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ARNIE LATCHKEY [co-manager of Fountain and Bliss]: It's sad to say, but the funniest that Harry and Flo Blissman ever were was on the night that they were too dead to perform. Best thing that ever happened to Ziggy, his parents dying the way they did. Best thing. From a professional standpoint, of course.




SALLY KLEIN [Ziggy Bliss's cousin and co-manager of Fountain and Bliss]: When Harry met my Aunt Florence, she was one of the old Garrity Gaiety Gals; she had a wonderful figure, a fabulous face, but she was only five feet tall. Harry had two inches on her. But Flo could really belt it out; “a lion's roar coming out of an ant” is how someone once described her voice.

If Harry and Flo were passing through Philly, they'd stop over at our place. We had a front porch and Harry would go on the porch and sit on a swinging seat. He'd gaze off into the distance and he'd be mumbling and swaying. My mother told me he was doing their act in his mind, trying to get it right. Well, he may have been doing that or he might have just been talking to himself. With entertainers you can never tell.

My parents took me to see them once. Harry and Flo came on toward the middle and did a sketch about a wife who couldn't cook. The audience took this time to go to the bathroom or smoke cigars in the lobby. I really don't remember much about the act.




LENNY PEARL [comedian]: Instant amnesia, it was like—as soon as they went offstage you forgot what you'd just seen. I was on the road with them for years. They were strictly a bottom-of-the-barrel, low-rung vaudeville act. A cough in the audience was like a standing ovation for them. They were the two tiniest things you ever saw, if you ever saw them.

Now, let's tell the truth here: the act failed. Before they signed with the Bratton circuit, they were on the Pantages circuit and they also had toured with the Keith and Albee companies. California, Oklahoma, Chicago, Florida—they failed everywhere. But at least they got to see the country.

Archie Bratton [president of A. C. Bratton Theater Ventures] wanted to bill them as the Mirthful Midgets, did you know that? Well, Harry stood up to him and said, “Hey, we ain't midgets!” But Bratton did it anyway.

There was this magician with our company and his name was Ferdinand the Fantastiq. The reason there were no letters after the q was because Archie Bratton was so goddamn cheap, he'd even save money on the ink on the handbills they passed around.

If you ask me what Ferdinand was, where he was from, I couldn't tell you. Some people thought he was Maltese or a Gypsy. His hair was jet black. He put a lot of paprika in his food, I remember, so he might have been Hungarian. He was a damn good magician. Did the best disappearing act I ever saw. Let's see someone else really disappear like that!




SCARLET ROBIDEAUX [Ferdinand's assistant]: Ferdinand had a thin handlebar mustache and he waxed it with black shoe polish, and his shiny black hair was parted in the middle. He was always polite to me and to the other girls. He never tried to lay a hand on us and that was rare—if you were an entertainer there were all kinds of things said about you. But he was a gentleman.

All I really did was go on the stage and hold up things for him or slip backstage and get props. That was quite a costume I had! I looked like a peacock. All those blue feathers. Ferdinand would do the routine, saw me in half, make me disappear, levitate me. He never worked with birds though—he told me he'd often had “artistic differences” with them.

I realized that there was something going on between him and Florence Blissman. I heard rumors. I would see them walking down the hallway together in the hotels. And you just knew. She was very lonely and I couldn't blame her.




LENNY PEARL: Oh, there was all kinds of gossip. But this was the life we led. Did I know about Flo and the magician? Sure I did. It was like The Wizard of Oz with the Munchkins. You put all these munchkins from the world over on a set together and suddenly it's the ancient Roman baths all over again except a lot shorter.

When Flo got pregnant I slapped Harry on the back and congratulated him. He was so small I nearly knocked him over. He didn't seem very happy for it being his first kid. 'Cause maybe it wasn't really his kid.




SCARLET ROBIDEAUX: In the act I got into a box and Ferdinand sealed it shut. He spun it around and then opened it and I was gone . . . there would be nothing but my feathers wafting around inside.




One night Ferdinand told me he was going to change the act. He was going to disappear, he said. He told me he had a brand-new box and all I had to do was stand there and look very pretty. Well, I could not believe my eyes! This new box was quite grand. It was real mahogany. There was gold and pearls and floral inlay and it was very magnificent.

At the end of the act Ferdinand bowed to the audience and then went into the box and tipped his hat. I closed the door and walked around it. Then I opened the door and he was gone.

As far as I reckon, he was never seen again.




SALLY KLEIN: After Ziggy was born, my mother told me, Harry just devoted himself to the act. That was when he started rehearsing to himself and mumbling and staring off into space.




• • •




CATHERINE RICCI [sister of Vic Fountain]: Codport [Massachusetts] was a fishing town, right on Buzzard's Bay. Papa [Bruno Fontana] worked on the piers, in the fish market. He was an assistant manager there. He couldn't ever get the smell of fish off him, even on weekends. Nobody would sit too close to us at the movies because of the smell. But nobody really liked to sit too close to anybody. Most people smelled of fish in that town and everybody pretty much kept to themselves.

Mamma [Violetta Fontana] was like a lot of Italian mothers. She stayed home and took care of the kids. You couldn't walk in that house without tripping over a baby. Vic was the youngest, so I think he had more people tripping over him than the rest of us. Maybe that toughened him up.

My father was very quiet. He'd give you a look and you shut up for a while. He'd always be yanking Vic's hair or his ear, especially his ear—it's amazing Vic could even hear with all that yanking. But make no mistake: Mamma ran the family.




ARNIE LATCHKEY: Vic hated fish, would never eat it. Not even caviar or lobster. You couldn't pay him to look at it. Once we had him all set to do a swashbuckler movie with Rhonda Fleming, but he wouldn't do it. I tell him, “Vic, you know, it's not like you're really on the high seas; you're on a soundstage and they got a big bathtub,” and he says, “No, but when I see the movie it'll be like I was on the high seas.” As though he would go to see one of his own movies.

[Vic's mother] had a little dash of Madame Defarge about her. Cooking, cleaning, and knitting, but plotting to take over the world. Vic got his looks from Bruno, the hair, the height, the eyes. Bruno, who could make  Calvin Coolidge seem talkative, had those scary blue eyes—like looking at ice. And his hands were as big as catcher's mitts.




RAY FONTANA [Vic's older brother]: Pop worked his way up at the fish market, lifting crates of cod and clams. Crates it took two guys to carry, he did it on his own. Once I saw him carry an armoire down the stairs without resting it. The armoire alone weighed two hundred pounds. And after he put it down, what happens? Three of my sisters and my brother Sal come running out.




TONY FERRO [childhood friend of Vic]: Rocco Straccio was a terror. Everyone in Codport was scared stiff of him. He had dark skin and all the kids called him Rocky the Nigger. Not to his face, mind you. He had black eyes. And his teeth were black, his teeth and his gums. There was all kinds of stories about him. He'd come over from Sicily on steerage when he was six. Alone. The immigration people in Boston saw that he was covered with rat bites, and he bragged to them he'd bitten back. They didn't believe him, but then they found two dead rats on the ship with tiny human teeth marks on them.




Straccio took the money in three cuts. From the fishermen themselves; if they didn't pay Straccio up front, they couldn't fish. From the market, where the fish was hauled in and then distributed. And finally when the fish was transported out of New England.

He'd do this thing—he'd put his hand on your nose and twist it really hard and say, “Got your nose.” And then he'd have his thumb wiggling between his fingers. Now, my uncle did that to me too and it was no big deal, but when Straccio did it, for the next five hours you made sure you still had your nose.

[Vic and me] both dropped out of school and wound up working at Jiggs's Pharmacy over on Governors Street. Jiggs was Jiggs Cudahy, a big Irishman with a big round red face, like an apple. I was a stock boy and a soda jerk and Vic jerked sodas and did deliveries. He made good ice-cream sundaes and malteds. The both of us, we had those white uniforms—like a Norman Rockwell picture—and it made us look like we was doctors except we had those meshed paper hats and not too many doctors wear meshed paper hats. Vic was always fussing, smoothing out the wrinkles, sneaking looks at himself in the mirror behind the counter. And he delivered stuff—you know, cough syrup, bromides, elixirs, that kind of stuff. I kept wondering, why's Vic so anxious to do the deliveries? You got a nickel a run sometimes, while if you was behind the counter you could sometimes clear fifty cents in that time.

Well, in a fishing town the men are gone most of the day and there's no chance of them popping in. Vic's a strong handsome kid and we were  what?—seventeen, eighteen years old at the time. Well, what do you think Vic was doing? Why do you think it took an hour to deliver a tin of cold cream two streets away? That sonuvabitch'd be making a big fancy banana split with his left hand and sniffing the fingers on his right. Jiggs didn't care—as long as Vic told him everything blow by blow afterward, old Jiggsy didn't care.




RAY FONTANA: The women in town, all the girls—they loved Vic. The one word they used to describe him was “luscious.”




• • •




SEYMOUR GREENSTEIN [neighbor of the Blissmans in Echo Beach, Brooklyn, and childhood friend of Ziggy's]: After Ziggy was born, Flo would leave him with my parents when she and Harry were on the road, and my mother would take care of him. When Flo was back in town she'd take him back. But there were times, my mother said, when they'd be out touring and Ziggy wasn't with us. I don't know where he was then.

My mother also told me that when the Catholic mothers in the neighborhood saw her with Ziggy in the baby carriage, they'd cross themselves. He was always weird looking.

There was this one time that Ziggy was completely forgotten about. Harry and Flo left him with a neighbor, who then left him with us, and my mother left him with—well, somehow he got lost during all those handoffs. It was like football: you keep lateraling and doing all sorts of razzle-dazzle and flea flickering, you're going to eventually fumble. So one time he got fumbled and for about three weeks he was on his own. A ten-year-old kid, all alone.

I saw him perform years later. If you knew how poor and lonely he was as a kid, then the way he performed made sense. He wanted, he needed you to love him. He'd do anything for it.




SALLY KLEIN: My father's ladies' undergarment business was doing well and we had a small cottage in Delaware, nothing too fancy. Ziggy was with us for a few weeks there. He was around seven, I'd say. A year older than me. He didn't know his way around the house, he'd always walk into the wrong room or he'd fall down the stairs.

He'd “go” everywhere. He'd run around the house and bounce off the walls and he'd be holding himself nervously, trying to keep it in. It was pretty funny but then it wasn't funny when you found a puddle in the kitchen or you'd open a door and he'd be going against the couch. My mother didn't know how to handle it. I remember this one Sunday morning  in the summer. My father was lying down on the love seat with a newspaper over his head. When he woke up he howled, he really howled. Ziggy had had an accident on his feet.




• • •




RAY FONTANA: Vic was my mother's favorite kid, there was no question about that. I got hand-me-downs from Sal. But Vic always got new clothing. That kid was the best-dressed second grader you ever saw. His diapers were tailor-made—I ain't kiddin'—by this Milanese tailor downtown. And the crease was always in the right place.

It was not a musical family, no. There was no piano, nobody ever took violin lessons, nothing like that. The thought of one of us going into show business? Forget it. The thought of anybody in that town going into any business other then fish . . . you might as well talk about getting elected president.




CATHERINE RICCI: Vic really got the looks. My mother used to tell him that angels had dipped him in a lake of honey and then brought him to our house.

And the hair. Under the light sometimes it could look blue . . . it was just like Superman in the comics.

At the dinner table Vic sat closest to Mamma and half the time she had her hand in his hair or was pinching his earlobe and saying, “Faccia bella.” She would then wrap her big arms around him and pull him into her chest and he'd stay in there for a while.

As a kid, Vic liked listening to the radio. Bing Crosby, Russ Columbo, Basil Fomeen. Fritz Devane, “the Grand Forks Golden Boy,” was his favorite. He hated Vaughan Monroe, the man who sang “Racing With the Moon” and sounded like a hound being strangled.

Father Claro was the priest [when] Vic was about ten or eleven. He came to our house one night and asked Mamma if Vic could join the choir. My mother and father went into the kitchen to talk about it—I think Papa thought that any boy who sang in a choir was an effeminato, a sissy. They came out of the kitchen and Mamma says to Father Claro, “How did you know my boy can sing? We never hear him sing. Can Vic sing?” And Father Claro says, “Signora Fontana, with a face like this, he could honk like a dying goose but we'd still want him.”

A few weeks later, every woman leaving the church would tell Father Claro how much better the choir sounded now that Vic was in it. You couldn't find a seat in that place. The women and the girls all loved to watch Vic sing.




TONY FERRO: He really stood out in the choir. All the other boys wore these wrinkly gray choir uniforms but Vic's was sky blue—his mother saw to that—and not a wrinkle to be seen. And the other thing was, he didn't sing, he mouthed the words. He told me he wasn't supposed to sing; Father Claro had told him to just move his lips.




ARNIE LATCHKEY: The first time Vic ever had to lip-synch a song, the director asked him if he needed help or instructions. “Are you kiddin'?” Vic said. “I did this for three years in church!”




• • •




LENNY PEARL: Archie Bratton fired me one day when we were in Columbus, Ohio. I went back to the hotel to pack and I was thinking, Okay, bubeleh, now what? You're eighteen years old and your mother's a cripple and your father sells used tea kettles on Orchard Street and your sister's married to a door-to-door comb salesman who stutters.

It turns out that Bratton did that to all of us, fired everyone one by one. The Beaumonts, a tap-dancing and tango act, Billy and Mary . . . he calls Billy Beaumont in and says, “Billy, hit the road. You're out. You're a cancer on the show. Go. Mary stays, you're gone.” Then a few minutes later Bratton calls Mary in, told her she was fired and that Billy was staying. Now, he could've done the brave thing and lined us all up and said, “Guys, gals, the company is bankrupt, it's kaput. I'm sorry. Good luck.” But he had to get one last shot in.

So I'm on the train that night back to New York and when I get to Grand Central the next morning I pick up a copy of Metronome and read to my great relief that Archibald J. Bratton had been shot three times in the head at the Southern Hotel in Columbus.

Whoever did it, God bless 'em.




SALLY KLEIN: Harry and Flo went back to Echo Beach. My mother told me Harry was humiliated, distraught . . . she thought it would kill him.

Years later, Ziggy told me it was the happiest he'd ever been. For the first time, he had his parents around for a long stretch. And I found that strange. Because, if you think about it, Uncle Harry and Aunt Flo were devastated—they'd been performing their whole adult lives and now they had absolutely nothing. But Ziggy remembered it as a great time.




SEYMOUR GREENSTEIN: Kids from all over Brooklyn would come to our neighborhood just to see this kid Sigmund Blissman. He was a sight to behold, all round and red. And that wild Brillo hair of his, even back then.  Kids from Coney Island, Brighton Beach, Flatbush, wherever. One social club from Poseidon Avenue had a contest called Count Ziggy's Freckles. I think he was about ten at the time. They called Ziggy into where the club met and they stripped Ziggy down. They started counting his freckles and Ziggy stood there patiently. As it was dawning on them that they weren't ever going to be able to count them all, Ziggy says, “Wait. You forgot to count these.” And he pulled down his underwear.




ARNIE LATCHKEY: Some of the showgirls in Vegas used to call him “the Hose.” Or maybe it was “the Horse.” His real last name should've been Blessed- man.




• • •




CATHERINE RICCI: No girl ever had to worry about whether Vic's mother was going to like her when he brought her home because after a while, Vic never could bring a girl home. Mamma would've gone after her with a chopping knife or her infamous rolling pin.

If he'd brought home the Virgin Mary, Mom would've complained about her having a bad reputation.




RAY FONTANA: Vic always had a ton of girls around. All the dates I ever had, I think it was just 'cause they wanted me to introduce them to my good-looking kid brother. I dated this girl Ann McGee maybe two dates. My mother loved her, thought she was terrific. Her family was from Flounder Heights, the ritzy lace-curtain-Irish section. A few months after I took her out, she drops by. I say, “Hey, Annie, where you been?” She brushes right by me and heads toward Vic.

And then my mother tells me that Ann McGee is the biggest puttana in America. All 'cause she was now with Vic.




TONY FERRO: He was working half the women in Codport. A lot of these women, Vic was pals with their husbands around town. Guys at the pool hall, at Jiggs's, on the piers. Vic would joke around with them and all but meanwhile he was givin' it to their wives.

I remember once he told me to pick him up outside of Joe Ravelli's house. Joe was a good guy; he used to sell Italian ices in the summer for extra dough but he'd always give the kids ices for free. He was off fishing and the wife was home. The door opened and I saw Mrs. Ravelli in the doorway, in the shadows, adjusting the belt of her robe, which was green. Vic gave her a nice love slap on the ass—you could hear it twenty yards  away. He come outta there with a little smile, he straightened his hair out with a comb, and then he flashed me a crisp new ten-dollar bill.




ANGELA CROSETTI [friend of Vic Fountain in Codport]: My mom and me would go to Jiggs Cudahy's soda parlor almost every day after school. We'd sit at the counter and Vic would make us an ice-cream soda or a malted. My mother would apply her lipstick and eye shadow for an hour beforehand at her vanity table, till everything was perfect. When she was ready she looked gorgeous. People always compared her to Rita Hayworth.

She and her friends called Vic il ragazzo con i capelli blu come la notte. The boy with the hair as blue as the night.




TONY FERRO: The storeroom was between Jiggs's office and the soda fountain. But Vic had set it up so's there was a nice space on the floor in there. He used about a mile of cotton for a mattress. Actually it was Jiggs who set it up. 'Cause there was a hole in the wall that divided Jiggs's office from the storeroom. One afternoon Vic is in there doing his thing—I think it was Angie Crosetti's mom, who was a real hairy cow—and I walk into Jiggs's office and there he is, this fat red Irishman with his cazzo in his hands, peekin' through the hole in the wall.

“We could charge money for this view, Tony,” Jiggs said to me.

One day Jiggs's wife is sick, she's got an upset stomach. Jiggs comes over and says to me, “Hey, Tony, can you run these pills over to my wife on your way home?” I tell him, “Flounder Heights ain't on my way home, and besides, I don't deliver the stuff ever. That's Vic's job. Have him do it.” He rubs his chins a couple times and says he'll just bring it over himself when he goes home.

So I've got an hour left in the day and I notice that Jiggs just isn't concentrating. Then Vic leaves to deliver the pills to Mrs. Cudahy, he takes off his white mesh hat and is on his way. Jiggs waits two minutes and he says, “Okay, Tony. Out! We're closing up!”

I says, “Huh? It's five o'clock, how are we closing?” And he says, “'Cause we just are!”

He locks up and puts theCLOSEDsign on the door. I see him start walking up the hill toward Irish Town and he was huffin' and puffin' 'cause even though it was April it was still cold out and the smoke was coming out his mouth.

That night, Jiggs flipped his lid. He set fire to the drugstore . . . nothing-was standing except the soda fountain and the chrome stools at the counter. Everything else was ashes. And Jiggs sawed his wife's head off in her sleep. How they know it was in her sleep, I don't know—you'd  think that would wake her up. That was the end of her and the end of him too.




• • •




SALLY KLEIN: One day my mother gets off the phone and she's looking very sad and I ask her why and she says, “It's bad news, Sal. The Battling Blissmans are back in business.”

There was a hotel in the Poconos called the Baer Lodge. Rosie McCoy was an old-time hoofer who'd married “Big” Sid Baer, who owned the place, and she and her husband opened up a nightclub there called the Den. Rosie was the entertainment director and she contacted all her old friends from when she was a dancer. Singers, actors, all kinds. The Beaumonts, Smith and Schmidt, the contortionist act Twyst and Tern, Lenny Pearl. And, of course, Harry and Flo.

They moved into our cottage in Delaware for a while and rehearsed their act. I'd see them in the backyard going through their paces. The only time I ever heard anything was when Flo sang. What a belter. The furniture would rattle when she sang, like there was an earthquake.

Ziggy was not staying with us at the time. You know, it might make us sound cheap but to save money to reupholster and recarpet all the places where Ziggy had “gone,” well, as I said, my father manufactured brassieres and girdles and corsets—he just used lace from the factory. For ten years our entire house looked like one big brassiere-and-girdle set.

Some psychologist might say this is where Ziggy got his big-boob fetish. But I really don't know.




DR. HOWARD BAER [Rosie McCoy Baer's nephew]: Aunt Rosie booked the Blissmans on a bill with the Beaumonts. I was young then and I had a big crush on Mary Beaumont. She would lean over and hand me candy in her dressing room; it was and still is the most exciting thing that's ever happened to me. The bellhops called her Mary Cantaloupes.

The Blissman act lasted maybe twenty minutes . . . I couldn't tell if it was supposed to be funny. Aunt Rosie had once booked this actor named Lionel Gostin who had done Shakespeare and was very respected. Gostin would get onstage dressed in black and the lights would dim until you could see only his face. He'd do scenes from Hamlet and Othello. He'd play to the thousandth row, but there was no thousandth row. There was usually a plant in the crowd, some guy who'd stand up and yell “Bravo! Bravo!” and get five bucks for it. Now I knew that Lionel Gostin was not onstage to get laughs. He was doing drama. But I never could figure out what the Blissmans were doing.

Except at the end. Florence would sing. It was as if she was punishing the audience. “Okay, you made it through our lousy comedy act. Think you're so tough? Now I'm going to puncture your eardrums and shatter your eyeglasses.”




• • •




HUGH BERRIDGE: I was a vocalist in a Boston trio called the Three Threes. [We wore] woolen vests that had the trey from a domino on them and would play at social functions such as balls, weddings, and once in a while we opened up for big bands—Basil Fomeen and Isham Jones and the like. We had regular jobs or were going to college. Rowland Toomey worked in insurance and was quite the expert at death benefits, Teddy Duncan had a degree in law from Harvard. I too was studying law at Harvard.

One night we were in Codport performing, and a rather middling tenpiece band was supporting us. Unbeknownst to us, the theater manager had written on the advertisements that there would be an “open mike” contest—the Three Threes would take on anyone willing to sing with us. Most of our audience that week was comprised of kids, teenagers only a few years younger than ourselves. And they were quite shy and therefore reluctant. A few did come onstage, and they'd never been on that side of a microphone before . . . they sang a few bars and then trotted off, quite red in the face.

Suddenly this handsome boy with a mop of dark, curly, and almost preternaturally bluish hair was being pushed by friends into the aisle. He was, as they said back then, “togged to the nines.” He brushed back his hair, adjusted his tie—which was turquoise, I believe, to match his eyes—and walked toward the stage. He already had that now-famous Vic Fountain walk, that combination swagger and strut, a little bit like John Wayne. Very cock-of-the-walk, I must say.

As he got on the stage I heard a sighing and some sort of commotion—the girls in the crowd really thought that this boy was very handsome.

We didn't even have to nudge him toward the mike . . . he just walked up and grabbed it. I turned to Jarvis and Teddy; we had no idea if this dark, handsome boy could sing, but we were quite sure he had charisma.

The band started up “Ain't She Sweet,” and we began singing. Vic mouthed the words for a few bars but then he realized that, as he was only inches in front of the microphone, everyone could tell.

He stepped back a few feet and whispered to me, “What do I do?”

“You sing,” I whispered back sternly.

So he began singing.

Vic was a natural baritone who made himself into a tenor. He sang  “under” the lyrics, behind them. He phrased a shade behind the beat and got beneath the lyric. It was instinct, I suppose. Either that or he didn't know the song we were singing. While we sang, he sang around us . . . it was almost scatting, one could say, but was, I guess, lazier than that, more Perry Como than Ella Fitzgerald.

He was the only one that night who did an entire song with us; it was “Always” by Irving Berlin. He got applause. We got applause.

The next night there was an open mike again. The first person on the stage was none other than the boy from the previous night. He showed up for all five nights, each time dressed better.

By the fifth night he had memorized the two songs he performed with us. Within a month he was part of the act.




GUY PUGLIA [friend of Vic Fountain]: “What would you think if I became a singer or something?” Vic asked me. We were shooting eight ball at Kitty's Korner Klub on Perch Street.

“You?” I says. “Vic, you ain't sung since that candy-ass choir. And you didn't even sing then.”

Well, he proceeds to tell me about that trio, the Three Threes, and I says, “Yeah, but come on . . . what about the actual singing part of it, when it comes down to making the words come out your mouth in the form of some kind of melody?” He waves his hand at me and says, “Hey, anything Bing Crosby can do, I can do.”

And I understood that. Vic was six-one, had big shoulders and muscles . . . and you ever see Crosby? He looked like a twig that someone hung a tweed hat on and handed a golf club to. So to me that made sense.

There was only one voice teacher in the town. His name was Enzo Aquilino and he'd sung opera in Milan decades before. Or so he said. Walking past his house you sometimes heard opera playing on the Victrola, pouring out the window. It was beautiful. But sometimes you heard his students tryin' to sing opera and that wasn't so beautiful.




CATHERINE RICCI: My mother called Mr. Aquilino “the little skunk” because of his silver and black hair. Well, he simply refused to give any lessons other than in the operatic style. But Mamma knew that was not the kind of singer Vic wanted to be. “Okay, okay,” my mother says to him and then leaves. Twenty minutes later she's back with her rolling pin. Aquilino locked his door but she busted in through the window and started smashing all his framed Enrico Caruso pictures to pieces. “You teach my boy to sing or I'll eat your piano!” she tells him.

Now, I slept with [my sisters] Connie and Dolores, in the room next to  Vic's. Vic was the only one of us who had his own room. Ray and Sal shared too, upstairs.

One night I hear yelling and I rush to Vic's room . . . I had no idea what was going on.

I couldn't believe what I saw: Papa had pinned Vic to his bed with one arm—Vic was flailing around like crazy, trying to break free. And my father was jamming a big haddock down Vic's throat in one piece. He was just shoving it down Vic's mouth.

“You wanna sing, sissy?” Dad was hissing. “Femminuccia! Big-band sissy boy want to sing? Trying singing now, eh? Sing now. Sing like that sissy boy Crosby! Sing now!”

In five minutes the whole haddock from the head down to the tail was down Vic's throat.

But Vic kept at it. Every day he took the lessons.

Oh, did I mention that the haddock was still alive?




HUGH BERRIDGE: Vic asked me for a way to reach us in Boston, and I gave him the number of our manager, Jack Enright. I did not think we would ever hear from him.




On the train back to Boston, Rowland Toomey started imitating the way that Vic had vocalized, the sonorous, oily swirling around the melody. Teddy Duncan turned to him and said, “Rowlie, perhaps we could use another voice. He certainly did have a presence.”

“But we're a trio,” Rowlie said. “We've always been a trio.”

And as the world knows, soon Vic climbed aboard our little caravan, and we became the Four Threes.




• • •




SEYMOUR GREENSTEIN: When a teacher called on him and he didn't know the answer, Ziggy would give his wrong answer in cockamamie accents and dialects, like Yiddish, Chinese, German, Japanese. And so there was a lot of laughing because he never knew the right answer. We were once reading Romeo and Juliet aloud and when it was Ziggy's turn, he really hammed it up. I don't know if he got one word right but it didn't matter, not with that hilarious British accent. He was the class clown to end all class clowns.




SALLY KLEIN: It was summer and the Blissmans were booked for the Baer Lodge for July. Ziggy was, I'd say, seventeen. He'd never seen them perform. They'd never taken him on the road. But this time—for whatever reason—they brought him to the Poconos.




DR. HOWARD BAER: I was at the desk when they came in. Ziggy looked nothing like his parents. He was a teenager, had bright red hair and a round nose, and he looked like a brand-new basketball.

The three of them walked into the lobby and approached Allie Gluck, who worked the front desk. Allie indicated Ziggy and asked, “Harry, what's this?”

Ziggy squirmed in that babyish way he used in the act and he pinched his crotch and said, “I'm this.” The way he said it . . . you had to be there.

I remember thinking it was strange: Harry had booked only one room. So you had a husband, a wife, and a seventeen-year-old staying in one room. Not even a suite.

Allie said to Ziggy, “You sure you don't want a room for yourself?”

“Yeah, I'm sure,” Ziggy answered him.

Allie asked him, “Are you scared of the dark?”

“Oh yeah. I'm a-scared. Very a-scared. But not of the dark.”

Allie asked, “Of what then?”

“Oh, lots and lots of things,” Ziggy said.

By now you've got two dozen or so people in the lobby and they're all paying attention.

“So you want to be with Mommy and Daddy?” Allie asked.

Ziggy looked at Harry, made a weird face, then he looked at Flo and made the same face.

“On second thought,” he said to Allie, “I think I'm a-scared of them too.”

I'm not kidding when I tell you that Ziggy Bliss already had about fifteen people in the palm of his hand.

When Harry's face lit up, it looked like it was the first time that had ever happened.

It was a double bill. Harry and Flo were opening up for the Beaumonts. You had a hot weekend in July and a packed hotel. The Beaumonts could have been the next Fred and Adele Astaire or Vernon and Irene Castle. They were in Staten Island Serenade with George Raft but I think that was it, film-wise. They really were such magnificent dancers.

The routine the Blissmans were doing was that Harry is jealous because Flo, he finds out, had been working as a small-size model behind his back and, it turns out, she's making more money than him. They're five minutes into it and—no exaggeration—half of the crowd had filed into the lobby or was in the bathroom.

All of a sudden Ziggy comes onstage. It was like that —he was just there. His first time ever.

Now most people in the club had never seen Sigmund Blissman before.  They'd never seen anyone who looked like Ziggy Blissman. They couldn't tell if he was five or fifteen or fifty-five years old. Right away there's a big hush.

He's on the corner of the stage. One hand is nervously clutching the curtains and the other is holding an ashtray.

“What are you doing here?” Harry asks him. And he's apoplectic. Coming onstage during his act . . . you simply don't do that.

“I'm watching the show, Poppy,” Zig says.

“Go upstairs! We're performing!”

“Don't look like much performing to me, Poppy.”

People are tittering already, they're coming in back from the lobby.

“Zig,” Harry says, “your mother and I—”

“What? You're finally gonna get married?” Ziggy says.

Ziggy lifts up the ashtray and then lets it drop. And it breaks. He says, “Hey, Mommy, now you don't have to sing tonight.”

The place is in hysterics by now.

Ziggy goes into the audience, grabs an ashtray. He breaks that one too and says, “And now you don't got to sing tomorrow neither.”

“Sonny, every ashtray you break will come out of our paycheck,” Harry says.

“But you work for free, don't you, Pops?”

“For free?”

“Yeah, you always say that Rosie Baer don't pay you nothing. Hey, Ma, can I dance with Mary Beaumont tonight?”

“You?” Flo says. “With Mary Beaumont? Dance? Why, you can hardly walk!”

“Oh, I can walk,” Ziggy says. And then he breaks out the physical gags, he tries to walk but it's as though he has his ankles tied together. He reels around the stage, goes into the audience, falls down, even starts jumping from table to table. “See, Ma, I can walk. I wanna dance with Mary Beaumont!” Whining like a three-year-old.

“Now now, Ziggy,” Harry says, “that's what Billy Beaumont is for.”

“Yeah, you're right, Poppy. They're the best pair there is in dancing. And you know what? Billy Beaumont, he ain't bad neither.”

Flo sang the closing number and Zig did this thing, as if he was going insane from the noise, covering his ears and reeling around like a boxer getting his brains knocked out.

It didn't end there. After a twenty-minute break, Billy and Mary took the stage. Ziggy let them do a number and, well, he couldn't resist. He bounced onto the stage during a tango and asked Billy if he could cut in. Now, poor Billy, he could not say one word onstage because of the mincing, effeminate manner in which he spoke. So he just shook his head. Ziggy whipped out a pair of scissors and cut Billy's bow tie. Then he started flitting  around like a butterfly for a few seconds and grabbed Mary and began to tango, if that's what you want to call it, with her.

Billy would have murdered Ziggy, and Mary would've grabbed those scissors and castrated him. But in show business, I guess, if the crowd is going with it, you go with it too.

So Mary and Ziggy did a tango and during one dip he buried his head in her cleavage and when he got up out of it, his eyes were bulging out . . . it really looked like they were going to pop out of their sockets. He careened around the stage and bounced off the walls. When he finally “recovered” himself, instead of dancing with Mary, he started dancing with Billy instead.

The crowd loved it.




SALLY KLEIN: Rosie Baer said you could see it physically, literally dawn on Harry: After years and years, I've finally found my meal ticket!

The problem with Harry and Flo was that for thirty years, it was basically two straight men. Well, now they finally had their funnyman.




• • •




RAY FONTANA: Aquilino told my mother he wouldn't give him any more lessons. And this rumor got spread around town that my mother destroyed—that she ate —his piano. Now, it is true that he did get a new piano several weeks after the lessons stopped. But that my mom ate it . . . that's just a lie.




CATHERINE RICCI: When Mamma came back from Mr. Aquilino's the last time, she looked really bad. I went to the bathroom door and asked if I could help her but she said no. An hour later she's in the kitchen preparing our dinner. I notice she keeps picking things out of her teeth and throwing them out into the little trash can. They were splinters. She kept taking these white and black splinters out of her mouth.




HUGH BERRIDGE: Our manager Jack Enright phoned one day and said that a fellow named Victor Fontana was calling. The name meant nothing to me, I told Jack. He said that Vic had claimed that we—Teddy Duncan, Rowlie, and myself—had promised to secure a position in the trio for him. Jack was upset. “A trio does not have four people in it, Hugh,” he told us, quite unaware in his fit of pique that, yes indeed, not only could I sing but I could count as well.




I told Jack about what had happened in Codport and he told me that he would—the words are his—“lose the wop.”

But Victor was not so easy to get rid of.




MAEVE CLARITY [Jack Enright's secretary]: Our office was very small; there was a reception area, which was where I worked, Mr. Enright's office behind me, and there was [his partner] Timothy Flynn's office and a small meeting room. We were on Boylston, only a few streets away from Our Lady of Victories Church, where I would go every day before work and at lunch.

On that fateful day, I was typing up a contract for Mr. Enright and there was a knock at the door. We had one of those doors with a small pane of glass in it—the glass was frosted and you could only see shadows behind it—and our company's name was on the door:FLYNN ENRIGHT ENTERTAINING AGENTS.When I heard the knock I said, “Come in!” but nobody did. I saw a shadow behind the glass and there was another knock. “Come in! The door is open,” I said again, very nicely I might add.

Suddenly there was a loud noise, a crash . . . the little window in the door was being smashed in by—I couldn't believe my eyes—it was a rolling pin! Some of the letters on the door were gone and the ones that were left now spelled outFRIGHTENING GENTS.

Then in a flash the entire pane of glass was gone.

It was a short stocky woman dressed completely in black and there was a tall boy maybe eighteen years old . . . his hair looked blue to me under the light and he had clear blue eyes, almost turquoise. There was another man, very short and wiry. I was so scared. I was eighteen years old.

They burst into the reception area and they started jabbering all at once—I couldn't understand what was going on, not one word. When I reached for the phone to call the police, Guy, the short wiry one, yanked the phone out of the wall.

All the time I thought that the lady was going to start clubbing me with the rolling pin.

[They sat] down and waited for Mr. Enright to return from lunch and I kept looking at the clock. Those ticking sounds were sounding very loud, let me tell you. I knew he would be back at 1:30 and he was never late. He was a kind man, he always took care of his family, and he was seldom intoxicated during the day.

At exactly 1:30 he walked in and was about to say, “Maeve, what happened to the glass in the door?” But then he was struck on the head by the rolling pin. They dragged him into his office and closed the door. The short wiry man told me not to get the police. Well, that wasn't going to happen anyway as Victor's mother had used the phone cord to tie me to my chair.




HUGH BERRIDGE: Teddy Duncan and I were going over some charts in our rehearsal space when Jack Enright called. He said, “You know, boys,  I've been giving it a lot of thought. A trio with four people in it is a capital idea! Why not give this Fontana lad a shot?” Well, at that second Rowlie walked in, and when we told him about this, he said that if we let Fontana in, he would quit. Rowlie got on the horn and I heard Jack's voice on the other end. Rowlie kept saying “no” and “I don't think so, Jack.” Then I heard a woman's voice on the other end—she was rattling away, talking a mile a second, sometimes in English, sometimes in Italian.

Rowlie hung up and said, “You know, perhaps we could use a new direction in our sound.”




• • •




ARNIE LATCHKEY: Zig related to me that after that first show they went back up to their hotel room. Rosie Baer is in there too with a bottle of champagne and a tray of chopped liver and crackers.

Now Harry and Flo had no idea if Ziggy was gonna do this again. No idea at all. The old man's probably thinking, If the kid don't do this thing again, I'll disown the bastard! So he looks at Zig and says, “Sonny, how would you feel about maybe doing this again?”

“You want me to go onstage again, Poppy?” Zig says.

“Didn't you hear all the people laughing?”

“Yeah sure, I heard,” Zig says. “But you were mad at me at first.”

“At first, yes,” Harry says. “Now, why do you think they were laughing?”

“On account of you and mom and the act?” Playin' real dumb.

My guess is that Rosie Baer is thinking, Oh, Jesus God, the freckled fat boy isn't gonna do it again.

Harry says to Zig, “Well, they were also laughing at you. They thought you were very funny.”

“Me?” Zig says. “They thought I was funny?”

Flo chimes in with her two cents and says, “They thought you were hysterical, Ziggy.”

Ziggy puts his shoes up on the coffee table and says, “Did anyone ever say that you was hysterical, Mom?”

Flo says, “To be honest, no . . . nobody has ever said that.”

“Did anyone ever say you was hysterical, Poppy?” Zig asks.

“No, Ziggy. No one,” Harry says. Not an easy thing for a comic to admit.

Ziggy puts his hands behind his head, leans back against the couch, and says to Rosie: “I get fifty-two percent, they split the rest twenty-four/ twenty-four. Plus I want an additional ten percent of the take from the box before you take your bite.”

“You three split it thirty-three percent down the line and I give you five percent,” Rosie says.

“Then you can all go to hell,” Ziggy says, “and burn rye toast there.”

Rosie says, “Okay, then, have it your way.”

And they shook hands all around and in a minute Ziggy was dipping his stubby red fingers into the chopped liver.




SALLY KLEIN: I saw Ziggy in the hotel coffee shop the morning after the first performance. I hugged him—he was my cousin after all—and I said, “Congratulations! I'm so happy for you!”

“Little did you know, when I did a number one on your couch pillows where I'd be today, didja?” he said with kind of a twisted smile.

“No. I guess I didn't,” I said to him. “I hear you were hilarious.”

“Was it hilarious when I wee-wee'd on your father's socks?”

I kept trying to congratulate him but he just wouldn't let me. He kept bringing up other things.




DR. HOWARD BAER: On the poster stand advertising the show, the one that stood in the hotel lobby, Ziggy's picture was up the next day. The next day! There was a black-and-white glossy of the Beaumonts at the top and beneath them it said: “Also appearing, the Blissmans. Plus: Ziggy!” The picture of Harry and Flo was just of them, smiling pleasantly. But Ziggy—his hair was wild, his eyes were crossed and bulging out, and his tongue was sticking out.

If you ask me, Ziggy already had a dozen of these pictures when he checked in.

There was a serious incident very late one night. The house detective told Allie Gluck, who told me. Strange noises were coming from Mary's room—she and Billy didn't sleep in the same room—and the detective was summoned. Ziggy, apparently, had tied Mary's wrists and ankles to the bed using hotel towels, which had a bear logo on them. She was naked and so was Ziggy, who was swaying back and forth in the chandelier over the bed. “The Lord in his mysterious ways,” the house dick told Allie, “had blessed this young Hebrew mightily.”

Ziggy, Allie was told, merely wanted one kiss from her. That was all.




• • •




MAEVE CLARITY: Looking back, I guess I resented that we were now representing a man who had tied me up in my seat and whose mother had threatened to bash my brains in. But I must say, being tied up . . . it was thrilling at the time.




HUGH BERRIDGE: Vic had a pleasant voice; his was a relaxed, ambient timbre, but he was terribly unpolished. It was going to take some time to meld him into our own sound. He was, we also realized, going to stand out on the stage. Our performances were live, in small ballrooms or at social functions, and Rowlie, Teddy Duncan, and I were all on the short side or of average height and had short, straight blond hair (Rowlie had sandy brown hair but after a summer at Newport it would be dirty blond). But Vic was a lot swarthier. And taller. The cut of his clothing was—dare I say it?—gangsterish, and his hair was curly and terribly unruly.

Mr. Enright tried and tried and ultimately got Vic to agree to dye his hair blond for our first performance together.

“Okay, so what do I do?” That's what Vic asked at our first rehearsal. I remember thinking, What you ought to do is please comb back your hair, but naturally I did not say that aloud. He'd brought a chum along, that diminutive scrappy fellow named Guy.

Working feverishly, over the course of several weeks we incorporated Victor into the act. I think he and Guy were staying at a hotel near Hanover Street. He was, I must allow, very eager to learn and was quite punctual.

Vern Hapgood was our arranger. He was a New Haven man, had taught choral music there, and had the reputation of being a martinet. He was a perfectionist, yes, but was not ill-tempered.

He ran us through the songs and played the piano. He wasn't happy with Vic—not with his voice, not with the way he looked or his manner, the way he spoke and dressed. There was very little about Vic that he liked.




GUY PUGLIA: The poor kid'd work himself silly with these blue-blood candy asses, day in, day out. But at night, he had stomach cramps real bad. From the worrying. He had the runs and the chills and the sweats. He thought—he said it many times—“I can't cut it, Gaetano. I'm no good.” I said to him, “Hang in there, Vic, it'll come. It's just singing.” He said, “Uhuh. I can't do it. I'm out of my element.” I says to him, “Hey, what the hell is singing anyways? It's talking but with a melody, right? You can talk, can't you, Vic?” And he'd say, “Yeah, I can talk.” But meanwhile he's doubled up with his hands over his guts, shivering and sick.

He dropped about fifteen pounds—he couldn't keep food down, he couldn't keep food up, he couldn't keep it anywheres . . . so why eat? And he didn't.

His mom would call the hotel three or four times a week to check up on us. There was no phone in the room so Vic would have to go to a phone  booth out on Salem Street and he'd call her back. She kept telling him to eat, eat, eat. Then she'd put Bruno on the line and Vic'd say, “Hey, Pop,” and then you didn't hear nothin' on the other end. Bruno was on the other end and not saying one fuckin' word.

“Okay, Pop, I got you,” Vic would say. “Put Mamma back on.”

Violetta told me on the phone once: “You take care of my boy.”

Well, I wound up doin' that for the next sixty fuckin' years.




CATHERINE RICCI: Mamma sent me up to Boston with a few slabs of veal Milanese and some lasagna, about thirty pounds of food. She said to me, “Make sure it gets into that boy's stomach. And if it don't go down his mouth, you get it into him some other way . . .”




HUGH BERRIDGE: Slowly but surely, he got the hang of it. This was not Rigoletto, of course; this was the kind of music the Pied Pipers or the Ink Spots were singing. And he started to fit in. His voice, even Vern admitted it, was malleable. But it was just eating Vic alive at first. “I'm tryin', guys, I'm tryin',” he'd say. He looked sickly at times.

[Vic] had trouble remembering the lyrics. Teddy Duncan—he always thought on his feet—had the clever idea to write the lyrics on Vic's shirtsleeves. So we had Jack Enright's secretary write the lyrics in red ink on the sleeves of his shirts.

Unfortunately we had not noticed how much Victor was sweating.




• • •




SALLY KLEIN: You couldn't pay to keep people away. They came from as much as fifty miles away, which in those days was a big deal.

Harry and Flo already had engagements lined up in Camden, Newark, and Buffalo, and Rosie booked them back into the Baer Lodge for after that.




DR. HOWARD BAER: The shows at the Lodge were great. It always started the same, making it look as though Ziggy was interrupting Harry and Flo's show in progress. Ziggy would later tell interviewers that he was the first to introduce the whole Pirandello angle into modern comedy, something about a fourth wall being torn down.

Each night their show got funnier and each night the show got a little longer. He'd really get that audience going when he went into the crowd and sat on laps and starting playing with people's food and drinks and cigarettes.

By the time the Beaumonts came on, the crowd was exhausted. Ziggy had wrung them dry. So the Beaumonts would be dancing but nobody was paying attention. And you know, it was sad. Poor Mary Beaumont was a mess. She was drinking heavily, I heard. And Billy was no help. Neither of them ever knew exactly when Ziggy was going to bounce onstage; sometimes he did it in their first number, sometimes he waited till the end. But those two, they were dancing skittishly, like a guillotine could fall on them any second.

On the last night, it all went wrong. Billy was off, Mary was way, way off. You know how when a figure skater falls and you cringe? Imagine twenty minutes of that.

The band was playing Tales of the Vienna Woods, I think. This was their closer. And on comes Ziggy.

Well, he didn't come on. What he would do is, he'd clandestinely creep into the pit where the band was and he'd take one of the musicians' instruments. This night it was a trumpet. So while the Beaumonts were waltzing, all of a sudden there was this loud strident noise. The spotlight then caught Ziggy in the pit and he was blowing the horn and his eyes were bulging, completely crossed.

Billy said, “Hi, Ziggy. You're here to interrupt us again?”

Ziggy said, “You two could use an interruptus, it looks like.”

Mary said to him, “Well, get on with it then.”

Ziggy said something to the effect of “I'd like to waltz with Mary if I could, Billy.” And he was sucking his thumb, standing knock-kneed and pigeon-toed like a shy child.

He hopped onto the stage—he was in his baggy red flannel pajamas. Just the sight of him holding that trumpet, the fifty or so people left in the room were giggling.

“Will you blow my horn, Billy, while I take a spin with the missus?” Ziggy asked him. “You like blowing on things, Billy, that's what your wife told me.”

Billy blushed, turned beet red . . . he looked down, stared at his shoes. Ziggy readjusted his pajama bottoms in a comical way, in preparation to dance with Mary.

“Boys, if you will,” Ziggy said, trying to get the band to resume.

“No. No more,” Mary said. “No more of this.”

“Hey, that's not what you said last night in your room, Mare,” Zig said.

“You sick Jewboy,” Mary said to him. That's when people knew it wasn't a joke anymore, that it wasn't a routine. There were gasps from every table, from every Jewboy in the place, from ten years old to seventy. “You want to tell people what you were saying when you begged me to  kiss you and you were jerking yourself off in my room? Why don't you tell everyone that!”

Well, the lights came down real fast. You can imagine.

Aunt Rosie never booked the Beaumonts after that.




• • •




GUY PUGLIA: After four weeks Vic was sounding just like Crosby, [Bob] Eberly, or Fritz Devane. Jesus, he looked funny in that stupid domino vest. Enright's “girl” had knitted it for him but then he lost all that weight. It was one of those pullover deals, straight out of a Henry Aldrich movie. And it was hanging on him like a collapsed parachute.

He'd started seeing Lulu [Louise Mangiapane] back home—but this was Vic and he could never get enough tail. So I don't think he was missing her too much.




MAEVE CLARITY: The Four Threes Trio was booked into the Lynn Palaestra on Cape Ann for four nights. They would be singing with the Noel Galen Orchestra. The Galen band was opening for the Floyd Lomax Orchestra—Connie Bishop and Dick Fain were their singers then.

Before that, however, Vic had asked me out on a date. I was still living with my father and my brothers Jimmy and Tom. I knew they wouldn't approve of Victor, but . . . well, he and I went to the movies and had dinner a few times and we took walks along the Charles.

Now, I wasn't “that kind of girl.” I'd never been out on a date before, never even held a boy's hand. I was very demure. Vic was charming, very funny, but I had to explain many things to him, such as about time zones, what a vice president was, and what kidneys were for. But he caught on quickly to everything.

He had such crazy dreams back then . . . he just used to talk and talk. It's funny to think about it now. We'd be walking along the river and he would tell me he was the next Fritz Devane, how he was going to eventually try out for the Dorsey band or Benny Goodman. Walking around with him, I'd get such looks from the other girls. He was so dark and big and handsome and here I was, this pale skinny Irish girl.

But I think I was letting him down. He once tried to hold my hand and I snatched it away. I was very scared. What if one of my brothers ran into us? A few nights later he tried it again, and again I wouldn't let him do it. So he said, “How's about this instead, Maeve?” and he took my hand and put it on his pants. “Is this any better?” he asked me.

Now I was eighteen and very shy and . . . well, I didn't know much. This was all very new to me. I didn't know anything about boys. So I said,  “Yes, Vic, this is better.” Because my hand on his pants seemed a lot cleaner to me than it being in his hand.

“Oh!” he said. His face lit up. “So leave it there.”




HUGH BERRIDGE: The first show we did was seamless. Vern Hapgood had drilled us well. Backstage, however, Vic was a mess. Teddy Duncan said he'd seen Vic upchucking on a box of reeds belonging to a tenor sax man from the Floyd Lomax band.

Vic had promised us he'd dye his hair blond or light brown. But he didn't do it. Rowlie was very upset by that and so was I, frankly.

I remember that Jack Enright's secretary had accompanied us up to Lynn. Rowlie really had a case on her, really thought she was quite the dish. Backstage she'd seen how oversized the vest was on Vic and she quickly went about doing some tailoring.

“Let Me Call You Sweetheart” went off without a hitch. We were clicking. But Vic was—as some Mediterranean types are wont to do—he was sweating. The lights were hot, there was no air-conditioning. It was his first time performing. He was sweating profusely.

Oh no! I remember thinking. The lyrics!

By the third song—I believe it was “The Song Is You”—the lyrics were gone. Vic would lift his arm and occasionally snap his fingers just to sneak a look at his sleeves. But by now each of his sleeves had become one long red blotch.




GUY PUGLIA: I'm backstage and this bald guy who plays trombone for the Lomax band is saying, “Hey, someone call a doctor! That guy's arms are bleeding all over!”

[The] girls, though, they ate him up. They wanted to mother him, that's what it was . . . they just wanted to drag him home or into a bush some-wheres and adopt him.

“Are his eyes turquoise?” I heard a girl ask another girl. And the second girl said to her, “Eyes? Who's looking at his eyes?”




• • •




ED SMITH: I was the assistant manager of Herbie's Duplex [a nightclub in Camden, New Jersey] right before the war. Herbie was Herb Shipman, who'd been in the record business in New York in the late twenties . . . but the real owners of the joint were the Pompiere crime family. We lined up some good acts but the bigger names in the area would play New York, Philly, Atlantic City, places like the 500 Club, the Hacienda, or the Mosque. We'd book a band or two and some comics. George Simms  played the place a few times, Mackie Brine too. And Lenny Pearl. The food? Well, let's just say I always made sure to eat at home before coming to work.

The Blissmans had played the Duplex maybe a year before and had died, just died. But you felt sorry for them—they'd tried hard.

Now, the second time we booked the Blissmans it was to open for the Jorge Estrada Orchestra. There was the whole hot Latin scene going on then; you know, Ray Lopez, Cesar Romero, Carmen Morais, Jose Iturbi—they were coming out of the woodwork. But Jorge Estrada was as Spanish as a bialy—his real name was Joey Eisenberg. He dyed his hair black and he used some lotion on his skin to give it a darker tone.

We got this publicity picture in a few days before the Blissmans came. That was the first time I'd ever seen Ziggy Bliss, I guess. I thought, This kid is human? His head was like a scouring pad, like Brillo after cleaning up a big mess of catsup. I showed the photo to Herb and he took a look at it and he just grunted.

I remember, it was Jimmy Canty, he was the road manager for the Jorge Estrada Orchestra. We're going over some business stuff maybe four hours before the first show. And Ziggy Bliss walked in.

Jimmy Canty said to me, “What the hell, Herb's letting baby rhinos into the joint now?”

Ziggy comes over, introduces himself. He told me he wanted the first pick of dressing rooms and Jimmy laughed out loud. I told Ziggy there were only two dressing rooms: “The band gets the bigger one and you and your family get the smaller one, behind the kitchen.” Jimmy made a crack, like that'll be enough room 'cause the opening act was a midget act. Ziggy said, “They ain't midgets. They just act like they are.”

I say to him, “You're getting the smaller room. Case closed, kid.”

Ziggy—this is something I'll take to my grave—looked at Jimmy Canty and said, “You better tell Señor Joey Eisenberg that he better play real, real good esta noche. 'Cause we're gonna wipe him off the stage otherwise. Ta, gentlemen.”

“Well, that just beats anything I ever stuck my finger in, Eddie,” Jimmy said.

Five nights later, we'd reversed the billing. The Estrada band was opening up for Ziggy Bliss and his parents. And you know what? It was Jimmy Canty whose idea it was. 'Cause there wasn't one of the guys in that band who wanted to come on after the Blissmans had torn up the crowd.

And they got the bigger dressing room too.




• • •




HUGH BERRIDGE: By the fourth show at the Lynn Palaestra I really felt that we'd become a trio again. Vic calmed down, he was rolling with us . . . there was a sense of unity in the vocalizations. He'd still perspire—but not as much—and it wasn't until the fifth song of the set that the lyrics became indecipherable.




MAEVE CLARITY: Victor was staying at a small hotel in a town just north of Lynn. Beverly, it was. And I stayed with my father and brothers in South Boston, but each night I came up by train to watch Vic perform. My father was not too pleased with that but Mr. Enright had promised him that it was work-related and that no harm would befall me.

“I'm nervous, baby,” Vic would say to me about an hour before he went on. Nobody had ever called me baby before. Or since. It was thrilling.

“There's no reason to be nervous, Victor,” I would assure him.

“Make me not nervous, puddin',” he would say. “Come on. Calm me down.”

I always felt myself blush when he said that . . . I would get all red and prickly.

Mr. Enright and his partner, Mr. Flynn, had sent me up to Lynn every night to ensure the success of the Four Threes trio. As I wanted to do my job and perform all duties required of me—this was the Depression, you must remember, and times were tough for everyone—and as I wanted to satisfy everyone, I did as I was told, and Victor was no longer nervous.




TONY FERRO: The last night he was performing, I drove a bunch of us up there—me, Cathy, Lulu, and Ray—in my old Ford. We were all excited. By then Lulu had a very serious thing for Vic. She had made enough manicotti for an army and was bringing it up for him.

So we pull into Vic's hotel and we're a little early. We climb up the stairs and we open the door to the hallway, right? And from the end of the hallway I heard something. I think I thought someone was moving furniture around. Lulu said, “Some place they got Vic at, huh?”

By now it's clear that it wasn't furniture being moved around. And it was coming from Vic's room.

The door's already open just, like, a slit. I didn't know what to do. I had no idea what it was, right? Then I think it was either Ray or Lu nudged the door open.

The first thing I seen was a naked broad on a bed. This broad was whiter than white by two shades. Like a piece of chalk. And then in the other corner of the room was Vic and Guy, both with just their boxer shorts and socks on. And the two of 'em was kicking some guy in the ribs . . . this blond guy was on the floor and they was kicking him.

The next thing I heard, Lulu had dropped the big vat of manicotti.

Guy came over to the door and says to me, he whispers, “What the fuck you doin' here, Tony?”

I says, “What the fuck are you doing?”

Guy says, “It's business . . . something in the group, the trio.” He told me I wouldn't understand and then he closed the door.




LULU FOUNTAIN [Vic Fountain's first wife]: Wanna know what I think? I think that Guy and Vic were banging the girl. Is that what the world wants to know? One of the other guys in that trio was seeing her, dating her. He heard them banging her and then tried to play hero. He didn't know she was begging for it from Vic and that Guy was part of the deal. So he tries playing Jack Armstrong and Guy beats the daylights out of him while Vic watches. Happy now?




HUGH BERRIDGE: On the final night at the Lynn Palaestra, there was a most unfortunate mishap. Rowlie—or so he told us—had been playing shuffleboard in Marblehead with some fellow Cantab alums when a boom from a yacht caught a frightful gust of wind and swung toward him. It sounded dreadful, the way he described it to me. Five broken ribs. He was quite shaken.

Suddenly the Four Threes had become the Three Threes again. Now it was just Teddy Duncan, Victor Fontana, and myself.




• • •




SALLY KLEIN: Before the Blissman act left the Lodge, Rosie had a talk with Harry. She and Harry agreed that, with Ziggy now in the act, they might want to consider changing management. Jerome Milton was handling them. He was a real old-timer and was big on long-term deals, contracts for ten years or longer, so Harry told Rosie that getting out of the deal wasn't going to be that easy. But Rosie Baer was a smart cookie.

She called Jerry Milton up and they shot the breeze for ten minutes. And she says, “Miltie, I got some news for you. And I don't know how you're gonna take this. Harry and Flo aren't too happy with the deal.” So there's no noise on the phone for a half a minute and Rosie says, “Are you still there?” And Jerry says, “Yeah, still here. They're not happy? Gee, that's too bad.” And Rosie tells him—never mentioning Ziggy—that no, they weren't at all happy and they wanted out. And I think she's envisioning lawyers and fees and contracts and all that tsuris when she hears paper being ripped up on the other end.

“Okay, Rosie,” Jerome Milton says, “they're out of the deal.”

So now Rosie was handling the act. She called up the Bursley-Bates publicity outfit in New York and got some tips from someone there. She gave me $400—the most money I'd ever seen up to then—and told me to travel around with Ziggy, Harry, and Flo, make sure everything was always on the level. “Some of these places,” she said, “some of these people . . .” She knew the whole nightclub scene.

She told me to watch out for Ziggy, to keep him out of trouble. Apparently something had happened with Mary Beaumont at the Lodge, but nobody ever told me anything.

I was worried. I think Harry was too. Let's face it: it was wall-to-wall Jew at the Lodge. But now they had to play to goyim. I was thinking, If they get so much as a titter out there in shaygetzland, it's an act of God.

It didn't take me long to see that there was nothing to worry about. They played Herbie's Duplex in Jersey and the only word that comes to mind is “electric.”




ED SMITH: I was closing up [Herbie's Duplex] and it was dark—all the chairs were up on the tables—and I was counting the take. Out of the bathroom comes Jimmy Canty. It was customary for a band's road manager to be the last guy out of the joint. He pours himself a shot of something and I probably had a drink too. It's maybe two or three in the morning now.

I offered to drop him at the Statler, where the band was staying. I locked up the place and we're about to pile into my car when Jimmy gets sprayed all over with something. Seltzer it was, coming from one of those old bottles with the nozzle. We looked up 'cause we could tell it was coming from the roof. But we didn't see anybody.

We get into my car and we drive a block and I smell something. And Jimmy smells it too.

There was urine in that bottle. It was piss mixed up with the seltzer.

Jimmy didn't ever figure out who it was. He didn't put two and two together.

I did but I kept my mouth shut. Until now.




• • •




HUGH BERRIDGE: “I guess the trio's down to three, huh, guys?” Vic said in the rehearsal studio. He was drinking coffee and smoking a Chesterfield.

The weekend after the Lynn shows we had our first radio appearance. It was The Cecil Newcombe Newcomer E-Z Oil Hour. Nobody remembers Newcombe nowadays; he was one of those amateur-hour hosts such as Major Bowes or, later on television, Ted Mack. Several noteworthy performers got their start with Cecil Newcombe, whose show was sponsored  by a lubricating company, E-Z Oil. Jerry Talbot, the comic, and Peggy Clements, “the Twangy Torch from Tyler, Texas,” were Newcombe Newcomers, and so was Sasha Deckel, the violinist.




Vern worked us particularly hard that week. He told us that a live show, such as the one we'd performed in Lynn, though it was important, was ultimately ephemeral, but that a radio show was something for posterity. I remember Vic asking me what “ephemeral” and “posterity” meant.




GUY PUGLIA: Happynuts—that's what we called the arranger—was really giving Vic the business. Yellin', screamin', stompin' his foot down. See, on account of that, uh, “shuffleboard” accident I did, they was down to three singers and had to kind of readapt their sound.

I remember Vic saying to Vern Happynuts, “So, uh, why aren't I featured more?” He just out-and-out asked. Well, you could tell this went over like a belch at a funeral. They just looked at each other and didn't say nothing.

So I piped in. I says, “Yeah. Why not?”

Happynuts said that this was something that'd have to be okayed with Mr. Enright—and then he tried to pull a fast one on Vic. Quickly he says something like, “Okay, from the top, one-two-three.” But I was wise to it . . . I says, “Whoa! Hold your horsies, pal. If this is something that's gotta be okayed with Enright, then why don't we okay it with Enright? Like, right now.”

I picked up the phone and Happynuts—he's maybe five foot four, about two inches taller than me—he walks over to me and I dialed the phone number for him, just in case he tried to pull another fast one on me.

I was looking out for Vic . . . that's what I always did.




MAEVE CLARITY: I picked up the phone in the office. Mr. Enright and Mr. Flynn were out at that moment celebrating the fact that the windowpane in the door had been repaired.

It was Mr. Hapgood on the other end.

He said that it had dawned on him and on the trio too that, what with Rowland Toomey having quit the group so abruptly, why not feature Victor more prominently? And it made perfect sense. Furthermore, as Victor had been perspiring less, his command of the material was becoming more mature. At one point in the conversation it seemed that somebody was telling him something and that perhaps Mr. Hapgood had stubbed his toe violently.

Well, I did something that to this day I'm not particularly fond of, seeing-as I was brought up by my father and by the nuns at school to never lie.

I told Vern Hapgood to wait. And I kept him waiting for about two minutes. I filed my nails and counted to sixty. And then—oh, I still get  embarrassed thinking about it—I got back on and told him that Jack Enright had thought it “a brilliant idea.”

When I did that I felt so—I don't know. I got a squishy feeling all over.




GUY PUGLIA: We rigged it up with the Irish broad in the office. The whole thing. And if she didn't go for it—and believe me, she went for it—then Enright would've gone for it. I would have seen to that.




ARNIE LATCHKEY: If you couldn't make it as an amateur on the Major Bowes show, then there was the next level down; that was The Owen Atkins Spotlight, brought to you by some Martinizing outfit. Now if you were so lousy that you couldn't do Owen Atkins, the next rung down the ladder was doing a show in your living room with two Dixie cups and a string. And below that —twenty rungs down this ladder—was Cecil Newcombe's Newcomers. The man once had three Portuguese jugglers go on and do a four-minute bit and this was on the radio! All you heard were bowling pins dropping.




HUGH BERRIDGE: I had never been on the radio before. Neither had Teddy. This was something new and exciting for us, a dream come true. We had a week to polish ourselves, to get our act down pat. Victor was now the featured singer and Teddy Duncan and I were moved to the background. Looking back from a remove of some six decades, it makes sense. But Teddy was very upset at the time. Vern tried to placate him and I told Ted, “We really ought to do what Mr. Enright asks of us.”

The show was on a Sunday night . . . we'd been booked into the Newburyport Lounge, a rather smallish nightclub near New Hampshire. We would do two songs and then Mr. Newcombe would chat with us for a minute.




GUY PUGLIA: Happynuts was going to drive us to that club where the radio show was; he was gonna take Vic and the other two guys.

The Irish broad pops in just when we're all about to leave.

What an operator she was.




MAEVE CLARITY: I offered to drive Teddy Duncan, Victor, and Guy to the Newburyport Lounge because I felt that . . . well, it was raining that night and Mr. Enright did not like all the boys traveling in one car, particularly Vern Hapgood's, which was really some old crate.

The rain had become torrential and I was never so frightened in all my life.

Ted Duncan . . . he was the life of the party. The other boy, Rowland, he  used to bother me; somehow he'd gotten into his head that I was his girl. But I was no such thing. But as for Mr. Duncan . . . there never would have been a trio if it hadn't been for him.

He was sitting in the back with Guy. We hit a puddle near a sign . . . then that terrible noise . . . Teddy Duncan went right through the window and there was glass all over his head.

I stopped the car and Victor said, “We're supposed to be at the Lounge in five minutes.”

I saw a house, a two-story home, and there were lights on. I told Victor and Guy that I had no idea where a hospital was and that they had to be at the nightclub now in four minutes. Mr. Duncan's forehead was bleeding . . . I said that whoever lived in that two-story home would have to summon a doctor.

Guy got out of the car and—I guess in the accident the door had broken because he couldn't open the door—he pulled Ted Duncan out right through the window. This was much harder than it sounds because all the glass was broken and a lot of the glass was scraping his skin as he was being wriggled through it.

Then Guy and Vic helped Teddy up the pathway to this house.

I checked my watch and called out, “Two minutes, boys!”

It was still raining out and very dark and I lost sight of them. And they were only maybe fifteen yards away. I heard a noise . . . it was the thud of the people opening the front door. And then a few seconds later Victor and Guy emerged from the rain and fog and were back in the car.

I felt just like a bandit, like Bonnie Parker or Ma Barker. Because I really “stepped on it,” as they say, and we made it to the Newburyport Lounge with about thirty seconds to spare.




HUGH BERRIDGE: Backstage I pulled Jack Enright's secretary aside immediately. “Where's Teddy?” I demanded of the girl. I have to tell you: months before when I'd met her in Jack Enright's office . . . she would chase Rowlie around, wait for him outside his house at all hours of the night, had somehow got into her head that he was going to marry her. But in these last few weeks she'd really fallen into disfavor.

“Teddy just quit,” she told me.

I looked around. Vic had slipped his vest on. A clarinetist was licking his reed, the tenor saxophonist was screwing the mouthpiece in. I noticed something about Vic's vest. Instead of there being three domino pips on it, now there were only two.

“He quit?” I asked the girl, understandably incredulous.

“Here,” she said. “Slip it on quick.” And she handed me a new vest, also suddenly with but two pips on it.

Good God, it was all a devious scheme!

“We got a minute before we're on, Hugo,” Vic said to me. “I think some polo horse may have kicked Duncan in the head. It's too bad.”

Hugo. He'd forgotten my name.

Quickly, I had two belts of scotch—one for Rowlie, one for Teddy—and then a third, for all of Humanity itself. And I joined Vic onstage.




RAY FONTANA: Cecil Newcombe comes on the radio and says something like this: “Folks, we were supposed to have an exciting new trio, the Three Threes, sing tonight, but I'm afraid we have some news . . .”

Sal and Tony [Fontana] and Pop had to restrain Mom. You know how those old-time radios, they had cloth covering the grille? Where the noise comes out? When my mother hears Newcombe say he's afraid he has some news, she starts clawing the cloth off the grille . . . it was confetti in three seconds. She's yelling, “I'll kill you!” and I asked Cathy, “Who's she gonna kill?” but then I remembered that Mamma always thought the tubes inside the thing were little men.

But the news was just that the Three Threes were now the Two Threes.




CATHERINE RICCI: They sang three songs and then Cecil Newcombe interviewed them. When we heard Vic talking on the radio it was just amazing. It was the first time Papa ever really paid attention to the radio other than to shut it off or listen to Mussolini or NBC Symphony. He was so proud.

Cecil Newcombe asked Vic about the group and then that man Hugh started to say something, but Vic jumped in and explained how they'd gotten together. The audience chuckled when Vic spoke . . . not just 'cause Vic was funny but because he was funny-sounding. They'd never heard the son of a fisherman talk before, I guess. Newcombe asked another question and Hugh began to answer it and then Vic interrupted again and he got more laughs. But this time because he was funny! Cecil Newcombe asked why [Ted Duncan] had quit the group and Vic said he'd had a croquet accident. Except he pronounced it “croquette.” Newcombe asked what the future held for these two young singers. Vic told him that a nightclub act was ephemeral but that being on the radio was really for posterity.

Mamma was in tears. Papa was smiling but also crying.




• • •




SALLY KLEIN: We took a bus from Camden to Trenton and then from Trenton to New York. They had a two-day break before an engagement in Buffalo and wanted to spend some time at home.

I had dinner at home with Harry and Flo. Ziggy went out . . . he didn't tell us he was going anywhere, he just went. And he didn't come back until the next morning.

I was asleep when he came in, asleep on the couch in the living room. It was maybe eight in the morning and he looked like hell.

I said, “Where've you been? Is everything okay?”

“No, Sal,” he said, “everything is not okay . . .”

Well, he'd done a few things. He went to Jerome Milton's office and demanded to look at the contract that Milton had with Harry and Flo. When Milton told him he'd ripped the paperwork up, Ziggy went nuts and grabbed Milton by the collar. Now, I know Ziggy was only eighteen years old and on the fat side but he was always very strong. He was much stronger than Vic Fountain and that's a fact. Vic never got in a fistfight in his entire life unless he had Guy Puglia, Hunny Gannett, or Ices Andy around.

I asked Ziggy, “Why do you care so much about the paperwork? You should be glad Milton ripped it up.”

“I just wanted to make sure he ripped it up, Sal,” he told me with that mischievous baby grin he had. You know, smiling with one corner of his mouth.

He had turned over file cabinets, flung open every drawer in the office, just to make sure.

“I asked one of the girls in the office to have dinner wit' me,” he said. “And she said no dice.”

I told him, “Well, you'd just ransacked their office and made a spectacle-of yourself! Do you think that's the way to make a nice impression?”

He didn't hear me. Some things filtered in but if he didn't want to hear something, it went straight in the other direction.

He told me that after leaving the Milton office he made a few rounds. He went to the Bursley-Bates publicity agency and met some people, including [publicist] Bertie Kahn. Then he went to a bunch of newspapers. He demanded to see Walter Winchell, he demanded to see Westbrook Pegler, he wanted to see Grayling Greene and Lee Mortimer and Bud Hatch. All the ganzer machers on Broadway and in gossip. He wanted to spread the word around, tell them he was going to play Buffalo in a few days.

“I just cannot see,” I told him, “Grayling Greene or Westbrook Pegler getting on a train to Buffalo to see the Blissmans!”

“Get out, Sal,” he said.

I didn't think he was serious and so I didn't budge.

He yelled at the top of his lungs. “Get the hell outta my house!”

Harry and Flo ran out of the bedroom. They were in—they had to wear kiddie pajamas because that was the only clothing that would fit them.

“Ziggy! Why are you yelling at your cousin?” Flo asked him.

Ziggy said to her, “Don't you ever raise your voice at me.”

“I will raise my voice as loud as I want to,” she said back. Which, believe me, was a frightening proposition . . . I started thinking, Uh-oh, I might have to get a new pair of glasses.

Harry said, “Can we all go back to sleep here?”

And then Ziggy really let them have it. He shouted and shouted, he called them every name in the book. He called them “old vaudeville midgets.” He said he was ashamed to know them. He said one day he was going to sleep with Betty Grable, Rita Hayworth, Hedy Lamarr, and Myrna Loy. I remember Harry saying, “What the hell's Myrna Loy doing on that list?” Ziggy just cursed them out some more.

I tried to tell myself, Okay, he's eighteen years old, he's talking about conquering the world. But he's also Cousin Ziggy. Years and years later [husband] Jack said to me that the child part of him which should have been underdeveloped was overdeveloped, and the adult part of him which should have been overdeveloped had never developed at all. So he was way, way off-kilter.

I was young too, so I don't know if I realized it then . . . that Ziggy was lonely, he was very, very lonely. He absolutely craved love. And attention, which he often mistook for love. He never had much of either when he was a baby or a child. He just wanted to be loved. And here he was, alienating the only two people who cared about him.

Aunt Florence was weeping and Harry had to hold her up.

“Look what you did to your mother!” Harry said. “Look what you did!”

Ziggy stormed out.

“What did we do so wrong?” Flo was asking Harry.

He shook his head and muttered something I didn't understand: “That goddamn magician.”




DICK HARVEY [assistant manager at the Erie Lounge]: The week before the Blissmans played Buffalo, Dick Fain and Connie Bishop had performed with the Floyd Lomax band. We'd had a hard time of it, those of us working there, because Mr. Fain was not easy to deal with. Ever try and stop a guy from sticking his finger in a wall socket? People used to call him the Prince of Pain.

The Blissmans had performed at the club before and hadn't done too well. But now with this fat kid with the crazy red hair, they really had a strong show.

Their final night was the broadcast night. The Blissmans were opening for the Dick Saxon Orchestra. There were some reporters, entertainment reporters from the local papers, there that night.

The first few nights Ziggy had gone into the audience and done some gags—but on this night? It was as if his life depended on it. The house was in stitches. He even got a bunch of waiters and busboys involved! It was hilarious.

The mother sang a song at the end. Someone from the radio station had to put up a screen in front of the mike so people at home wouldn't have their fine china busted. In the club, people's ears were ringing. Then everybody thought the show was over and the lights came up. The radio announcer was about to go to a commercial and all of a sudden Ziggy was back on the stage.

He wrested the mike away from the announcer and started talking about his parents. He said that though they were short of stature, they were giants where it counted, in their hearts. They'd risen up from nothing, from nowhere, he said, they'd done vaudeville and burlesque and eaten cold soup and stayed in hotels that no rat should ever be caught dead in.

He was almost weeping. His parents were right next to him.

An hour later Ziggy came out of the dressing room. He goes over to Bud Hatch, the old Globe columnist, and says to him, “I hope you newspaper guys got all that Mommy and Poppy stuff.”




• • •




HUGH BERRIDGE: We got back to Boston and everything started happening so quickly. Jack Enright's secretary called to say that Jack had lined up a few more engagements. There was one in Boston and one as far away as Camden, New Jersey, opening up for Floyd Lomax's band.

But then it all fell apart.

Vic and I had a rehearsal at the studio. We waited outside in the corridor but Vern didn't show up. Vic forced open the door. Nobody was there. More startlingly, neither was Vern's piano. From what I understand, both had abruptly moved to Texarkana, Texas.

Several days after that, I made a decision that I have not regretted for a single day: I retired as a vocalist. I devoted myself to the law and time has proved that this was the smart thing to do. For I'd come to feel that being an entertainer was not advantageous to my health. I feared, I admit, waking up one morning with a badminton shuttlecock embedded in my midbrain.




MAEVE CLARITY: I showed up one morning at the office and let myself in. I sat at my desk, put on some lipstick, and waited for Mr. Enright and Mr. Flynn to show up.

At about noon I started getting worried. I went into Mr. Enright's office  and saw that the room was stripped bare, no desk, no chairs, not even a lightbulb. It was the same with Mr. Flynn's office.

I went home and the next morning it was the same thing, except now my desk and phone were gone.

I came in for two weeks more but Mr. Enright and Mr. Flynn never showed up. I tried calling them at home, but their numbers had been disconnected. I gave up on my job there and started working at Filene's. The next time I heard of Victor Fontana he was Vic Fountain and was performing with Ziggy Bliss.

Years later in the fifties, I ran into Mr. Flynn in a tavern in South Boston. When he saw me coming toward him, he quickly drained his glass and ran out of the place.




• • •




ARNIE LATCHKEY: It's funny the way things work out. Murray Katz at WAT [Worldwide American Talent agency] was doing the bookings for the Floyd Lomax Orchestra. The Lomax band had played Camden the week before Ziggy and his tiny parents performed there. If Murray had booked us in one week later—one week! —Vic and I and Zig would have met then and who knows what would've happened? It really does makes you dwell on kismet.

Entertainment is in my blood.

This goes back years and years, to the old country, and if you think I mean France, what UFO did you just desaucer from, my friend? My grandparents on one side used to make woodwinds back in Poland or Russia or Moldavia or some-where, and on my father's side my grandparents would take the guts out of cats, sheep, and cows and turn them into strings for violins and cellos. You ever wonder, Hey, who the hell is so desperate for money that they turn animal guts into strings? Well, now you know. That's what they did, when the czar and czarina and their henchmen on horseback weren't too busy taking a Zippo lighter to their hovels, might I add?

So they came over in a boat and believe me, they weren't playing shuffleboard in beaver coats and drinking brandy out of gold flasks on the poop deck of the Mayflower. They came over on a vermin-infested tub and settled in the Bronx and they didn't miss a beat; it was violin strings again. One thing about a poor neighborhood, no matter where it is: lots of stray cats. Now, when some people look at a stray cat, they see a pet. My family sees one, they hear Brahms.

My mother sewed costumes for the old Yiddish theater big shots downtown, people like Luther Adler and Robert Weitz, Morris Carnovsky, Lionel Gostin, and the great Zelda Gutterman, the “Sarah Bernhardt of  Second Avenue.” These were important people, noble, respectable, almost regal people . . . and they spat on her! Never a penny in tips or a kind word, those lousy momzers. And her sister, my Aunt Ruthie, she played the organ at the Orpheum on Gun Hill Road, for the silent pictures. They had it all mechanically rigged up: the lights darken, the organ and Aunt Ruthie slowly rise out of the floor and she starts playing; when the picture is over she slowly sinks back into the floor. Well, one day—it was the day before The Jazz Singer opened—she sank back down into the floor and nobody ever saw her again. It was the end of the Silent Era and the end of Aunt Ruthie too.

My father, Hyman Latchkey, started a music and record store with his brother-in-law Sy Lowe, and if you think they had enough business savvy to call the store Hy's and Lowe's, then think again. Not even Hy and Sy's they could come up with. No. There was a sign above the door and it saidMUSIC STORE.They sold sheet music and 78s and worked seven days a week and had nothing to show for it. Did they ever complain? Did you ever once hear them gripe or curse their fate? Yes. They did. All the time.

My older brother Marvin was a concierge at Heine's [Resort] in Loch Sheldrake and got me a job as a tummler in the Catskills one summer when I was about sixteen. I was a very klutzy busboy by night and by day I'd run Simon Says games or I was a lobby comedian in a bellhop's suit. An insult comic, like Rickles or Jack E. Leonard. But I didn't have the finesse for it. I'd stop people and say, “May I take your luggage? Your wife has the face of a horse.” I got in trouble when I pinched some fourteen-year-old girl's cheek and said to her father, “She's gonna break a lot of hearts in a few years but I'd like to have sex with her right now.” So I was fired, but whether it was 'cause I wasn't funny or 'cause I broke a lot of dishes, I don't remember.

All I know is this: Marvin—he ran dice games up there too—got a girl in trouble. A seventeen-year-old, the daughter of a rich family staying at Heine's. I make a couple of calls to New York and we get this girl taken care of. I saved my brother's neck.

“I owe you one,” Marvin told me as I was getting on the bus to go back to New York after I was fired.

“You sure do,” I said to him. “Big time. And I ain't forgetting it.”

Slow dissolve. Manhattan. I start working at the [music] store, sweeping up, doing inventory, and occasionally stealing a few centavos from the cash register. Well, I might not have been the brightest stripling on the Great White Way but I knew I didn't want to work in that crummy store the rest of my life. I wanted out. So I turned on that irresistible, infectious Latchkey charm and wheedled my way into the hearts and minds of some of these Broadway big shots. Irving Berlin. I met Irving Berlin a few times.  A doll. I hit him up for three bucks once and he gave it to me and said, “Kid, here. I don't wanna see you again.” So I go back the next day and asked for four. Didn't get it. Gershwin? Cohan? The Schuberts? Jerry Kern? I met 'em all. Larry [Lorenz] Hart? Great lyricist. Lousy tipper. Cole Porter once was signing something for me at the Waldorf Towers and with the other hand he tried to put his hand on my fanny—I shooed it away like you would a butterfly.

My old man, he fired me from the store. There was a minor discrepancy problem with the inventory. And I was the fall guy and rightly so.

So now it's time to take advantage of some of my contacts. Murray Katz, who years later was Executive VP in Charge of Doing Very Little at Worldwide American, takes me under his somewhat foul-smelling wing and before you know it, I'm twenty years old and I'm the road manager of the Floyd Lomax Orchestra.

If I don't take that Lomax job then I don't manage Fountain and Bliss. Kismet again.

Floyd says to me on my very first day on the job: “Latch, this job is about reeds, reefers, and roast beef sandwiches.” Had he told me I'd be reaming out spit valves too, I might not have taken the job. That and running girls in and out of hotels. Well, to tell you truthfully, he did mention the latter and that's why I leapt at the opportunity.

[Looking at photograph of the Floyd Lomax Orchestra, taken at the Luxor Ballroom, White Plains, New York, 1938.] Okay, let's start here. This pianist . . . look real close . . . that's Larry and Stu Morrell, the Siamese twin pianists. Larry was actually the real musician of the two; Stu just played along with their left hand. He was a real highbrow, read tomes the size of train cars. Their deal was, Larry would be in the band for two years and then Stu would teach philosophy for two years while Larry hung on. I once said to him, “You know, you're the only sideman who has a sideman.” Yeah, it was some outfit.

This fellow is Mr. Harry Bacon, he blew alto sax for us. Does he look strange? A little . . . different? No? Well, nobody else thought so either. But one day it turns out that Mister Harry Bacon is actually Miss Harriet Bacon. Nobody ever knew! For years that dyke traveled around with us, nobody knew. She'd pal around with us, smoke cigars, and go to the track and chase tail just like the rest of the boys. And she was married too! Figure that out. Had a wife out on the island, in Bay Shore. We were all completely fooled. It all came out one day when Roy Lindell, one of our horn men and a big bowl of fruit salad, had a few too many one night in Baltimore and he came on to Harry. They started wrestling and roughhousing and the guys are standing around in a circle, cheering them on—this is in a parking lot, I think it was at the old Hippodrome—and Roy's now got  Harry Bacon's pants down and then he pulls his boxers off. Well, the applauding stopped on a dime, believe you me. I say, “Gee, Harry, uh, you're hung like a tick.” “I ain't hung at all,” Harry says. “I'm a broad. Get a load of this . . .” And then she unbuttons her shirt. We were all of us, to a man, astounded. Harry stands up and says, “You tell my wife about this, I'll cut yours off too.” And after that, she was just one of the guys.

But poor Roy, when he got an eyeful of that crotch or lack thereof—the fact that he'd made a pass at a broad! —it really sickened him.

This guy over here, behind Harry . . . Sid Gibson . . . he blew tenor sax. A hophead. This bald head belongs to our trombonist, Cueball Swenson . . . he did a couple of years for something but he straightened out his act somewhat. This is the guitarist, Pip Grundy. Look at his hands. Seven fingers on his left hand, about nine on his right. Anne Boleyn with a geetar. I tell you, the Pipster didn't always hit the right note but he could hit more wrong ones at one time than any other guitarist around at that time.

And this is Floyd Lomax. Looks just like Humpty Dumpty, don't he? He was from some town outside Detroit, he played trumpet. Kept a pearl-handled Colt in his trumpet case for absolutely no reason whatsoever. Ypsilanti, that's it. Six foot seven, weighed 350 pounds jaybird naked. Could he eat? He'd down more sausages in one meal than Warsaw does in a year. And the man loved cooze. Craved it. If he couldn't score it was a nightmare—he'd just break down and cry his fat heart out, Floyd would. You ever see a six-foot-seven, 350-pound whale in boxer shorts holding a trumpet and weeping like his puppy just got run over by the ice-cream truck? Christ, on all his undershorts he had sewn in gold threads—and you could've moved a family of ten into Floyd Lomax's boxers—the words “'Tis all pink on the inside.”

The kind of music they played . . . Floyd was aiming for the High Society-sound, sort of like Eddie Duchin or Griff Williams; it all sounded like you'd just chowed down on a Vassar sophomore, which are Floyd's words, not mine. Now, we knew we could never crack that market. It just wasn't gonna happen. So we aimed lower, a lot lower. Billboard even called it “the Low Society sound.”

We'd play a set and then we go back to our hotel and Floyd gets his fix of you-know-what, and I got to make sure that [vocalist] Dick Fain is all tied up in his bed with manacles so he don't electrocute himself, and the boys are playing pinochle and drinking and just playing their horns . . . and that's what we did. It was a hard life, it didn't pay too good, the hours were lousy as hell, but, boy, did we have a ball.




• • •




SALLY KLEIN: It was at the Mohican Club in Teaneck when Ziggy broke the news to us. Harry and Flo and I were in the dressing room and Ziggy walked in. He pulled a chair up, loosened his tie. It was a jokey tie, orange and a yard wide.

“I been thinkin' about the act,” he said. He's got that impish face on—you've seen it a million times in the movies—what Arnie called his “Uh-oh, I think I may have driven your Mercedes off a cliff” look.

Harry asked him, “What about the act?”

Ziggy just comes out and says, “I think Flo should cut a song or two from the act, maybe drop the number at the end.”

Now, I'd sensed this coming. Because Flo always ended with a song and Ziggy was always interrupting it. But for the last couple of shows he was barely allowing her to begin it. The act ended with Ziggy being Ziggy and the audience loving it.

Flo said, “You want me not to sing? This is what my son is telling me?”

“This is what I'm telling you, Flo,” Zig said. By now he didn't call them Pop or Mom anymore except when they were onstage.

“But I got my start singing,” Flo says to him. “That's how your father and I got started.”

“Look, if it was up to me, you'd belt out thirty songs up there. And there wouldn't be an ashtray or a pair of eyeglasses intact within a hundred miles. But this is business.”

Harry said, “I think this is something your mother and I should talk about.”

And Zig said, “Okay. Then talk about it.” And he—knowing quite well that Harry had meant talking about it alone, in private—just leaned back in his chair.

Flo turned to Harry and said, “All right, Harry, all right. No more singing then. Fine.”

Harry said to her, “You sure, darling?”

She nodded and Ziggy said, “I'm glad you seen it my way,” and then walked out.

When he left the room, it was like Himmler had just left after an interrogation. We could breathe again.

“Uncle Harry,” I said, “are you sure you just did the right thing?”

He said, “The right thing? No. The right thing would be to ship him off to a nuthouse, that would be the right thing. What we just did, Sally, was make sure we have our next few meals and a roof over our heads and can afford to be buried properly. Which might be any day now!”




SNUFFY DUBIN [comedian]: I was offered the emcee's job at the Mohican Club and I grabbed it. It was a good house, two hundred seats and the  three b's: bands, booze, and broads. Johnny Nelson's band was the house band, Tina Mitchell sang for them, and Benny Lampone was the owner on paper. But Big Al Pompiere and a few other Jersey characters were the real owners.

I met Ziggy at the Mohican and, man, we just clicked. Same age, same backgrounds—him from New York and me from Chicago—we grew up poor and my father was in show business too. He was a cantor—Pavarotti with payess, no shit. Ziggy and me were friends, but there was a mutual jealousy thing maybe too: you know, he was a performer already and was flat-out hilarious and he just destroyed people up there, so yeah, I envied that, sure. He was a comic genius, even at that age. See, some people, some comedians, they just have that raw comic instinct. They're born with it. Me, I had to work and work and teach myself that instinct.

But, yeah, jealousy. I was—back then, at least—a slim guy and there were girls around, and I went out and had a good time. I don't think that Ziggy had even kissed a girl yet.

Well, we fixed that.

Zig and I are hangin' at the bar one night and it's me, him, and this colored cat named Jimmy Powell. He cleaned up for us but let me tell you, that man could dress. Silk and satin all over the place and the fucking shiniest white shoes you ever saw, a real hepcat, and where he got the money for his threads . . . well, who knew?

It's way after hours and me and Zig are telling jokes and shooting the shit and the subject gets onto girls. As in, where do you get one in this town?

I told him, “Ziggy, it's four in theA.M.—anygirl you get right now, you don't wanna get.”

“Oh yeah?” he says. “Then where is she?”

He looks down at the floor and that's when I realize, hey, this guy's never been within one foot of a broad. I call Jimmy Powell over. He's maybe forty-five years old and as skinny as a sewing needle.

We piled into my Hudson Essex Terraplane and Jimmy tells us where to go.

We ended up in Newark. It was really dark out, I remember that, and it's this neighborhood, warehouses and factories and not a soul on the street.

We get out of the car and walk into this building, like a three-story townhouse. It's a bordello. Big surprise, right? Well, it was a surprise because this was no rundown dingy whorehouse, this was a very, very flashy joint. Velvet all over the place, velvet curtains and rugs from Afghanistan or Persia, moldings in the wall, sconces and candelabras and gold lamps and furniture from eighteenth-century France.

There's a living room and it's wall-to-wall red velvet in there and there's about nine, ten chicks in it. Some of 'em, they're pretty—and I don't just  mean pretty for Newark at four in the morning. And they had the works on: pearl necklaces, merry widows, garters, the whole kit and caboodle.

Zig says to me, “You wanna go first, Snuffy?”

I tell him I think I'll pass.

“What about you, Jimmy?” he asks, and Jimmy Powell passed too.

I say to him, “Why don't you just do the job, Zig? It's late.”

So Ziggy paces up and down, gets an eyeful of these whores. And he went for the ugly duckling—he picked the ugliest one of them; this girl's flab had flab. They climbed the stairs and then me and Jimmy Powell waited on the couch and the chicks slowly filed out and went back to their knitting, working with the handicapped, and Bible study.

“Snuffy,” Jimmy said, “I don't think that boy's gonna know where to poke his stick.”

“Jimmy, if he can't figure it out, then you're going up there and telling him,” I say.

Two minutes later the broad who's runnin' the joint is flying down the stairs. A big gutsy blonde, like Dorothy Malone in her prime plus thirty pounds. And she's runnin' down the stairs and it's some big emergency.

Jimmy Powell asks her, “Alice, what's going on?”

“He's stuck,” Alice says. “The fat boy is stuck.”

I'll never forget that. It's one of those things you hear and it just stays with you. The fat boy is stuck. That's what you should call The Ziggy Bliss Story, Ted. The Fat Boy Is Stuck.

Me and Jimmy run up the spiral stairs to the third floor. The pole that goes up the stairs, the newel? This thing was 100 percent pure marble and there were little carvings of naked broads with long tresses in it with serpents all around 'em, like from Greek myths. Alice is running behind us and she tells us room number seven. So me and Jimmy open the door to room number seven.

The very first thing I see is Ziggy's big ass. This big red medicine ball and it's shakin' like raspberry Jell-O in a hurricane.

“Is that you, Snuffy?” he asks me.

I tell him, Yeah it's me, and that Jimmy Powell's here too.

“I can't get out, Snuff. I'm, like, lodged.”

“Goddamn, man,” Jimmy Powell whispers to me.

Alice asks the girl underneath Zig if she can breathe, and she says, yeah, she can breathe but not really too good.

Alice tells me and Jimmy to get Zig out of there. I say to her, “What do we do, call the fucking fire department for this?!” I mean, Jesus Christ . . .

“We could try just givin' him the heave-ho,” Jimmy says.

And that's what we did . . . I take one leg and Jimmy Powell takes the other and we tried to dislodge him. But there was no give . . . it wasn't  working. And we were really trying too—we rolled up our sleeves and planted our feet and did it on the count of three. But no dice. And then Alice gets all the other girls and now you've got me and Jimmy and ten hookers and we're tugging on Ziggy's arms and feet and there's just no way to extricate him. And now, hey, the idea of calling the fire department isn't really too outlandish all of a sudden.

“I got an idea,” Jimmy Powell says, and before you know it we're all tying velvet curtains and bedsheets together. Yankee ingenuity at its finest. Jimmy flings this makeshift rope of curtains and sheets out the window, and then me and him go downstairs to my Terraplane. We tie one end of the rope thing to the rear fender, and upstairs Alice and her harem tie the other end around Ziggy's waist.

We're in the car and I start it up and press down on the accelerator. We don't move. I'm really gunnin' it and the wheels are spinning and we're kickin' up dust. Finally I just floor the sonuvabitch and—my hand to God—from upstairs in that house I hear a sound like a fifty-gallon bottle of champagne being popped open. POP!!! And me and Jimmy Powell look back up and, Jesus Christ, my Hudson damn near pulled Ziggy Blissman straight out the window too.

We go back upstairs and the poor kid—I mean, it's his first time with a girl and there's ten people standing around him and he's naked and all red and everything—he's shaking and almost in tears. I got an eyeful of Ziggy's shvantz, I couldn't believe it . . . it was like a goddamn baseball bat. Which was, I guess, the problem to begin with.

So he gets dressed now and me and him and Jimmy Powell and Alice are at the front door and the sun is coming up over Newark.

And this, I'll never forget. We're about to leave and Jimmy Powell reaches into his pants and pulls out a wad of bills and hands about fifty bucks to Alice and tells her to take good care of the girl. And then he looks at me and says, “That fat boy don't ever come to this house again, you understand?!”

So I guess Jimmy Powell was runnin' the joint, which is how he had all them fine threads.




• • •




GUY PUGLIA: The band finked out on us too. Vic and me, we tried to round 'em all up. But it was funny how they was all “out” that day. I called the trumpeter and his wife tells me, “His brother in Omaha died. He's in Omaha.” I called the trombone fella and his wife says, “Oh, his brother in Omaha died today too.” Three dead brothers in Omaha later, we get the message. Vic had no band.

One day at a Red Sox game, Vic says to me, “So we gotta go back to Codport, huh?”

“And what are we gonna do in Codport?” I ask him.

“I guess we tote fish,” he answers.

“You wanna tote fish, Vic? Is that what you wanna do?”

So that night we hopped a Greyhound to New York.

I had a cousin, Gino Puccio—he worked the desk at the old Monroe Hotel on Forty-ninth, just off Broadway. The Monroe at this time was on its way down. And it didn't have too far to go either 'cause I don't think it had ever had its way up.




KATHY PUCCIO [wife of Guy Puglia's cousin]: One night we're having dinner at our house [in Long Beach, Long Island], Gene, me, and the kids, and there's a knock at the door. My son, Paulie, gets the door—in those days you didn't have to look through the peephole—and there is this tall well-built guy in a blue suit and right next to him is this short fellow, not much bigger than Paulie, who was maybe nine at the time.

“Mom, there's a man with blue hair at the door,” Paulie said. And for some reason my daughter, Theresa, runs into her bedroom and closes the door. She was sixteen.

“Gino baby!” Guy says.

“Is that my Cousin Gaetano?” my husband says.

“Hey, Pooch,” Guy says.

And they hug and pinch each other's cheeks. And not a minute later our guests are sitting down with us, and Vic and Paulie are boxing with each other—you know, just screwing around—at the table. Vic and Guy wolfed down about ten pounds of food in thirty seconds.




GUY PUGLIA: You had all kinds staying at the Monroe. Hookers, drunks, junkies, freaks, crackpots who thought the world had five minutes to live, musicians and hepcats and vaudeville wash-ups, burlesque girls, actors on their way up, actors who'd already come down. More ambulances pulled up to that joint than taxis, that's the truth. Walking down them long hallways you saw things that'd curl your hairs quick. People injecting junk with the doors open, men dressed up as women—that wasn't even abnormal after a while. Some guy left the door open and I saw two ostriches prancing around the room. Ostriches!

The idea was to get some work. Vic didn't want to do nothing but sing. But me, I'd do anything. Gino'd been working the desk for almost fifteen years—he had to go by the name of “Eugene Purcell,” by the way; that was the name on his uniform—and he knew a lot of Broadway people. He said he'd try and help Vic out. In the meantime I got a waiter job at Handelman's  on Fifty-first Street. And a week or so after that, Vic got a job too, working three days a week. Doing what, you may ask? He was working at a soda fountain on Broadway and Eighty-first Street. A soda jerk again.




KATHY PUCCIO: Vic and Guy would stay with us a few days and then, when I started to complain about how much they were eating, Gene would sneak them into the hotel for a few days. Guy had gotten a job after a while but Vic would just hang around in the house. Eventually I got him to help me clean up.

My son loved Vic. They hit it off. My husband worked at night, came home at five in the morning, slept till noon, but Vic would spend time with my Paulie . . . they'd play baseball, stickball, handball, all that stuff. Theresa eventually overcame her shyness, but at first she never said a word to either Guy or Vic. I remember one dinner we were having, Theresa's best friend Betty was eating with us . . . I looked over to Theresa and noticed she was staring at Vic. I kicked her under the table and she said, “Ouch!” A minute later she's staring again. So I snatched the napkin off her lap and sort of whipped her arm with it. Then I looked over to Betty and saw she was ogling Vic too.

By that time I was having trouble functioning. I really had it pretty bad for him.

Vic was very nice to me. He'd help me clean, he'd scrub the floor like it was a marine barracks, he would even chop up vegetables. We weren't millionaires, but it was a nice house, only two houses from the beach. You opened up the door and the salt and the spray would wash over you. And with Vic working up a sweat and walking around in an undershirt . . . well . . .

He would offer to rub my back. He'd set me on the sofa and he'd sit right behind me and those strong fingers of his would just go all over my neck and shoulders and spine. I tell you, it was like dreaming, like being half-asleep and half-awake. One day he was doing this and I turned around and looked right at those gorgeous turquoise blue eyes of his. I had a pink blouse on, I can remember, with small buttons. I put my hands in his face and then I closed my eyes. I waited for him to kiss me. Silly me, I probably even puckered up my lips! I waited for about half a minute. I opened my eyes and he was still there.

“Well?” I said. “Don't you want to kiss me, Vic?”

“Can't, puddin',” he said. “Uh-uh.”

“Why not?”

“I just couldn't do that to the Pooch,” he said. “Wouldn't be honorable of me. He's my pal.”

I looked down at a little pleat in my pink blouse . . . and the pleat was moving because my heart was going like crazy.

I was dumbfounded. I said to him, “You can call a woman ‘puddin’ and not kiss her?” I didn't think that was legal!

He got up and went outside to smoke a Chesterfield. I saw him through the curtains. And I stayed on the couch and felt as if someone had just robbed me.

The next time I saw my husband, to be honest with you, I wanted to wring his neck.




• • •




FREDDY BLISS [son of Ziggy Bliss]: My dad told me the story a million times. Bertie Kahn of the Bursley-Bates firm is up in the Catskills, at Marx's in White Lake. Bertie's only about thirty then but already he's a big hotshot, repping Broadway people and music people. Bertie Kahn was up there because Dad had clipped every review in Variety, every little mention in the Wilkes-Barre Bugle or the Tenafly Times, and sent it to him. My father arranged it that Bertie would get the best seat in the house.

The Blissmans did two weeks at Marx's; a ventriloquist with a dummy opened for the Blissmans and the headliner was the Hal Ketchum Orchestra.

Now, the way Dad told the story he had a choice: he could just do the normal act or he could really turn on the juice. But this is make or break, so he decides to crank up the juice to the max. The ventriloquist, Jerry Ochs, came on, and three minutes into his act Dad was onstage. This hadn't happened before—for a week Ochs, who feigned a thick Yiddish accent in the bit, and his aristocratic dummy Little Lord Goodwood, had been coming on and Dad left them alone. But on this night Dad was running rampant. He's going, “You're moving your lips, Jerry!” and “Goodwood's a pansy and I've got the splinters in my tuches to prove it!” And Jerry Ochs, he tries to keep up with Dad, but of course he can't. He's on for fifteen minutes and my father's on for twelve of them and everyone in there ate it up. Dad got the dummy out of Ochs's hands and was trying to make it talk . . . he had the little wooden doll grabbing women by their fannys.

He told me that Bertie Kahn was laughing so hard he was just paralyzed. Bertie Kahn! Who had lips of stone. But I bet that Jerry Ochs wasn't too pleased.




SALLY KLEIN: Bertie was very tall, a little overweight, and he dressed impeccably. Arnie said he was the spitting image of Sydney Greenstreet, and he was right. He was very imperious and smoked fancy foreign cigarettes. Also, he rarely said a sentence more than five words long. And here he was, red in the face and literally slapping his knees!

Ziggy is backstage afterward, drenched with sweat, soaking. Such a  shvitz you've never seen. Hal Ketchum strolled up to him with a big cigar and his clarinet dangling from his neck on a strap. He said to Ziggy, “You spilled over into our time. My time is precious to me. You do that again, I got a drummer who'll fry you with onions for his breakfast.”

At this second you felt really sorry for Ziggy. Hal Ketchum is a foot taller and thirty years older. But now Bertie Kahn came over and steps between them. Hal Ketchum said, “Hey, you're Bert Kahn.” And Bertie said to him, “Scram, Ketchum. Chase a breeze.” And Ketchum just slinks off. It was wonderful!

Ziggy asked Bertie, “Enjoy the act, Mr. Kahn?”

“Very much so. Here's my advice. Lose the midgets. They're killing you.”




DANNY McGLUE [joke writer]: I was a bellhop at Marx's, the only Irish punim for miles, and I'd joke around in the nightclub, the Red Room. Larry Marx had a piano on the stage and I'd get up there and sing my silly nonsense songs, do some double-talk. I studied the piano growing up in Yorkville [Manhattan]—the idea was for me to become the next Horowitz or Rubinstein but here I was in the Catskills singing, “I want to marry you, I want you to have my babies, I love you more than my dog, but unlike him, you've got rabies.”

The night after Bertie Kahn had introduced himself, Ziggy walked up to me in the lobby and said, “Danny? You're Danny McGlue . . .”

“I admit it,” I said. “I am.”

“Could I buy a few of your songs?”

I had no idea what he meant! Songs? What songs?

“Those little silly numbers you do, Danny,” he said. “Like, ‘I thought you had a nice complexion, but upon further reflection, something escaped my detection, I think I'll make another selection.’ That kind of stuff.”

I said to him, “Look, Ziggeleh, it's not as if I ever write down these little-ditties . . .”

He scratches the freckles on his chin and then reaches into his trouser pockets and hands me a twenty. And he said, “Here. Write 'em down, Danny. I'm going places. Maybe you wanna hop along.”

I hopped along. For the rest of my life.




SNUFFY DUBIN: Everyone's got an entourage. Elvis had the Country Cosa Nostra or the Memphis Mafia, Robin Hood had the Merry Men, and Jesus had his crew too. Vic had Hunny Gannett, Ernie, Guy, Ices Andy, and Chinese Joe Yung—man, even Vic's entourage had entourages!—and Ziggy had Sally and now was gathering up me and Danny and then eventually Shep Lane and Buzzy Brevetto. It was all coming together. Every big cat's gotta have his kittens around him. You need that support system, right? So  if you wake up one morning and you got a baseball-sized pimple on your nose, there's some schlemiel-for-hire to tell you “You look great, boss!” An entertainer really needs that. The problems begin when you start believing them.




• • •




ARNIE LATCHKEY: The Smokestack Lounge was right near the Brooklyn Navy Yard, around Vinegar Hill. Maybe a hundred people could fit in there, depending on that day's bribe to the fire chief. Vic I think was making forty bucks a week singing there and they were literally paying him with silver. He must've sounded like Marley's ghost, boy, rattling his chains at the end of each night going home, with all those quarters.
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