to Mayor La Guardia when he cut the ribbon! After his speech I led a throng of hopeful people across the brand-new bridge, singing the song “Marching Along Together.” Everybody sang along—even the mayor.
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I was ten years old when I marched across the Triborough Bridge. My dad wasn’t there; he was too ill. He had finally been diagnosed with an “enlarged heart.” Today doctors could treat his illness, but in 1936 they were at a loss. Dad just got weaker and weaker. He still tried his best to help Mom with her piecework, and he looked after us when she went off to her job in the city. I remember him being at home with us all day long, which was quite a role reversal for that time. He even taught my sister how to cook.
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My father’s body ached so badly at night that he could hardly bear to have the bedsheets touch his limbs. He spent a lot of time in and out of the hospital on Governors Island; sometimes he’d have to be rushed there in the middle of the night. For some reason his heart would swell up and push against his lungs, which would fill up with fluid, making it almost impossible for him to breathe. I was always so confused and frightened when this happened. Every time he had an attack the house would be in chaos, but one night I woke up to find everyone in a complete uproar. Somehow, this time it was different; I could feel my mom’s panic. I remember shouting over and over, “Oh, my God, Ma, what’s happening?” But no one answered me. It was very late at night, everyone was running around like crazy, and once again they rushed my father to the hospital. This time he was diagnosed with congestive heart failure, and he contracted pneumonia. He soon lapsed into a semiconscious state.

I went to the hospital every day to visit him. The shades in his room were drawn, and there was a simple lamp by his bed. I sat next to him in the dim light just holding his hand and hoping more than anything that he would get better. After an agonizing three days he regained consciousness and seemed so alert that the doctors told us he had pulled through and would be able to come home. The next morning we readied his bedroom and marched down to the hospital. But when we arrived, the doctor came out to the waiting area and gathered us together. He told us that my father had suffered another bout of congestive heart failure and had died in the night. We were devastated. My father was only forty-one years old. I couldn’t believe that this wonderful, beautiful man was really out of my life and that I would never see him again. I was heartbroken. My eyes welled up with tears and I wept.

The news hit us all like a ton of bricks, and I wasn’t sure my mom was going to get through this tragedy. That night the family gathered at the house, and there was complete pandemonium. My aunt Millie, in her grief, came up to my brother and me and shouted, “You killed him; you two killed my brother!” I was stunned. I had just lost my dad, and now, of all things, I was being blamed for his death. My mom was too distraught to reassure me that this was not the case, so I was left with the horrible impression that I had killed my father, and I suffered with this for a very long time.

The whole situation was so painful that this entire period of my life is a bit out of focus. I barely remember my dad’s funeral. To top it all off, after the funeral my father’s brother, Dominick, decided that now that my mom was a widow at thirty-six, with three kids to take care of, it would be better for her if I came to live with him upstate in Pyrites. That way, he said, she would have one less kid to worry about. I looked around in amazement as my uncle spoke, waiting for someone to veto this ridiculous proposition, but everyone thought it was a good idea. Everyone, that is, except me. Even my mom consented, and off to Pyrites I was sent.

Pyrites was a small, working-class mill town in 1936, about fifteen miles from the Canadian border. My Uncle Dominick and his wife Dominica owned the general store and farmed, and since it was summer, I helped out with the chores. Uncle Dominick never had kids, and he didn’t know the first thing about how to treat a child. He wasn’t a bad guy, but he wasn’t particularly sensitive, either. One afternoon I was hanging out with my aunt in the kitchen while she was ironing, and she asked me to sing to her. So there I was, leaning against a chair, singing, when in came my uncle. He started yelling at me, “Why don’t you do some work around here? Why don’t you milk a cow or something!” And with that he kicked the chair out from under me. He yelled at me all the time and he made me sleep on the floor. This kind of treatment certainly wasn’t what I was used to, and I missed my family desperately.

Fortunately, we had other relatives up in Pyrites. Our cousins the Futias lived next door. They had some wonderful kids my own age, including my favorite cousin, Mary Lou. I spent as much time with the Futias as I could. I hated going back “home” to my uncle’s house.

That fall I went to school with Mary Lou and her brothers and sisters. I didn’t like it much better than I had in Astoria, but I got to do some fun things. One time the whole school put on a play, and all the kids dressed in costumes representing the different nations of the world. Mary Lou and I were made up like we were from Japan. We were supposed to sing a song together called “Sing-A-Lee, Sing a Low-Down Tune,” but the teacher was so taken with my singing that I did most of the song by myself. After the show, all the parents gathered around me and asked me to sing. They thought I was “sophisticated,” since I had just come from New York, and they wanted me to do all the latest songs, like “Pennies from Heaven.” They dug into their pockets and gave me dimes and quarters to sing for them, which was extraordinary, since this was during the Depression.

Having lived in the city my whole life, my time in Pyrites was my first real exposure to nature. I’d never seen so much open space, so many trees and flowers, lakes and rivers, and just because it was so different from Astoria, I instantly liked it. I experienced a sense of freedom unlike anything I’d ever felt before. One of my favorite things to do was ice-skate on the beautiful St. Lawrence River. It was so peaceful there. I’d go for miles and miles. The river froze solid—people drove big trucks right over the ice, that’s how thick it was.

After about nine months—a whole school year—my mom decided she missed me so much she wanted to have me back, so plans were made for my return.

I found out later that not long after my father’s funeral my Uncle Frank had decided my mother needed a vacation, and he took her and my Aunt Emma to the country for a week. He also decided that my family should move to a smaller and more affordable apartment. Although Mary was only sixteen at the time, it was left to her to make all the arrangements for the move, and have everything ready when my mom returned. So all by herself Mary found us a new apartment right across the street from Grandpa’s house on Thirty-second Street. Frank and Emma lived downstairs from my grandparents, so the family was now very close. Mary decided that she would share a room with my mother, and John and I would once again share a pull-out couch in the living room. I don’t know how she was able to handle so much responsibility at sixteen, but the move went smoothly. Mary has always been an amazing person.

When I returned from Pyrites, my family was already moved into the new apartment. It was one more shock in a very traumatic year, but I think I understood why we needed to make the move. With my father gone and my mother working all day, Mary was left to watch after John and me, and it was much easier on her for us to be in a smaller apartment, right across the street from my grandparents. My sister is a beautiful, wonderful woman whose whole life has been devoted to family. She was a surrogate parent to John and me, and she’s always been my main source of emotional support.

My mom kept working all day at the factory, and as before, she did piecework all evening. We’d meet her every night at the subway station so that she wouldn’t have to carry that big bundle of dresses by herself, and in the morning we’d do the same thing in reverse. Even though she got paid by the dress, she’d sometimes pick one out and throw it aside. When I asked her why she did that, she told me, “I only work on quality dresses.” She wasn’t intentionally teaching me a lesson about integrity, but many years later, when producers and record companies tried to tell me what type of songs to record, in the back of my mind I could see my mother tossing those dresses over her shoulder. This has always been my inspiration for insisting on singing nothing but great songs.



CHAPTER THREE
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My uncle Dick, one of my mother’s younger brothers, had been a “hoofer,” a dancer-for-hire on the vaudeville circuit. He performed under the name “Dick Gordon,” and was quite well-known. At the height of his career he even played the New York Palace, a huge theater in Manhattan and about as big a venue as one could play in those days. In the early 1900s vaudeville was the most popular form of entertainment. This was before the advent of movies and radio. For the price of one ticket you saw a multitude of different acts: singers, dancers, jugglers, acrobats, comics, everything you could think of But by the late thirties, vaudeville’s popularity had declined, and it became harder and harder for Uncle Dick to find work.

Eventually, because of his show business connections, he got a job at the box office of the Broadway Theatre on Broadway, between Fifty-second and Fifty-third Streets, a landmark theater that is still around today. It was a beautiful place and Uncle Dick was proud to work in such a distinguished theater.

Uncle Dick filled my head with all sorts of fascinating stories about show business. He told me all about the ins and outs of being a successful entertainer and warned me of the dangers of the road and what to watch out for. He taught me that talent isn’t everything; it’s really those entertainers who have empathy with their audience who are the most successful. He told me that nothing is ever really new: when people are raving about some new trend, chances are it’s been done before.
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