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  In Memory of Al Bogart




  Foreword




  There have been so many things attributed to my father, to things he said and did. Even some of his own most riveting stories came from him, to create excitement around himself and the project he was working on. There are, I am sure, some stories more and some less flattering. Some will be true, some exaggerated, and some just made up by people who wanted to claim a part of his success.




  I would like readers to know that the truth of the story, that no one can deny, is that he was a poor kid from Brooklyn who was able to change his life’s course through hard work, determination, and dreams. And isn’t that amazing?




  He was devoted to all his children. When I was very young he would put me up on a little table and if I danced to the song, he said it would be a hit. He called this “record review.”




  Yes, he met presidents of the United States and other incredibly influential people, but he came home early from work to see us after school and made me sandwiches for camp with a note in them.




  His latter life was influenced by the disco era and all that went along with that. Some readers won’t understand the wild excitement that fed on itself. Some readers do because they were part of it.




  Please remember as you read or see any materials about my father that it has been 32 years since his death and people’s memories change.




  The favor I ask of you who follow his life is to remember that he was by no means lucky. He drove himself. You can do this too. You can make anything you want of yourself and I guess that is what my dad’s message would be to all of us.




  Jylle Bogart Barker




  April 2014




  Introduction




  The man who became music mogul Neil Bogart started as a kid named Neil Bogatz from the humble streets of Brooklyn, New York—far from the glamour and glitz of a Los Angeles that, to some degree, he would help create. As fascinating a figure as he would become, the story of how he got there is even more so. The development of Neil’s talent and hunger for success started when he was a youth; he grew up in a home where his parents fostered and, in some ways, incessantly drove that desire. They fashioned him into the man and dynamic producer he would become— the King of Bubblegum, Casablanca Records founder, the man responsible for bringing KISS to the masses, and, perhaps most famously, the Disco King.




  I am his only nephew, son of his lone sibling, Bonnie Ellen Ermilio (formerly Bogatz). With the help of my close friend, Josh Levine, we retraced the steps of Neil Bogart’s life from prior to his birth to the impact he made beyond his death. This book contains interviews from his closest relatives, personal accounts from childhood friends, and never-before-shared stories from the first love of his life, his first wife, Beth. We have compiled extraordinary tales from colleagues who worked with Neil from his time in promotions on the East Coast all the way to his incredible run at Casablanca Records. We sifted through thousands of pages of documents, books, articles, and interviews to help reconstruct Neil Bogart’s life.




  Neil’s life was the extraordinary ride of a dreamer, a man with incredible expectations and historic import who was both a creature of his success and a victim of its trappings. He succumbed to the temptations of fame and lived a life many could only dream of. In that process, Neil faced his own mortality at the height of his success. He rose and fell with tremendous thunder and left a positive imprint on our culture that will be felt for decades to come. Many of the stories in this book have never seen the light of day. This is the only complete account of Neil Bogart’s life and how he became the Disco King.




  Brett Ermilio and Josh Levine




  April 2014




  Prologue




  On May 8, 1982, at Cedars Sinai Hospital in Los Angeles, California, the Disco King lay dying.




  The now-weakened man had once been a larger-than-life figure, the grand orchestrator of parties, promotions, and shows, releasing gold record after gold record—and discovering music that would far outlast him. Neil Scott Bogatz, a man whose name would be all but forgotten twenty years later, helped to create some of the most memorable and relevant music of his and of our time. Acts such as the Village People, KISS, Parliament, and Donna Summer highlighted his list of talent. Their contributions drove the 1970’s music industry like a freight train. Neil was its brilliant conductor.




  On that day in 1982, there was no disco ball or music blasting through the hospital. There was only a man with cancer dying in a hospital bed. With all hope lost and his oxygen mask removed, Neil was drawing his final breath in the late morning hours. With his sister, Bonnie, by his side and his brother-in-law, Joseph, standing by, and the rest of the family waiting outside the room, the Disco King’s fight was over. At 10:20 a.m. he was gone. He died on Mother’s Day and was buried on his father’s birthday.
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  From the streets of Brooklyn, New York, to the penthouse of the music industry, Neil Bogart’s story is unique. He lived his life like a Roman candle—burning brightly until his untimely demise, considering how much he accomplished, at the very young age of thirty-nine.




  Throughout his life, Neil managed to rise above circumstances and adversity. His beginnings in the Glenwood housing projects were humble. His mother, Ruth, a rigid and difficult woman, physically and verbally abused him. His father, Al, a World War II veteran and postal worker, was a creative influence on his son who turned a blind eye to his wife’s behavior. On his way up, Neil received rejection after rejection from the music industry; success seemed always just out of reach until he clawed his way to the top. One can even argue that the abuse that Neil endured from his mother was a driving spark that ultimately stoked the fires of his own success.




  Neil began his career in the music industry in his late teens, launching a singing career based on the music his father had written, even scoring a hit with the song “Bobby.” The industry, as it tends to do, moved on without him when he could not muster a follow-up. A hustler at heart, Neil never turned down an opportunity to appear in the public eye; he shifted his energies to getting featured in teen magazines to raise his profile. Though singing and dancing were in his blood, his acumen for business and self-promotion were evident early on. He quickly learned that, strangely enough, being the talent was not where the money was. Neil didn’t want to be the one onstage—he wanted to own the people onstage.




  Within three years of entering the industry, Neil landed a job as president of Buddah Records, making him a twenty-four-year-old music executive, the youngest ever. From the late 1960s to the early 1970s, Neil was called the “Bubblegum King” for his ability to turn out a litany of chart-topping successes. As that era came to an end, Neil transitioned successfully into the R&B arena. His rise at Buddah was not quite enough for him; Neil wanted his own company. Like a lot of people in the twentieth century, he moved west to achieve this dream—and Casablanca Records was born.




  Casablanca Records, the home of KISS, the Village People, and Donna Summer, has become a story within a story, a legendary tale of drug abuse, innovative music, success, wasted talent, women, money, blown opportunity, and some of the biggest names in the music industry. At the time, the wild ride seemed like it would last forever. In truth, it lasted only five years.




  Neil was a visionary, a creative and sharp businessman who drove others hard, himself harder. In an era where big was hip and bigger was hipper, Neil became an absolute juggernaut. He left the impoverished streets of New York to live out west among some of the most powerful, influential, and respected people in the entertainment industry. He was a self-made multi-millionaire, a dreamer who literally thought he could not be stopped.




  In 1979, just three years prior to his death, Neil offered this perspective on his unlikely success:




  

    Hey, I’m just an ordinary guy from Brooklyn having a good time. Two and a half years ago I was flat on my ass in debt, down to my last warning from American Express, and now I’ve got this company that’s grossing fifty million dollars a year, that’s making the hottest records and movies around. Who would believe a guy from PS 203 could live like this? Who would believe anyone could make so much money from his fantasies? 1


  




  
CHAPTER 1


  The Creative Seed





  

    Why head for the mountaintop when you’re reaching for the sky?1




    —NEIL SCOTT BOGART


  




  In 1943, the year Neil Scott Bogatz was born in Brooklyn Jewish Hospital, the average working wage in America was two thousand dollars a year, the average cost of a gallon of gas was fifteen cents, a bottle of Coca-Cola was five cents, and Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas” had just finished a triumphant eleven-month run on the charts. The Great Depression was officially over as the US economy moved into overdrive, while war production reached a feverish pace. The Academy Award for best picture of the year went to Casablanca, starring Humphrey Bogart. That movie that would have a great impact on Neil over the course of his life, providing both inspiration and a namesake.




  Neil’s parents, Abraham “Al” Bogatz and Ruth Bogatz, met as children in the 1930s and quickly became inseparable. They didn’t grow up poor, per se, but they certainly were limited. Their lives seemed to run in parallel; they both scurried through the streets of New York in the pre–World War II days, when economic and military crises had not yet burdened the lives of the nation’s citizens. Al and Ruth were happy, and the atmosphere was ripe for romance. Fumbling flirtations soon turned into love, and their marriage would ultimately last more than five decades.




  Al was shy and handsome, a creative young man who loved to write music. Ruth was a beautiful and outspoken woman with a flair for making costumes. They were a socially dynamic couple who shared a passion for music and looked for any opportunity to dance. They did so as often as they could during a time in America when this was quite common; dancing through the tough years of the Great Depression provided a release and an outlet for their mutual creativity.




  During high school, Al spent much of his idle time penning songs and stories with aspirations of going to college to study writing. However, the Great Depression sidetracked countless dreams, and Al’s were one of its many victims. Instead of heading off to college and improving his chances at succeeding as a writer, Al was forced to make other arrangements. In the 1930s, wanting to become a writer meant one thing; living as one was something else entirely. The fact was, he needed to make a living as one. He started off as a shipfitter in the Brooklyn Naval Yard for Bethlehem Steel Corporation to make ends meet, while Ruth kept the home.




  In the summer of 1943, a few short months after Neil’s birth, Al was drafted to fight for his country. Because of his skills and experience reconditioning ships, he was enlisted into the US Navy as a Shipfitter First Class during World War II. He was first sent to mainland locations and then stationed at Pearl Harbor, remaining there until 1945. During his time there, he couldn’t resist writing. When handed the opportunity to write for Patrol, the wartime paper issued by the Navy about the seamen at Pearl Harbor, he took it.




  Al’s “The Voice” became a featured column. Jim Gaffney, a writer for a naval publication called Topside Watch, called Al “earthy” and wrote of how Al “broke the monotony of War Bond promotions, editorials on the importance of censorship, tomes of baseball stories and the jokes . . . his columns echoed the hope, praise, fear, resentment, and humor of people at war.”2




  Al was also not afraid to speak his mind, and his articles reveal an honesty and forthrightness that one can imagine spoke to the men who put their lives on hold to fight for their country:




  

    I believe in Freedom of Press where a man can “voice” his opinion on right or wrong. My first thought, as everyone else, is to get this war over with as soon as possible and get back to my family. I believe in fighting for the next guy and helping people along.3


  




  Back at home, Ruth regularly sent love letters to her husband stationed more than five thousand miles away. She kept Al up to speed on the family and their activities, especially what was going on with baby “Neilly.” The time apart was difficult on Ruth. Like many other wives left to fend for themselves during the war, she longed for her husband to come home. It was particularly tough for the young mother, since she and Al had been best friends as children; they hadn’t spent any time apart.




  Al finally returned home, unscathed from the war, in 1945, but it was a short-lived homecoming. Rent was due, Neil was growing, and the bills were piling up. Al was immediately confronted with the responsibility of providing for his family. The Great Depression had diverted him from a college degree and a writing career, and the war had further pushed back any hope of pursuing either. He once again put his pen down and joined the US Post Office so that he could support his family. Putting his dreams aside had become commonplace for Al, but he wouldn’t let that stop him from writing songs on his own. Al would make up melodies, write lyrics, and eventually teach the songs to his children (for them to record with his help). He never played an instrument, but as family members recall, if you stood close to him, he could usually be heard humming a tune.




  Two years after returning home from war, the Bogatz clan expanded again with a girl, Bonnie Ellen Bogatz. Despite being four years apart in age, she and Neil would become extremely close. Bonnie always cherished the way Neil looked after his little sister—she referred to him as her “protector.”




  The Bogatz household flourished with creativity, especially music. At night the Bogatzes gathered in the living room and danced to all kinds of music—from Big Band and swing greats like Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, and Count Basie, to the standards of Bing Crosby, to the newer, pre–rock-and-roll sounds of Buddy Holly and Little Richard. They laughed, danced, and sang along with songs that filled their home—music was an important ritual the family shared together. Sometimes they’d even pretend to ballroom dance. The walls of their cozy Brooklyn apartment in the projects broke away, and the space outside their home filled with rows and rows of chairs upon which sat their cheering fans. There they were, the Bogatz clan, dressed to the nines, exchanging partners and pretending to be stars in front of an audience. They weren’t just performing for themselves—they were performing for the world. For the Bogatz children, the art of entertainment was an education unto itself. Neil learned to play to the audience before the audience even existed.




  The Ed Sullivan Show and comedians like Bob Hope and Sid Caesar were also popular with the Bogatz kids as breaks from the monotony of homework. Neil mimicked his idols from his favorite variety shows on the small screen. When they sang, he sang. When they danced, he danced. When they told a joke, he would commit it to memory, make it his own, and send his sister into fits of uncontrollable laughter.




  Movie stars also played a huge role in young Neil’s life. He would sit on his parents’ quietly fading furniture and marvel at the screen legends who seemed so much larger than life—Shirley Temple, Fred Astaire, and Humphrey Bogart—and dream that one day he would be coming back through the screen into people’s homes. Though Neil was known for his musical prowess, his hidden passion was always the movies. In fact, though music became his vocation, he embraced all types of art. He wasn’t limited to simply dance or song or film; it was the idea of performance in general that attracted him. Perhaps it was a lack of focus, but the landscape inside Neil’s mind allowed for all these possibilities. The merging of music and movies, the ability of entertainment to take you to a fantasy world, the creation of personas for performance, all would heavily influence Neil throughout his career. These innocent childhood dreams, which began in his parents’ living room in front of a black-and-white RCA television, formed the basis for a career that would lead to a number of musical movements in the 1960s and 1970s.




  Ruth and Al fostered a creative environment for their children, exposing them to “the Arts,” which were pivotal in their growth. It was something both children would pass on to their own children. From an early age, Al taught songs to his children—one of his favorites being Billie Holiday’s version of “Pennies from Heaven.” They sang Frank Sinatra, Perry Como, and Johnny Mathis—the great crooners of Al’s generation. Neil would come home from school and run right to the radio, where the two would listen together to the big band music his dad loved. This music greatly affected Neil’s own musical trajectory and drove him to learn to play the bongo drums, saxophone, and the clarinet—the same instruments that were standard in these songs. He wanted to re-create in his own music the sounds he first heard in that room.




  Al also wrote his own songs for Neil and Bonnie to sing. He took his kids to a twenty-five-cent record press box, a machine common in the city at the time, and had them record his tunes. The booth was similar to the photo booths where people take candid, and often silly, pictures. The Bogatzes headed out to one on Coney Island, where anyone could go inside the soundproof booth, put in a quarter, and sing when the light came on. Upon completion, a record was pressed and came out of a slot for you to take. This is where Al took Neil and Bonnie to record early songs from the time Neil was eleven until he was thirteen years old. In fact, Neil’s first released singles in 1959, “Go Bohemian” and its B-side, “Oh Genie,” were written and produced by Al Bogatz and Neil Scott, Neil’s first stage name.




  Al and Ruth made it a practice to show their kids as much of the world as they could. Giving them opportunities to get out of their neighborhood was important, especially when the kids were young. Al and Ruth vacationed in the Catskills, headed to old US Army forts, and visited local Native American villages up and down the East Coast. The parents wanted to give their kids some perspective on the world and get them out of the often-isolated confines of Brooklyn. Not many families could afford the travel, and though it was a stretch for the Bogatzes, giving the children venues to expand their education and experience was worth any expense.




  The Bogatzes practiced a broad philosophy of education. They believed that schoolwork was only half of the equation to becoming a productive member of society. It was just as important to make their kids comfortable with America’s past, with their own history, with all types of people and a litany of different cultures.




  Ruth also exhibited her own creativity in the house, hand-knitting clothes for school and creating lavish costumes for the kids’ performances and special occasions like Halloween. She took any opportunity to create something extraordinary from scratch for her kids. This worked both as a creative outlet for the talented mother and as a way to save the household money. Instead of purchasing clothes, she made everything they needed. She was also a fantastic cook, not merely a housewife with a gift for making a good brisket or lasagna. She inspired other women in the neighborhood, who would come to get a taste of her culinary treats. There were no cooking shows to learn from back then; it all came from her imagination. People began asking her to cater local events, but Ruth had little time for this. Her kitchen in the projects was barely bigger than their linen closet. Instead she focused much of her time on helping her son develop his already obvious and burgeoning talents.




  Neil displayed a lot of confidence early on. As his father would say years later: Neil “started singing at the age of ten, and he never stopped.” He had an almost desperate drive to rise from his humble beginnings and become famous. When his sister, Bonnie, was just four, a teenager named Yvonne escorted her back to the house after she had wandered off. A grateful Ruth quickly proclaimed that Yvonne was to be their babysitter. Yvonne accepted because that’s what most people did when Ruth had already decided something. Yvonne then made her way into the living room, where Neil was lying upside down on the couch, watching television. She mimicked the precocious boy, lying upside down beside him and introducing herself. She playfully asked the eight-year-old, “So . . . what do you want to be when you grow up?” Neil, without hesitation, eyes locked on the TV, said, “I want to be a star.” To him, it was the most obvious answer in the world. What else was there to be?




  As Neil grew older, Ruth got the sense that something special was developing in her son, and she decided to dedicate her life to ensuring he made it out of Brooklyn. His dream would become her dream. She glommed onto her eldest child and went to any lengths to remove all obstacles that might have blocked him. No one would deny that Ruth Bogatz had tremendously high expectations and ruled with a decidedly iron fist. Neither Neil nor Bonnie could afford to disappoint their mother—they learned quickly that the ramifications were costly when they did.




  
CHAPTER 2


  The Glenwood Projects





  

    We all knew, even at that time, music was a very serious subject to him.




    —LYNN CAMPOLO, CHILDHOOD FRIEND


  




  Growing up in the diverse Glenwood Projects in Brooklyn created a variety of challenges for a skinny Jewish kid like Neil. If you didn’t have street smarts, you didn’t thrive. Neil had to develop those skill sets as quickly as possible. Street savvy, quick thinking and—most important—toughness were hallmarks of Neil Bogart from an early age.




  The Glenwood Houses (or “Glenwood Projects,” as residents called it) was a moderate- to low-income housing development in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn. The housing project began in 1949 during the post– World War II era, when the New York City Housing Authority reached its peak in constructing public housing. The apartments were built around parks, which served as the cultural epicenters of the community. The buildings were not high-rises but moderate-size towers lifting above and around the parks in a “tower by the park” style.




  Completed in 1950, Glenwood had twenty six-story buildings, with 1,186 apartments and more than 2,700 residents. Children’s playgrounds, numerous city parks, recreation centers, and senior centers were sprinkled throughout the developments. Often the parks served as the social mecca of activity for the development’s youth.




  Today Glenwood is far different. There is more crime and drug use today than there was sixty years ago. But the challenges of growing up in tough communities with people of different backgrounds living on top of one another has been a common theme throughout Glenwood’s history. It was certainly true back when Neil Bogart was stomping around there.




  Back in the early 1950s, Jewish families dominated the streets of the Glenwood Projects. More than 60 percent of the families that lived there were Jewish, although families from a variety of other backgrounds—Italian, Irish, black, Puerto Rican—made up the diverse group of residents. The Jewish community wasn’t religious—they only really celebrated the High Holy Days of Rosh Hashanah (New Year) and Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement). During any other time of year, an outsider would never have known that the majority of the people living in the community were part of any religion.




  The qualifications at the time to live in the neighborhood were strictly financial. You had to make some money, but not too much. The land behind Glenwood stood vacant, a place for kids to get themselves in all kinds of trouble. The world was expanding quickly, but not in the “projects.” Although opportunity could be found in America in the 1950s—a lot of it right across the East River in Manhattan—to the residents of Glenwood it seemed as though that world was thousands of miles away.




  The park was the nucleus of the neighborhood around the Bogatz apartment. It was the hub where the majority of local kids spent their time playing, socializing, and unknowingly establishing themselves in grade-school hierarchies that would stick with them through their entire lives. A long bench crisscrossed the park. The girls sat arm in arm and watched the boys play tackle football and stickball on the hard asphalt. Neil and Bonnie liked the part of the bench near the water spouts, which shot up into the air and landed in a moss-filled wading pool. The pool allowed kids some relief in the hot summers and served as a monument to better days in winter.




  Neil didn’t frequent the park much, but when he did, he often regretted going there. Joseph Ermilio, Bonnie’s future husband and one of the future directors under Neil at Casablanca Records, recalls a time when Neil’s mother interrupted one of his softball games (a rarity for Neil, who tended to stay indoors practicing his music) and made him go get bread for the house. “Neil was mortified,” he noted, “but he wouldn’t dare question his mother’s wishes.”




  While many kids socialized at the park, Neil spent countless hours practicing his craft, taking singing and dancing lessons. Neil also took music lessons: bongo drums, the saxophone, and the clarinet. Even in his early teens, Bogart was driven to succeed in show business; he had greater goals in mind and cared little for juvenile activities.




  Neil’s uncle, Seymour Bogatz, remembers the girls chasing him, but the teenager wasn’t interested. “He was always too busy promoting himself,” he says. “He always had a lot of girls running after him. But his focus was on being successful. I’d drive him to many of his gigs. We would see numerous girls. They would run to him. But he never had any time for chance encounters. Having a girlfriend wasn’t in his vocabulary.”




  To help pay for all of Neil’s music lessons (and Bonnie’s dance lessons), Ruth left the comfortable confines of home to get a job as an assistant at a doctor’s office. Ruth considered it a sacrifice to do this for her children, and in some ways she never let them forget it. But since performing was always at their core, she also viewed working outside the home as her duty. It fit in with her and Al’s philosophy to facilitate all opportunities for their children. Her son’s creative development moved along nicely, and with all the encouragement he received from his teachers and peers, an added toughness, almost cockiness, came along with it.




  Bonnie was continually amazed at how protective her brother was. One time a boy was mean to Bonnie just outside their complex. Upset, Bonnie ran up to their apartment and told her brother what had happened. He rushed down the stairs with his eyes bulging right out of his head and got in the boy’s face, nose to chin. Neil was never physically imposing, but he was fierce when he needed to be. Bonnie heard her brother yell, “If you ever talk to my sister that way again, you and I are going to have a problem!” The other boy wanted no part of Neil and backed down.




  When Neil got angry, when his eyes flared with rage, he looked downright rabid. There was an edge to Neil people sometimes didn’t see coming, as he usually came off as an affable guy. But you never wanted to see his dark side. It was something passed to him by his mother, whose darkness was decidedly less hidden.




  Sometimes Neil played the role of big brother to a fault. Once Neil started performing publicly, Bonnie and her close friend, Eileen Freidman, became a fixture at Neil’s shows. Ruth tried to maintain a home court advantage for Neil wherever he performed, which often included putting Bonnie and her friends in the audience to be sure the cheers were appropriately raucous.




  Eileen can remember countless times Neil got them into trouble for overstepping his bounds. Recalls Eileen:




  

    When I was about thirteen, that would put Neil at about seventeen, I remember he was trying to make it as a singer. He was singing at a hotel in Spring Lake, in the Catskills. My parents were staying at a bungalow colony not far away, so they drove me to the hotel so I could stay with Bonnie for a few days and see Neil perform. Ruth kind of left us alone, and our only requirement was to check in once in a while and scream when Neil came on to sing.


  




  Bonnie was seeing someone at the time and asked Eileen to vanish for the night, which she agreed to do. Since Ruth and Al were so occupied with managing Neil during his shows, Bonnie felt like the odd family member out. On one occasion she took the opportunity to sneak out on a date with a boy and left Eileen alone in their room. Neil came into the room to find Eileen alone watching Lassie—and took off as soon as he saw that Bonnie wasn’t there. Meanwhile, Ruth had no idea that Bonnie had disappeared with a boy. Eileen remembers that Neil must have been pissed that Bonnie was missing. Al and Ruth were upset at Bonnie’s behavior and were not at all pleased with Eileen either. “Al and Ruth called my parents because I was found alone with a boy too,” Eileen says. “They were upset. But Neil felt terrible I got in trouble, because really I did nothing wrong. He kept apologizing to me. Neil always was a big brother to all of us. He looked after us. But Neil, either directly or indirectly, would get us into trouble pretty often.”




  Neil was always actively engaged in Bonnie’s life, even with her friends. Staying close to his sister and her friends wasn’t just selfless brothering—it also gave him an audience and helped him shape his ear for music. He could see what got them excited and learned to play off the crowd; the young performer was diligent, and he would tweak and adapt based on their response. This skill would prove invaluable when he began to perform.




  Lynn Campolo was one of Bonnie’s friends. Neil would sit in his and Bonnie’s bedroom with Lynn and play “Name That Tune” with his records. Lynn told us:




  

    You have to remember that back then, we weren’t poor but just about okay. Neil, being so into music, had a record player on a table near the bedroom door. He would “test” my knowledge of songs by playing just the first few notes of the record, then take the needle off the record and see if I knew the song.


  




  Neil took the game seriously. He’d refined his tastes over the years and wanted to prove to anyone and everyone that he was an expert. And Lynn always played along, happy to watch his infectious behavior:




  

    I would sit up on the desk in front of the window and keep my back to him so I couldn’t see the record label. Back then, records had distinctive labels and you could tell by the label itself what song, or artist, a record might be from. . . . We all knew, even at that time, music was a very serious subject to him.


  




  Neil’s mother helped Neil foster his talents, which meant that she also took some responsibility for his daily activities. She was not only his guardian and keeper but also his manager and advisor; it was an odd relationship for a mother and child to have, especially back then. Perhaps she took too personal an interest in her son and his career. When a parental relationship goes from guidance to something more akin to management, it can take a nasty turn, especially if the parent has little life of her own and feels she must live vicariously through her child.




  Ruth loved to be with people and be the center of attention. This was a trait picked up by Neil; socializing, holding court, taking over a room— all came natural to him, just as it did to her. But sooner or later, relationships between two people with similar personalities, especially when they are tied to the same boat, tend to come up against rocks.




  Ruth also passed on to her son a strikingly violent temper. As much love as there was between them, and for all the attention Ruth gave Neil, the two clashed often. While Ruth certainly supported and almost idolized her son because of his abilities, the mother made sure to let the son know who was in charge. There was little doubt that she held the power over her son, and as much as she loved Neil—as much as he was her baby boy—she maintained complete psychological control over him and, for that matter, her entire family. Neil’s burgeoning talent and voracious energy seemed larger than life, but in the tiny Bogatz apartment, Ruth’s rule was even bigger. As intense as Ruth’s love for Neil was, it was matched by the intensity of her anger.




  
CHAPTER 3


  The Dark Ages





  

    We never ever talked back to her. We wouldn’t dare. We were petrified of her.




    —BONNIE ERMILIO


  




  At times the atmosphere inside the Bogatz home could be chaotic. With Al working and the children at play or practice or school, Ruth had to keep the home together. She could be a tyrant when she wasn’t accorded the respect she thought she deserved. At other times she was a dedicated mother who went to great lengths to make certain of her children’s— particularly Neil’s—success. But more often than not, family and friends remembered her as a controlling woman who ordered her husband around and instilled the fear of God into Neil and Bonnie.




  The woman nicknamed “Chippy” by her husband could be downright brutish. She was a fearless and fierce woman who could be ruthless in achieving her goals. Though she put on one sociable face to the world, those who knew her most intimately knew the truth. Ruth could be extremely dark. Demeaning to her children and cruel when she wanted to be, Ruth spawned a kind of fragility in her children, her temper triggering future stresses that were impossible to repair. She would unleash both physical and mental abuse, some subtle and some overt.




  Ruth treated strangers on the street, people she barely knew, far better than the people close to her. This behavior continued through her entire life. She had Russian blood running through her veins and ruled her house the way she saw fit, knowing full well that Al was subservient to her. Joseph Ermilio, Al and Ruth’s son-in-law, told us:




  

    [Al] was a man that didn’t stand up for himself or his kids. He was a mouse. In front of the kids he would never show Ruth up. I remember once Ruth was sitting next to the phone when it rang and she shouted over and over again at Al who was across the house to come and get it. She shouted multiple times until he walked over and answered the phone right next to her. That was Ruth. That’s who she was.


  




  Ruth’s mean streak wasn’t necessarily genetic—it was likely taught to her by her Russian mother, Edith. Edith, like Ruth, cared very much about how the world perceived her. Bonnie remembers her grandmother vividly: “My grandmother always dressed up and tried to wear fancy clothes. She always wanted to appear like she had more money than she did. She wore frilly hats and coats, anything that was popular at the time. Appearances were very important to her.”




  In addition to Edith’s attempts to impress everyone around her, she harbored a hardened attitude and wicked temper. “She was so mean. Just a very mean woman,” Bonnie shivered as she recalled.




  Edith was not around often, but Neil and Bonnie still felt her impact. Edith definitely left her footprint on Ruth, and a cycle of behavior was passed from mother to daughter. Ruth too aspired to rise from the depths of the lower class and dreamed of being rich. She carried her mother’s desire to be more than she was, and by extension, her family needed to be more as well. Her hardness partly came from her need to realize this desire.




  Ruth took an alternative tack with Neil. Instead of consistently tearing him down, she drove him to be better and stronger. The appearance of these “two Ruths” probably stemmed from something she saw in her son. She thought he was simply more talented than other children. While other young boys played mindlessly in the park, Neil spent his time practicing instruments and mapping out his track to fame and fortune. Ruth sensed that Neil would get out of Brooklyn and achieve something bigger than all of them. Al may have had dreams of being a great writer and entertainer, but to Ruth, those were exactly that: dreams. Dreams were nothing more than a fantasy. She once said, “I hate fantasies. Fantasies aren’t real.” Ruth made sure her son held no illusions about what “shooting for the stars” actually meant—it involved grit and hard work— and clearly she thought it involved someone driving him toward them.




  Ruth attempted to expose her children to the faces of success, as she understood it. She wanted her kids to see the stars up close and in person. “My mother always wanted to show us what we could be,” Bonnie says. “Especially with Neil, she wanted him to know he could be a star if he worked hard enough. That’s why she took us to so many places.”




  Al and Ruth took the children to places like the Catskills to show them where and how “rich” people lived. They wanted to be part of that world, despite not being able to afford it themselves. Ruth ingrained these images of money and success into her children, believing that “successful people were respected people.” Ruth always tried to hold that image out before her children’s eyes, persuading them to reach for it and do what she and Al could not.




  When Ruth took her son around to friends and relatives, she stood back and watched, beaming, as he performed and demonstrated his many talents. Despite her pushing, Neil was not a classic “show-biz child,” merely acting out his parents’ fantasies. Neil performed because he loved to, not because Ruth asked him to. Both of them had far greater goals for Neil than simple living room performances.




  On his thirteenth birthday, Neil stepped on center stage on the dance floor at his own bar mitzvah and belted out a rousing rendition of the family favorite, “Pennies from Heaven,” a song Al had taught his children (and later recorded with them on Coney Island). Already the ultimate showman, Neil sang the chorus and tossed pennies all around the dance floor, causing the children to scurry about and snatch up as many as they could. With that gimmick, he gained a captive audience.




  As he would show later in life as a promotions man and founder of his own label, Neil had a knack for “selling” acts and performances. He could figure out what the audience wanted and bring it to them with a hook, or a plan, or sometimes a simple gimmick. Whether it was at home in front of his sister and her friends or out in public, the teenage Neil quickly learned the effect he could have on people with his performances.




  Ruth felt empowered by her son’s charisma and was determined for him to be famous. She focused on Neil’s blossoming career and drove him hard to be successful. Numerous family members remember that making Neil a star was her greatest priority. Ruth wanted more for her family and more for Neil; she knew he could get it.




  As Al worked long hours, Ruth not only worked but also ran the household. All married couples fall into their roles, and the Bogatzes were no exception. He was more passive; she was direct and aggressive. Perhaps that was just the way Al was. Perhaps his timidity arose from the fact that when Ruth got angry, she got real angry. If Neil or Bonnie got in trouble, a slew of insults and crazed shouting from their mother would be a blessing, because if you disappointed or upset Ruth, a slap could easily come your way. However, Neil rarely faced the physical punishment that Bonnie had to endure.




  A favorite tool of punishment in Ruth’s arsenal was “the straps,” a harsh reprimand she used when her children were not playing by her rules. The straps had a twofold use for Bonnie. The first was to tie her to the dining room chair in order to force her to finish her vegetables. The second use was far worse: Ruth beat Bonnie with them when she got particularly enraged.




  Another special tool Ruth had at her disposal was wooden hangers. Both the straps and hangers would leave Bonnie with visible welts. Neil was always protective of his sister and was constantly finding creative ways of protecting her against regular beatings from their mother. “I remember when my mother would get angry and reach for the straps,” Bonnie recalls:




  

    She would come after me, but my brother wouldn’t allow her to get to me. He would pretend he was a monkey. He flailed his arms about and chased my mother around the apartment before she had a chance to get to me. He would chase her, making crazy monkey sounds and flapping his arms all around. She would laugh and give in. She put the straps down and just laughed. He saved me.
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