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My hope was that Paul Mazursky would write the foreword to this book. Sadly, he passed away during the writing, so I decided not to have one.

Paul/ “Who loves you?”/Danny Aiello



Chapter One


Searching for Me

In March 1990, I was sitting in the audience at L.A.’s Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, waiting for the winners to be announced at the sixty-second Academy Awards ceremony. All around me were gorgeous women and handsome men. The Oscars were the kind of event that showed this New York City kid just how far he had come from his beginnings on the streets of the West Side of Manhattan and the South Bronx.

My stomach was tied in knots. That year, I was nominated as Best Actor in a Supporting Role for my performance as Sal Frangione in Spike Lee’s controversial film Do the Right Thing.

The nomination was so important to me. It told me, You’re not only a working actor, but you’ve been accepted by your peers. For a guy who never set foot in an acting class and who only started his career in his mid-thirties, this was a supreme validation.

I recall clearly what else I felt that night, with all the glitter and glamour flowing around me like a river.

No matter where I was, I was an outsider. Even with an Oscar nomination and everybody talking about my performance, I still had a nagging sense that somehow I didn’t belong.

It’s a feeling that I’ve always had. At something like this major awards event, the sense of being an outsider was especially sharp. What am I doing here? I kept thinking. I wasn’t a member of the Hollywood inner circle. I grew up working-class, not privileged. I’m street. And here I was, surrounded by people who were more like avenues, landscaped boulevards, private drives.

The thing about being an actor, though, is that you’re never alone. With me that evening were all the characters I had ever portrayed in the movies and on the stage. They whispered in my ear, telling me that while winning isn’t everything, losing doesn’t have a hell of a lot to say for itself. Those voices are always present.

Throughout my life, I’ve always been searching for me. Creating characters is part of that search. At the Oscars that night, the truth was both simple and complicated.

I only know who I am when I am somebody else.

It sounds like a riddle, but it’s the reality of my life. When I’m playing a character, only then do I know who I am, only then am I complete.

I’ve experienced dark times in my life when I’ve been an outsider even to myself. I’ve been so depressed and confused that I’ve experienced a loss of self. Acting helped save me.

Geena Davis, who was presenting the Best Actor in a Supporting Role award that evening, stepped up to the podium onstage. She introduced all the contenders, my name among them. I was up against some heavy hitters: Marlon Brando, Denzel Washington, Martin Landau, and Dan Aykroyd.

“The Academy Award for this year’s best supporting actor goes to . . .” She struggled opening up the envelope.

The moment hung in the balance for me. In a lot of ways, it represented a culmination of the journey I was on, leading me to great heights and devastating lows, transporting me to places like the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion in Los Angeles.

I want to invite you, the reader, on this journey in search of self. It’s my hope that this personal journey of mine might help you on yours.

Come on along.



Chapter Two


My Very Own West Side Story

Memories of my childhood emerge from a warm, golden glow of family, especially the devotion of my dear mother, Frances Pietrocova Aiello.

Mom was my rock. She made me the man I am today. My father, Daniel Aiello Sr., took a hike early on, before I was born. Throughout my childhood, he was absent more often than not. It was up to my mother to keep our family together. Her example taught me that the real heroes aren’t the ones who win gold medals or Nobel Prizes (or Academy Awards).

As a kid, I never knew how poor we were because all my friends were from hard-luck families. I came into a world that was far away from the one we live in now. Some of this book was written by speaking to a virtual woman named Siri. I travel in a car that has a navigation system guided by a satellite that orbits sixteen thousand miles above the planet. If I have a factual question, the answer is immediate, at my fingertips.

When I was born in June 1933, we weren’t in the modern age quite yet. The Aiellos still had one foot in the last century. That golden glow around my family that I remember from my childhood came from kerosene lamps. Electricity was dirt cheap, and Thomas Edison’s incandescent bulbs could have lit our rooms for nickels a week, but kerosene was cheaper than dirt.

City planner Robert Moses and the rest of the bigwigs of New York City had called our West Side neighborhood “blighted.” Pretty soon they would come in with bulldozers and flatten it for redevelopment. When I look at a map of modern Manhattan, I can’t find the blocks where I grew up. They’ve been erased and built over.

If you want to catch a glimpse of what my old neighborhood was like, just see the movie West Side Story. Director Robert Wise shot that film in the condemned city blocks that would become the site of Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. As for me, I might as well have been born a Jet all the way, as the song goes. Those were my childhood haunts, right there on the big screen. Preserved in shot after shot of that classic movie were the streets and ramshackle tenements that thousands of families like mine called home.

By the time West Side Story was released in 1961, almost everything depicted was already in the process of being destroyed. But for nearly a decade, from the time I was born until we moved to the Bronx, a small ten-block-square slice of Manhattan’s West Side was my childhood turf.

An unofficial line existed in that area of Manhattan, separating the haves and the have-nots. In my neighborhood, the line was West End Avenue. Nowadays, the closer you get to the Hudson River, the higher the rent. It was the direct opposite back then. The Aiellos lived on the west side of West End Avenue. To the east of West End, the residents weren’t rich, but there was some money there—not much, but some. Farther east, past the dividing line of Broadway, there lay another land, a land of giants. That’s where the real money was.

You would have thought our West Side neighborhood was something out of a Charles Dickens novel. In the 1930s, there were still horse-drawn carts traveling the streets. A stone trough for watering horses sat on the corner of Seventy-Second Street and Broadway, and an actual stable was on our block. Just to indicate the kind of transition period America was enjoying back then, the stable sold automobile tires, too.

Merchants would travel down West End Avenue every day, hawking their wares with their wagons and mules. One actually called out, “Rags! We sell rags!” but why the hell anyone would want to buy a rag is a mystery to me that’s gotten lost in time.

To give you another idea of the time and place: early every morning, the iceman cometh, straight out of the Eugene O’Neill play. If the iceman made a sale, he’d drape a burlap sack over his back and grab a suitcase-sized block of ice with a huge pair of metal tongs. He’d sling the heavy block onto his back and trudge up the stairs to the customer’s apartment. The block would then slide right into a compartment in an old-fashioned icebox, not an electric refrigerator. After a day or two, the ice would melt and the whole process would start over again.

My mother’s family, the Pietrocovas, came from the Naples and Sorrento areas of Italy. Both Mom and Dad were born in the United States. The West Side neighborhood where I grew up was home to many immigrant Italians. But I was as American as a kid could get.

Home for me, baby “Junior” Aiello, was a basement railroad apartment on West Sixty-Eighth Street, just off West End Avenue. They called them railroad apartments because the rooms were laid out in a straight line. You could stand at one end of our place and look all the way through to the other side.

There were four rooms for eight of us—me; my mother; my four sisters, Helen, Gloria, Rosebud, and Annabelle; my brother Joey; and my grandfather Raphael, who went by the Americanized name of “Ralph.” The toilet was in the hallway, and other tenants in the building had access to it, as well.

Our apartment wasn’t wired for electricity. Instead of a shower, we had a tub in the kitchen area. Baths were a once-a-week occasion. Heat came from a wood-burning stove in the parlor. My mother cooked on a cast-iron stove. The smell of wood smoke and kerosene still sucks me right back into those early days of childhood.

The amazing thing is that we preserved our privacy in that apartment. Never do I remember seeing any member of my family in a state of undress. In our home, “respect” was the most important word. If there was a closed door anywhere, you were to knock before entering. My mother didn’t preach this. Instead, she set the example by doing it every day.

My father showed up at most a couple times a month. At my young age, I didn’t understand that a dad could be anything other than someone who dropped by every once in a while. All I heard were vague excuses for his absence. He was “traveling,” Mom said. I would see the man for a few hours one evening and then he would be gone, leaving behind a faint smell of cigar smoke in his wake. I didn’t know him well enough to miss him.

As a kid I didn’t have much to do with my older siblings, either. I was the second youngest of the six surviving Aiello children. Helen, Gloria, and Rosebud were all leading their teenage lives, as was my older brother Joey. That left me spending a lot of time with my sister Annabelle.

When the teenagers did bother to notice us, it often wasn’t pretty. I recall a memorable beating I took from my brother Joey. He would have been around twelve or thirteen at the time, while I was only seven or eight. Joey kept a pistol hidden in his clothes drawer. I found the handgun, took it to school, and promptly lost it. I can’t remember if it was confiscated by a teacher or by an older schoolmate. But I do remember Joey’s anger. He was much bigger than me. When he started to hit me, I had no other choice but to sit there and take it until he felt bad about doing it.

Helen, as the oldest sister, acted as a second mother in the family. She worked, earned money for the family, and had a boyfriend. The only resentment I felt around home about my absentee father came not from Mom but from Helen. She and my father didn’t get along at all. She was old enough to have spent time with him as a child and old enough to grasp the enormity of his deserting us.

*  *  *

Back in those days of the 1930s, old-fashioned traditions held on. My family and most of those around us didn’t use funeral homes. We dressed our dead by ourselves. This practice left me with one of my enduring memories of childhood, the night I slept with an open casket. My grandmother on my mother’s side passed away, and her wake was held right there in our apartment. There was Grandmother that night, resting in peace in her coffin, and there was I, little five-year-old Junior Aiello, trying to sleep only a few feet away.

My childhood was death-haunted in another way, too. A mystery hung in the air when I was growing up, one that still plagues me to this day. My mother and father had seven children together, four girls and three boys. One of those boys, Ralphie, who was named after my grandfather Raphael, died as an infant before I was born.

Old memories float up whenever I think about my brother’s death. He was like a phantom that haunted my youth. I would bother my mother about him. What was he like? How did he die? Would I see him in heaven?

“When he fell sick, the doctors told me it would be bad for him to drink water,” Mom recalled, sadness in her eyes from the memory. “I would take a wet cloth and dab his lips, but that’s all I could do. ‘Wa-wa,’ Ralphie kept saying. He was begging for water, but I couldn’t let him drink any.”

Wa-wa. Wa-wa. Whenever she told me the story, both of us would wind up in tears.

I’ve searched through birth records and hospital documents since then. The death certificate I obtained states that Ralph Aiello passed away on August 3, 1932, at Riverside Hospital on North Brother Island in the Bronx.

Family legend had it that Ralphie was first buried in a potter’s field on Hart Island. Later, supposedly a Catholic charity linked to the St. Patrick’s diocese paid to exhume the little body and have it formally placed in a proper grave. The burial records claim he was interred in Calvary Cemetery in Queens. But I honestly believe that it never happened. I think Ralphie still rests in that potter’s field.

There’s nothing I can say that conclusively proves this. There are only inferences I make from what my mother told me. I have the text of a letter from Calvary Cemetery:

Please be advised that Ralph Aiello was interred in section 39 on August 6th, 1932 at the age of 7 months. Ralph Aiello was interred in an untitled grave. This grave holding is for indigent burials only. There are no markers allowed on this grave holding.

North Brother Island, where my brother died, is sometimes identified in city records as a “leper colony.” That meant it was a place of quarantine. In those days before antibiotics, contagious diseases were much feared. My brother’s death certificate listed an infectious disease, pertussis, as the cause of death. Whooping cough.

Mary Mallon, the notorious cook known better as Typhoid Mary, was quarantined on North Brother Island during the time my brother was in the hospital there. Because she was an asymptomatic carrier of typhoid fever bacteria, Typhoid Mary caused the deaths of dozens of people for whom she prepared meals.

My brother was born days before Christmas in 1931. When he was just seven months and fourteen days old, he fell sick. On Friday, July 29, 1932, city health authorities transported the feverish baby to North Brother Island. By the following Wednesday, Ralphie Aiello was dead.

My mother often told me of a close call she had in her life. “I was going to visit your brother Ralphie,” she said. “I was waiting at the dock, but your father was late to come, so I didn’t go on the boat.”

The ferry, a steamer called Observation, exploded and sank in the East River. Seventy-two people were killed in the disaster. It happened at a little past eight o’clock on the morning of September 9, 1932—five weeks after my brother passed away. Mom must have intended to take the ferry in order to visit his grave in the potter’s field. If that’s the case, then the reinterment of my brother’s remains on August 6, 1932, doesn’t make sense.

The family story was that the Catholic charities placed my brother’s body in a cemetery plot. No one had the money back then for individual grave plots. Did a St. Patrick’s charity pay to reinter him? The story could have all been just a comforting tale to make everyone feel better.

Ralphie was blood to me. I am a part of this boy. In the scheme of things, his death and burial might be just a minor mystery, important only to the family. If I can ever locate his remains to a certainty, I want to give Ralphie a proper headstone. It’s the least I can do to honor the brother I never knew.

*  *  *

My West Side neighborhood might have been a constant, but as a family we moved a lot, both before and after I was born. There were two moves during my first ten years, once out of that first basement railroad apartment to the fourth floor of a tenement, then back into another basement. All three places were on the same block of West Sixty-Eighth Street. The reason was always the same, too: a lack of rent money. We needed to start over with a new landlord.

This wasn’t a rare practice on the West Side of Manhattan. A lot of families did the same thing. The building superintendents were making a small fortune off the constant upheaval in the neighborhood. They would earn a payment by turning the lodgings over. When the Aiellos moved out, the next day someone else would move in. The new tenants had to pay a fee to the super in order to take possession. The landlords might not even have known about the constant turnover. It was musical chairs, only with apartments.

In those days the family dog, Bessie—a big blond collie—served as my constant companion. She ate what we did, namely our table scraps—we didn’t know from dog food back then. I was a scrawny kid, able to take occasional rides on the dog’s back. My mother sent me and Bessie out together to pick up items at the local grocery. I’d let her carry the bag on the way back home. Bessie was such a good dog that she would never run off with the groceries to make a meal for herself.

Given that we never had much money, the Aiello kids existed on a steady diet of peanut butter sandwiches, which we loved. When we could get bananas, we’d add slices to the sandwiches. Another staple was potato-and-egg sandwiches. And oatmeal, which I hated, but my mother fed it to us until it came out of our ears. We also ate the traditional peasant foods of my mother’s Italian heritage: beans, lentils, and pastafazool (pasta and beans).

Meat was a rarity in our household. At most, it was a once-a-week thing. Sunday dinner meant a special meal of wonderful freshly made spaghetti and meatballs. We dined without wine—we were the only Italian-American family in the universe that didn’t have it on the table during dinner. The reason might have been that we couldn’t afford it, but the lasting effect was that not one member of my family ever became a big drinker.

To this day, I don’t know how my mother did it. She fed, clothed, and sheltered six children and my grandfather. She once told me she had pared the family food budget down to thirteen cents a day!

Mom had a hard-and-fast rule: “If you go out and they’re serving dinner at the home of a friend, you tell them that you aren’t hungry.” When I’d ask why, she wouldn’t explain. She would just shake her head and say to just do what she said. Only as an adult did I realize that it was simply a point of pride for her. She didn’t want anybody in the neighborhood to think her children were hungry. And I did what I was told, too, even though there were plenty of times I would have gladly accepted a free meal.

Even with the Aiello family living as close to the bone as we did, I was still a problem child when it came to food. I was fussy. Often I refused to eat what was put in front of me. The worst were the onions, and any dish that had come near them would be immediately pushed away.

Mom would say, “I removed all the onions.”

“Not the smell, Mama,” I’d protest. “You didn’t remove the smell!”

There was no chance I would eat any kind of seafood. If it looked “ugly” to my young eyes, that was that. My friends and I used to go to the docks on the Hudson River and watch people fish from the shoreline. I still remember the eels—they made me feel sick just looking at them.

“I’d never put anything that ugly in my mouth!” To this day, I have an aversion to eating anything that swims.



Chapter Three


Mothers and Fathers and Sons

I was a very sickly child. I was anemic and had a touch of asthma. From age six to when I was eight or nine, I was hospitalized several times for eczema, scratching myself bloody. It got so bad that I had to put gloves on at school to keep my fingernails from digging big red gouges into my flesh. At night, when I went to bed, my mother would transfer my socks from my feet to my hands for the same reason.

I was small and should have been sitting up in the front of the class. Instead, because of embarrassment over my incessant scratching, I chose to sit in the back row. It was excruciating. I could see my classmates stealing glances at me, giving taunting smiles, giggling. I was a sensitive kid, so of course I imagined that I was disgusting to them.

The tragedy was that I really liked some aspects of school. Definitely not math, but I couldn’t wait to read whenever teachers called on me. I simply loved reading out loud. If they ever asked me to get up and speak without a book in my hands, I was too shy. Whenever I was reading another person’s words, I didn’t stammer or lose my place.

Though eczema practically overwhelmed my young life, I tried to hide from my mother how it affected my time in class. I didn’t want her to be upset. She already had too much to worry about. I didn’t have many friends at school. It wasn’t because I didn’t want them. I thought they didn’t want me.

In school, I might have been relatively friendless, but on the street, it was different. The best times I had as a kid were when I played outdoors. Then I didn’t have the time to worry about scratching and bleeding. I was too busy having fun.

I was a hell of a stickball player. I was always out on the block in front of whatever apartment we lived in at the time. We didn’t have yards, we had the street. The asphalt made a long, narrow field for playing ball. Traffic wasn’t as vicious back then as it is today.

Using a broom handle for a bat and a pink rubber Spaldeen ball, we played the West Side version of the game, with a pitcher who delivered a one-bounce pitch. First base was that fire hydrant there, second base was sixty feet down the block, third base was that old battered Ford over there. On the pavements of New York City, I began to develop the baseball skills that would pay off later in my life in unexpected ways.

My friends and I played other games, too, traditional street contests that had been passed down by our older siblings. I would take newspapers and roll them up extra tight, then wrap twine around them until I had something that resembled an oval shape. That served for our football, as heavy as a brick. A real inflatable pigskin was wishful thinking, of course beyond our means.

Punchball was played in a square, with the goal being to “punch” the ball out through the line of opposing players. Johnny on the Pony was a pile-on contest that resembled the offensive line action in the NFL.

Sometimes, we found other, more dangerous ways to amuse ourselves. The freight railroad tracks ran along the Hudson River, just a few blocks away. A neighborhood kid got his hands on some .22 rimfire bullets, I guess from a supply his father kept. My friends and I used to put the shells on the railroad tracks and wait for the trains to run over them. The sharp reports sounded like strings of firecrackers going off. We’d laugh like maniacs. Looking back, we were lucky that a stray round didn’t kill anybody.

Our street games didn’t end until dark. I still remember the sound of mothers calling children home as evening shadows fell, the calls echoing between the tenement buildings of Sixty-Eighth Street.

Every night before bedtime, the entire family would gather around the radio. Our Philco was like a piece of furniture, with a cabinet of varnished wood and a dial that glowed orange. All over the West Side and all over America, households would be doing the same thing, listening to the radio as a popular evening pastime. Our favorite shows had headlining comics such as Fred Allen, Jack Benny, and Edgar Bergen. There were also crime serials and mysteries like The Shadow, Mr. District Attorney, Inner Sanctum, and The Green Hornet.

The holidays were another time of great family togetherness. One of my clearest childhood memories centers around what I’ve always considered to be my first Christmas. The year was 1939, and I was six years old.

On Christmas Eve, I lay in my bed listening to a conversation that my little sister, Annabelle, was having with my mom in the next room. “Is Santa Claus bringing us presents this Christmas?” Annabelle asked.

“I bet he comes this year,” Mom replied.

Last year, he didn’t come, I thought, mentally joining in on the conversation. We don’t have a tree. Where will Santa put the presents?

“How will he get in?” Annabelle asked. “There’s no chimney for him to climb down.”

“Maybe the window,” Mom said.

My six-year-old mind didn’t think Santa could fit through the window. And I didn’t think kids could get presents if the family didn’t have a tree. I was all torn up with worry.

Through a crack in the door, I could see my mom smiling and giving my little sister a hug. “Santa is amazing,” she said. “Magical things can happen at Christmastime.”

On Christmas Day, Grandpa Ralph woke me at six a.m. He was already dressed. He didn’t have a job but always looked as though he was heading out to one, wearing a crisp white shirt and a suit jacket.

“Ju-ju,” he said—my name was Junior at the time—“this is for you, a good boy.”

My eyes were still full of sleep. I rubbed them clear. I opened my hand and saw a nickel. I was so excited. Grandfather kissed me on the cheek and went out the door.

The whole morning was enchanted. I looked up from my bed, out the window, and through the basement grating, and saw snow falling. Then I turned toward the parlor and saw a tree. Not a very big one, but it was a tree nonetheless. Our first Christmas tree! I thought I was dreaming.

Understand that this was not a privileged person’s holiday. It wasn’t even a reasonably well-off family’s Christmas. I found out later that my older sister Helen had actually pinched the tree from a street merchant. That morning, its boughs were decorated not with store-bought lights and ornaments, but with bottle caps tied to different-colored shoestrings. The Christmas stockings were used socks that we kids had actually worn, now repurposed and filled with tiny candies.

But to my young eyes, it was a perfect Christmas morning. It was just as Mom said to Annabelle, magical. Underneath the tree, there was at least one gift for each of us. My first real Christmas present was a pair of boxing gloves. Maybe I should have seen those gloves as a sign of the struggles ahead.

I didn’t think about any of that on this, my first real Christmas. I was too happy. I was in the warm embrace of my family, and nothing else mattered.

*  *  *

In my early days, my mother acted as both parents. I used to tell my friends that Dad was in Cleveland on business, making up the fairy tale that he worked as a police detective, “chasing prisoners.”

Why a detective? I’m not sure, but I think it was because I had seen my father wearing a fedora and a raincoat, and detectives in the movies and comic strips always wore the same, so my young mind simply made the connection. And why Cleveland? Perhaps I thought of it as a faraway land, at least far enough removed that my friends could never check up on the white lie I was telling.

The strange thing about my mother was that no matter how my father would treat her, Mom would never bad-mouth him. Her husband might disappear for half a year at a time, but she would say absolutely nothing against the man. And because my mother loved him, we children did, too.

My father was nineteen when he married my mother in 1921. Frances was only fifteen. Even though Dad and Mom had met at formal, chaperoned events in the West Side neighborhood where they both lived, his family didn’t want the marriage to take place. Frances was too young to make a suitable match.

What was my father doing when he wasn’t with us? “He’s a trucker,” Mom would say. “He’s away a lot.”

It took a long time before the real picture finally came into focus. My father held jobs as a teamster and a moving man. But those weren’t the only ways he earned a living. Back then, they had a name for what my father was: a knock-around guy. That meant he wasn’t a mobster himself, but he consorted with them.

Within weeks of the wedding, he took a job with the infamous bootlegger Dutch Schultz. He drove trucks for the beer baron. In the early days of Prohibition, mob rivalries were still being sorted out. For a while, my father called himself “Dan Dillon” to be able to pass for Irish. This was when he worked for Roger Touhy, the Irish-American gangster who was a rival of Al Capone.

A story Mom told me about those days used to fascinate me as a child. In the 1920s, during the height of Prohibition, my mother was at home in the family apartment when there came a knock on the door. My father realized what was happening and immediately hid under the bed. A trio of wiseguys confronted Mom, demanding to know where her husband was.

My mother didn’t know what it was all about. She was pregnant with my brother Joey at the time. “I just kept repeating that he wasn’t at home,” she told me. The wiseguys finally relented. As they were leaving, Mom said they gave her a parting tribute.

“We know he’s here,” one of the mobsters told her. “You just saved your man’s life.”

She never could find out what my father had done to warrant a visit from mob enforcers. But the image of my mother fending off gangsters while my father hid under the bed made a lasting impression on me. It told me how things were with my parents in the period before I was born.

“He’s away a lot” was really code for my father’s being in prison. A hijacking scam he was involved with got busted and he wound up doing a two-year stretch in New York City’s Rikers Island.

One of my earliest memories of my father is visiting him in jail. He was getting processed in downtown Manhattan at the Tombs, a.k.a. the City Prison. My mother brought me down to see him. They would not allow me into the prison, as I was too young. Mom left me with a policeman in the vestibule while she went upstairs to visit Dad.

When my mother returned, she took me by the hand. We walked out into the street in front of the jail.

“Look up,” she said.

I peered upward at the dirty façade of the Tombs. In a barred window on the fourth floor I saw a small light, a shaky, wavering flame. It was my father. He held a cigarette lighter, a signal to his little boy.

I definitely don’t want to make it seem like my spotty relationship with my father was some monstrous hardship. It wasn’t that way at all. Whatever my dad was doing outside the home didn’t much matter to me during that first decade of my young life. What did matter was that the man who gave me his name was never around.

*  *  *

As a kid I started working in 1942, at the ripe old age of nine. I was a skinny child but tough. Plus I was willing to do anything that would bring in a few nickels to the family. I ended up shining shoes in Grand Central Terminal.

That year, the mobilization for World War II hit New York City in a big way. Servicemen poured through town, transferring to their respective deployments. The trains in and out of the city were jammed. Everywhere you looked was a uniform. And if you looked hard enough, you would have seen a pint-sized me sidling up to my prospective customers.

“Shine, soldier? Shine?”

Man, those boots! The tall, government-issued combat boots were heavy as hell and made to wear like iron. But I loved them because I got to charge extra to work on them. A regular shine was a dime, but the combat boots brought in a quarter.

A sergeant would breathe fire on any soldier who didn’t have his boots shined to a high gloss. That’s where I came in. I buffed those boots until I could see my reflection in them. I used to pop that rag, making music with my buffing cloth. The better the show I put on, the bigger the tips I got. I was like a frantic bee buzzing around the soldiers.

What I remember most is how the boots always seemed to be in mint condition. They were a light, yellowish tan, not even broken in yet and still smelling of new leather. I would be giving them their first shine.

The boots were worn by boys maybe ten years older than me. Where were they headed? To the beaches of Normandy or Guadalcanal. I didn’t think about it then, but those fresh, clean boots shined in Grand Central Terminal marched through Europe or the Pacific theater, through mud and snow and blood. A lot of those boots never came back.

Every day before I set up, I would buy a stack of newspapers. This was during the golden age of New York City journalism. I brought the tabloids to my shoe-shine spot, and my patrons liked them because they were easy to page through while I got to work. I would end up selling copies of the Daily News, the Daily Mirror, and the New York Journal-American, doubling the cover price. But my customers would happily pay the premium because they saw me as a determined little kid working his ass off to make a living.

On a good day, I cleared a couple of dollars. With a few first-rate tips, I might even bring home five dollars. I never kept any money for myself. I wouldn’t have known what to do with it if I did. Every member of the Aiello family pitched in.

It wasn’t enough. Nothing was ever enough. “Rent is due” is a terrifying phrase I remember hearing constantly throughout my childhood. With the war in Europe raging, it almost seemed like our family troubles were mirroring the turmoil in the world as a whole. Everything was in flux. The modern world was being born right before my eyes.

I would return again and again to a furniture shop on Broadway and Seventieth Street, a few blocks from where we lived. Displayed in a window was a strange glowing device that must have been the first television ever produced. Animated images danced on a screen.

But TV couldn’t hold a candle to my real passion, which was sneaking into the big movie palaces on Broadway. I rarely had the dime it cost for admission. A family friend, Al Vironi, worked as an usher and would slip us kids into the theater for free.

The movies had an irresistible attraction for me. Penniless as I was, I simply had to see them as often as I could. The male stars of the day were everything that I desperately yearned to find—the father figures to replace the one who was missing in my life. Wallace Beery, the great MGM star of the 1930s, was my first favorite, along with Fredric March, Broderick Crawford, Spencer Tracy. These were stars who allowed me to dream of what life could be like.

Around this time my childhood nightmares started, and a lot of those began in the movie theaters, too. Boris Karloff as Frankenstein’s monster and Lon Chaney Jr. as the Wolfman scared the hell out of me, to the degree that I had to go to sleep with the bedcovers pulled up over my head as they worked their way into my dreams, disturbing my sleep.

It didn’t help my nightmares any when we moved for the summer to a free place a relative provided for us in Coney Island, Brooklyn. It was 1942. We were in a second-floor apartment above a wax museum on the boardwalk. Lilly’s World in Wax Musee featured gory tableaus of famous crimes. The one that burned itself into my nightmares was of a madman from the 1920s named William “the Fox” Hickman. In the museum, Hickman’s wax figure was posed dismembering his victim Marion Parker in a bathtub. My dreams were haunted back then.

When we left Brooklyn that summer, we didn’t return to our old neighborhood. Our wayward journeys from apartment to apartment weren’t over yet. The West Side may have been blighted and poverty stricken, but it had been my home for almost a decade. Smack in the middle of the chaotic war years, rent worries forced us to move yet again. This time we didn’t just change addresses. We moved to a whole new world.



Chapter Four


Fists, Don’t Fail Me Now

No one welcomed us when the Aiellos landed on the streets of the South Bronx. We were on our own, strangers in a strange land.

We left a few members of the family behind when we moved. Our new apartment in the Bronx did not accept pets, so our collie, Bessie, stayed behind with Jonesie, a black man who was a family friend. I was heartbroken to have to leave her.

After we moved to the Bronx, I never saw my grandfather again, either. Apparently there had been a secret reason Raphael was getting dressed up every day in sharp clothes. He wasn’t headed out to look for work. He was meeting women-friends. My grandfather married again and moved to Plainview, Long Island. He outlived that second wife and another one besides, living until he was well into his eighties.

So I first showed up in the Bronx minus a dog and minus a grandfather. I had to find my own way. All the neighborhoods I grew up in were scrappy, physical places. My friends and I fought constantly. We used to have fistfights in the hallways of the tenements where we lived. In those close quarters, it was like fighting in an alley. Your back was always to some wall.

There were two kinds of fights in my younger years. The first was clearly anger related. We played the dozens. Somebody went too far with the insults and pretty soon fists were flying. The second was more about entertainment—real punches landed, but we were fighting just to see who was the quickest, the strongest, the most unrelenting. Our heroes were the boxers who made headlines: Joe Louis, Billy Conn, Willie Pep, and Beau Jack.

In the Bronx, I was the new kid on the block, so I had to prove myself. I was battling on the streets of an ethnically mixed neighborhood. Officially, it was called Crotona Park East, but I don’t remember any of the locals calling it that. The majority of the population was Jewish, but there were Italians, Irish, Germans, Puerto Ricans, and black people. We lived in the middle of it all, in a series of cheap apartments along Stebbins Avenue, Boston Road, Hoe Avenue, Home Street, Southern Boulevard, and Freeman Street.

The Aiellos were on Home Relief, a welfare program that President Franklin Roosevelt had pushed through during the Great Depression. Government spending on the war effort had started to lift the economy, but it took a while before the good times reached the Bronx.

All through the war years, my mother did piecework, either as a seamstress or stuffing envelopes for mail-order campaigns. Our kitchen table was always piled high with stacks of advertising inserts. At the time, there were still manufacturing jobs in New York City. Most of the men were away overseas, so my mother was finally able to land a job, working as a supervisor in the Sid Spindel toy factory on Southern Boulevard. She still did her piecework to make ends meet.

I attended PS 54 on Intervale Avenue, five blocks away. After school, Annabelle and I would walk over to the factory and yell up to the window. “Mom! Hey, Mom!” She’d appear at the window and toss us money for an after-school snack, coins wrapped in a napkin or a piece of paper—a quarter, sometimes a little bit more, whatever she could spare.

My mother constantly juggled her day to make things work for her children. The older Aiello kids were off on their own. Mom would prepare breakfast for Annabelle and me before we left for school. We would have our lunch at Jack’s Restaurant, at Freeman Street and Southern Boulevard. We’d always order the same thing: mashed potatoes with brown gravy. We didn’t have to pay ourselves, since my mother ran a tab, paying for our lunches at the end of every week.

Mom finished work at five p.m. and came straight home to prepare supper for us. She sometimes had a second job in the evening, cooking at a local restaurant. The woman was tireless, and all her efforts flowed from her love and devotion to her children. I used to take it for granted back then. Now I recall what she did with reverence.

I don’t know if it was the family’s relocation to a new neighborhood or just normal growing pains, but during this period, around age thirteen, I began to act the rebellious teenager. My oldest sister, Helen, wasn’t around at home much anymore, so Mom was the only one who was there to discipline me. I played hooky a lot, disappearing from PS 98, Herman Ridder Junior High on Boston Road. My teachers reached out to my mother, begging her to get me to school.

“He’s so sweet, I love him,” my teacher Mrs. Rossellini would say. “Why doesn’t he come to class?”

When my mother confronted me about my excessive absences, I’d swear to her that I really had been attending school. Of course, there’d be hell to pay for my lies. She got so angry that she would come after me with a broom. I dove under my bed, the only place to get away from her. I used the bedsprings to pull myself up off the floor, as Mom would be swatting and sweeping under the bed. But she could never reach me, and in my heart I know that she really didn’t want to.

I was wild outside the home, too. When you’re uneducated, there are always people around who are verbally quicker. They’re able to use words to put you down. When they got to me, I didn’t talk back but just used my fists. That’s how I settled my differences with people. Throughout my Bronx years, I was always nursing bruises and scrapes. Part of my ear got torn off in a fight. I got stabbed. That was just the way of the streets.

At times it seemed that nobody got out of the South Bronx unscathed. I can still trace the wounds I got during those days. I received the scar that is the most attractive part of my face when a guy ripped my eye open. I also have a scar on my thigh from when I got shot by a bullet fired from a zip gun.

Constructing zip guns was a popular pastime in the neighborhood. We got all the materials necessary from shop class at PS 98. I took an L-shaped piece of wood, fitted it with a lamp pipe for a barrel, and used a nail for a firing pin with a rubber band to propel the nail into the bullet. Then I’d wrap the whole mess in white adhesive tape. I used a lot of tape, in the vain hope that the thing wouldn’t explode in my face.

The first time I was taken into the local precinct house was when I was caught stealing a Hooton chocolate bar from the Woolworth’s on Westchester Avenue near the Simpson Street el stop. The store manager called the police. Two officers arrived and took me to the “Four-One,” the Forty-First Precinct stationhouse in the Bronx. There they handcuffed me to a radiator near the bullpen, right next to a holding cell crammed with people who definitely should not have been out on the street.

The cops wanted to scare me, trying to teach me a lesson. I learned two things that day: I never wanted to be in a bullpen again unless I was a relief pitcher with the Yankees, and I never wanted to be handcuffed to a radiator that was being used as a toilet.

The precinct house of the Four-One went by another nickname. Because of its embattled status in the middle of a high-crime zone, it came to be called “Fort Apache,” after the old John Wayne cavalry movie. Thirty-five years after I sat chained to that urine-soaked radiator in the Four-One, I would return there to film Fort Apache, the Bronx, starring Paul Newman, with me acting the role of the psychopathic cop Morgan.

As a young teen, I ran with a group of neighborhood kids. We called ourselves the Kingsmen. Belonging to the Kingsmen was based more on which block you lived on than from what country your people had emigrated. Outsiders looked on us as a street gang, but really, we were just a stickball team.

The neighborhood had block parties that extended from day to night. In the evening there was music, bands, dancing. It was like a festival. The streets were closed off. The events were usually run by the PAL, the Police Athletic League. The PAL organizers would also cordon off a ring and allowed us kids to fight if we wanted to, only not bare fisted, the way we usually did. We had to wear boxing gloves.

Our stickball contests at times pitted neighborhood against neighborhood. Stebbins Avenue might play Boston Road, or Freeman Street would line up against Hoe Avenue. We played for money, a few dollars at most. In reality, the games were for boasting privileges.

Fights broke out all over the place. The stickball wars swept up not only the players but everybody from the whole neighborhood. Tenants from our blocks fought tenants from their blocks, pitched battles right there in the street. It was madness. Combatants employed bottles, fists, or garbage cans. The cops arrived, confiscated the broom handles that we used as bats, and settled everyone down.

Until the next game.

Crotona Park East might have been a wild ethnic mix back then, but like I said, the population was predominately Jewish. As a kid, I was hired as a Sabbath goy. I would go around to the Jewish homes on holy days and light stoves or turn on lamps. Observant Jews were not allowed to perform even the simplest task on the Sabbath—from driving a car to flipping a switch.

I was too young to drive, although I would have probably been delighted if I was ever asked. But the lights and stoves were easy, and the families I helped out were very appreciative. Since no one in that community could handle money on the holy days, I got paid in empty milk bottles worth two or three cents per deposit. Even though it wasn’t much, I was grateful for it.

Just as we had when we lived on the West Side of Manhattan, the Aiello family kept moving. The rent was always due. Like my earlier days before we moved to the Bronx, I remained a working kid. I no longer journeyed down to Grand Central to shine shoes, but I delivered the Saturday Evening Post, canvas bag and everything, a real newsie.

I also used to deliver loads of wash from the local laundries to the customers. Wet wash was very heavy but cheaper. If customers wanted dry laundry, they paid a premium. They’d accept the heavy bundle from me and hang it out to dry themselves via clotheslines running from back windows to poles erected for that purpose in the back of each apartment building. The laundries never paid me a salary. I got paid only in tips.




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
| Only Know
Who | Am When |
Am Somebody Else

My Life on the Street, on the Stage, and in the Movies

DANNY AIELLO

WITH GIL REAVILL

GALLERY BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi









OEBPS/images/f000v-01.jpg
Dnent, A/‘ Voo T -
(/Wb LovES You T g M uits






OEBPS/images/9781476751924.jpg
VaNVaNvava

¥

MY LIFE
ON THE
STREET,

3 )

: %;w%wn%wwmnm

-

{

VNG @ (T

A\

&

NN AR SENUANVENENVENVE WE

v

ON THE

STAGE,
ANDINTHEk-

Kt

|

NVEVASVENVENEN

MOVIES

i 0n|g know

NVANVEST

who i am when i am
somebody else

A MEMOIR










