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I Got the Show Right Here




Prologue


I’m five feet five. Not what you would describe as a giant. I used to be taller. But that’s what happens when you hit ninety You lose some bone mass. You also lose some memory And you lose all your friends. All the people who knew you when you were putting together what have become classic Broadway shows—Guys & Dolls, Where’s Charley?, How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying, Can-Can, Silk Stockings … They’re all dead, the people who remember me as five feet seven. A really big man.

I’m not complaining. Yeah, well, maybe I am. My wife, Posy, and I think of ourselves as being alone on an island. Where the hell did everyone go? Frank Loesser’s gone, and Abe Burrows and George Abbott and Billy Rose and Cole Porter and Bob Fosse and Ray Bolger and Ernie Martin. Especially Ernie. He was my partner. He knew the story And it’s a pretty good story, how I got to be a big-shot Broadway producer. There’s nobody left who knows the whole story, not even me.

It’s not like you have a whole, fully wound memory that unspools when you try to let it play. It’s more like a broken reel. Scenes pop up on the screen, incidents float loose in changeable decades—I don’t know when the hell some things happened. I remember playing sandlot polo in Hollywood, but was that before the war? When was I in Paris with Fosse trying to sign up Max Schell, was that during Kennedy? When did Sam Goldwyn stand by the barbecue pit, posing with that mitt on his hand, making believe he was cooking, when the butler really handled the food? Was that after he bought Guys & Dolls?

It’s work, getting it all straight.

There’s one moment during the day when I almost get it right. Every night I get drunk. At my age, it only takes one drink. I really look forward to that drink. I used to favor wine, flattering myself that I could appreciate bouquet and all the rest; now I find that I like the taste of whiskey. I sip it, sit back, and feel the blood rush through my head, blowing away the dust, clearing it up …
 


Part I Brooklyn with a “V”





 


Chapter One

I can, with a pretty high degree of accuracy reconstruct the essential flavor of my life. I can remember the conspicuous events, the exotic places, the remarkable characters, the moods, the textures—the actual taste of my days. I know pretty much how things turned out the way they did. And why. In fact, when I think about it, I can recall almost everything, albeit with a kind of dim and jumbled clarity It’s all there—I’m just a little weak on specifics.

I believe that this fuzzy retrospective is nature’s way of filtering the water. Who wants to relive every boring incident? But there are moments—jolts of remembrance that come back to life, even now, half a century later. For instance (and this may not even qualify as a solid fact in the encyclopedic sense), I can remember with precision the actual shock of opening night of Guys & Dolls in the autumn of 1950. I was sitting out front with Posy when the orchestra began the overture. Suddenly, the audience exploded with applause. All they heard were a few notes; all they saw was a dropped curtain, but they went wild. Somehow, they knew something big was about to take place. I turned to my wife and said, “They were waiting for us.”

Well, it appears that I am going to write a book, after all. I will try to lay it out with some lucidity, and I will try not to repeat myself; but at my age I can’t promise. This material has been floating around in my head for a long time. So give or take a few facts, and with some unavoidable digressions, this will be the highly colored and close-to-authentic version of my career as a big-shot Broadway producer.

Bear with me.

*   *   *

I am, by nature, averse to emotional skylarking (that sort of thing, I have always maintained, belongs on the stage); however, there was an event that transformed my life completely. It happened on a recording stage in Hollywood where I had come by way of Brooklyn to seek, if not glory, at least a good night’s sleep.

Thus, without too much ado, we plunge into my first digression.

I was raised in Brooklyn, a low-skyline borough of New York City, home to many urban rustics. My debut, if you want to pinpoint it historically, was on January 15 of 1911, which was somewhere between the Spanish-American War and World War I. Brooklyn (pronounced with a V by the natives, as in Bvooklyn) is a small-town cousin to Manhattan, which, by contrast, is tall and glamorous and pretty tough on cocky kids who try to elbow their way into the big time. Which appears to have been my intention from a very early age. I was convinced by my mother’s unshakable certainty that mine was a singular and glorious destiny. My talent, such as it was, lay in music. So my mother stole time from her job as an underpaid saleslady in a dress shop and dragged me to all the great bandleaders and trumpet masters of the day who were somehow persuaded by her indefatigable gumption into listening to me play. I never heard anyone use the word genius in connection with what I was doing, but neither did they discourage my efforts.

Well, the truth is they couldn’t. Maybe I didn’t have to be a world-class trumpet player, but I had to succeed. I had no choice. Someone had to be the head of the family. It became clear to me at a very early age that I was chosen.

*   *   *

My father, Herman, was a vague, almost nonexistent presence in my childhood. I knew him mainly as a lump under a blanket who came out for air from time to time, mostly to go off to work. Not that I ever remember seeing him emerge. He was the general manager of a Yiddish theater on Second Avenue on the Lower East Side.

I do not remember seeing him at the dinner table, or walking around the house in his underwear, or even in a suit. There is simply no physical image that springs to mind when it comes to my father. I do have one specific memory. We were in a restaurant, and when it was my father’s turn to order I heard him say to the waiter, “I’ll have the chicken soup, with evidence.” I liked that. There was some nice nasty sarcasm in that order. But that’s about all I have to go on.

I cannot even picture his face. I have an old photograph of him and my mother—very formal—taken at some important function. That photograph is my only proof that he knew my mother personally.

He died of cancer when I was thirteen. I don’t remember any illness, any air of doom, or even any lingering sense of sorrow. I remember sitting in the parlor, unable to work up any emotion. None. So I put on Offenbach’s opera Orpheus in the Underworld, which always moved me, and thus wept for my father. (Even then I was boosting the drama with background music.) I don’t remember a funeral or a burial—although I’m certain that both took place because I kept getting bills from the cemetery for maintenance—but everything else about him is gone. He was known to Stan and me as the myth. My mother was the heroine.

If all this sounds cold, it is, perhaps because of his frustratingly blurry legacy, plus the fact that, in the end, he left me holding the bag. After Chaim (my father’s Yiddish name) died, I became the head of the family This did not happen overnight, or after prolonged and reasonable discussions. It took place gradually, over some months, and came with a kind of natural inevitability. My father was gone. There was a leadership vacuum. Someone had to bring more money into the house. Someone had to make important decisions. Someone had to be in charge. It fell to me. And everyone seemed to accept it.

We could not afford to live on my mother’s small salary as a saleslady in a dress shop. The rent, food, clothing—all of it—took at least fifty dollars a week. She earned half that. So I turned professional before I was fifteen. I found that I could make enough money playing trumpet on clubdates over a long weekend to balance the books.

*   *   *

As it turned out, the trumpet was our meal ticket for quite a while. I do not credit my father for my choice of a musical career. For one thing, there wasn’t enough intimate contact between us for that kind of influence; he might as well have been a tailor for all the vocational transaction that took place between us. Whatever else I didn’t get, I didn’t get a taste for show business from him.

No, the motivating force in my younger years was my mother, Ann. No matter who was bringing in the money, she kept the four-room walk-up in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn spotless and tastefully furnished. She kept me and my younger brother, Stan, adequately fed, stylishly dressed, and deeply motivated. Her faith in me, in particular, was boundless and, when I think about it, frightening. She thought that I could do anything and be anything. The fear of disappointing her obviously fueled my ambition to succeed.

It was my mother, in a shrewd leap of imagination, who picked the trumpet as the instrument for me. However, that comes after a long and odd digression. It begins with my cousin Lester, who had a very bad temper. I witnessed it firsthand when his younger brother, Norman, locked himself in the bathroom to escape Lester’s wrath. The bathroom had one of those frosted-glass doors and Lester—a spirited youth who was exactly my age—smashed his way in. He didn’t do anything much to Norman; apparently breaking the glass was enough for Lester. Nevertheless, I admired his determination to terrorize his kid brother, who was the exact same age as Stan, my kid brother. In my daily physical battles with Stan, I never was able to break his will, much less a frosted-glass door.

With that kind of severe mentoring, I had no choice but to follow Lester into the Boy Scouts, even if it was an inconvenient arrangement. Lester lived near Prospect Park and I lived four elevated subway stops away in Flatbush. But so what? I took a certain amount of pride in doing the difficult and unpredictable. Of course, Lester soon lost interest and dropped out of scouting, but I remained a loyal member of Boy Scout Troop 255.

I loved the uniforms and the merit badges and the sense of impending adventure. Communing with nature, learning wood crafts, applying tourniquets, becoming self-reliant—all this appealed to me. And all of these arts would be tested on that grand scouting rite of passage, our first overnight hike. I was twelve years old when we boarded the subway in Brooklyn with our uniforms and equipment; I might as well have been sailing off to Europe on the Normandie. We rode up to 242nd Street in (for us) the strange and uncharted reaches of the far north Bronx. Our troop of six valiant scouts then trekked north until we reached the wild woods of Yonkers where, in a baggy fashion, we pitched our tents. It was raining when we reached the campgrounds and got set up so we couldn’t start a fire. But we were hungry, and we used our Boy Scout resourcefulness, plus an authentic Boy Scout six-blade knife, to open our provisions—cold cans of franks and beans. Giddy with delight at our brave trek, we dined under the leaky tents in the rough pastures of the city’s suburbs.

Unfortunately, one of the troopers, a kid named Billy, got a bellyache from the cold food eaten straight out of the can. Like good Boy Scouts, we did not panic. We checked the manual, which informed us that Billy had been poisoned. The antidote for poison was milk. So we poured a quart of milk down poor Billy’s gullet, which apparently made him more poisoned. That’s when we panicked. We made our way back to the subway, rode two and half hours back to Brooklyn, and dumped Billy on his family’s doorstep. Then we scattered.

That experience did not discourage me from scouting. Bellyaches and cold franks and beans notwithstanding, I liked almost everything about the Boy Scouts. I liked going down to Fifth Avenue and 23rd Street, the headquarters for Boy Scout paraphernalia, and browsing through the equipment, uniforms, and gadgets. All those canteens, knives, and shiny mess kits were intriguing.

But if there was one thing that really got my attention it was the bugle. There was always a bugle around a Boy Scout troop. No matter where you went, there was one on the wall. Of course, nobody could blow the damn thing. The most you could get, even after a huge effort, was a pretty screechy, pint-sized sound. But if you were a Boy Scout troop, you had to have a bugle. It stirred thoughts of Rudyard Kipling, taps, high drama. I kept trying to produce something musical out of it, but I got nowhere. Finally, after a lot of effort, I learned how to pump out a few legitimate notes.

I couldn’t mount a cavalry charge, but I produced something recognizable. That only encouraged me, and I informed my mother that I wanted to take lessons. My father was still alive at the time, but in my house, if I wanted something, I appealed to my mother. She was my advocate. We didn’t have much money, and she wouldn’t spend it on lessons for a bugle—a relatively useless device—but she said that she would pay for lessons on a trumpet—a more practical instrument. You could get four lessons for ten dollars in those days. That’s how I got started on the trumpet.

*   *   *

By the time I entered high school, my life was in chaos. My father had died, leaving us financially adrift, and I knew that it was my job to fix it. With no experience and few resources, I did my best, within my own limits. According to strict district lines, I should have been enrolled at Erasmus Hall High School. Instead, for some peculiar reason, I demanded a transfer to New Utrecht High School. The academic standing of one was roughly the same as the other (not that it mattered to a student of my low standing). But I got my way and entered New Utrecht High School where I played in the band. The only interesting aspect of my high school career was the casual jostle between myself and another student, Abe Burrows. He had his own musical gifts, which consisted mostly of enthusiasm. He played a ragged piano and wrote gag lyrics for popular tunes. But apart from that, no one would have picked him for an enormous talent. Not until we met again in Hollywood and I hired him to write the book for Guys & Dolls.

The rest of my high school career fades into unimportant memories. I worked out some of my excess energy on the football field. I considered myself a beefy guy in high school, but it was mostly fat. I never played in a varsity game. I was the tackling dummy. At every practice I was the offensive right guard who took great punishment from the defensive players. This was old-fashioned football in which the really big kids on the starting varsity team came at you full force, without mercy. I would end up on my backside after every play. It did not take me long to realize that I was just a piece of meat. It was frustrating and futile so I quit.

I took up lacrosse—at least they gave me a stick. Then one day I realized that I wasn’t very good at lacrosse either, so I quit sports altogether.

I was no better in the classroom. I had no interest in mathematics or science. These things had no meaning in my life. So I quit high school. I wanted to devote myself to something relevant, like making money. This revealed to me a lifelong trait: I couldn’t just go along; I couldn’t follow the expected rules, play the predictable game for the sake of ease or expectations. Work or play had to make some sense, or else I walked away. I was a quitter, but in a good way.
 


Chapter Two

None of this should be construed as any kind of surrender. On the contrary, I was on fire with ambition. By my early teens I had convinced myself that any further public education was a complete waste of time, and that my energy would be put to better use in the practical world. So I turned professional.

Although my level of musical skill was not high, I was able to find work pretty easily My first paying job was playing trumpet on the back of a political campaign truck. That’s how the political candidates drew a crowd in those days. They stuck a few guys on the flatbed of a truck—a drummer, a clarinet player, a trombone player, and a trumpet player. Lots of brass, lots of noise. The truck was lit up bright with red, white, and blue bunting and had a big sign on the side: VOTE FOR SO AND SO.

We’d drive slowly up and down Flatbush Avenue, the band banging away, playing the loudest upbeat music we could—John Philip Sousa marches, “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” “Sweet Sue”—and pretty soon we’d get a following. There was always an audience in the street. This was a time when life was lived on the street; people were outdoors. This was before television. We’d drive around awhile and then we’d pull over, making sure that we were in front of a big open space, large enough to handle a crowd, and then the candidate himself would step up on the back of the truck, wearing a big boater and a big smile, stretching out his arms to show what a great guy he was.

I don’t remember if these guys were Democrats or Republicans, or what the political message was, usually something about helping the downtrodden, taking care of people in trouble, looking after the workingman—bread and butter stuff. Come to think of it, they must have been Democrats. I don’t think Republicans had any kind of serious following in Brooklyn, not in working-stiff, blue-collar neighborhoods. They paid us five bucks a night to play, which was a big help in my depleted household. And the way life works is that one thing led to another. It was a much smaller world then.

You play on the back of a campaign truck and someone tells someone else. Pretty soon somebody’s offering you steadier work, which is how I came to Eddie Schloss. Eddie was a smooth character who started a pickup band to play at affairs or in small clubs. Eddie would go to the publisher and get a standard songbook with stock arrangements for a small group of musicians. We’d play out of the songbook, modern, jazzy, and standard tunes—“Pack Up All My Cares and Woes,” “Down by the Old Mill Stream,” “K-k-k-Katy,” “I Dream of Jeannie,” “Muskrat Rumble,” “Black Bottom,” “St. Louis Blues,” “Sugarfoot Stomp”…. You played by the numbers. Once, someone else took over the band—an Italian guy—who said, “The next set we’re gonna play one-oh-eight, one-oh-nine, one-oh-ten, and one-oh-eleven.”

Eddie played piano and was very good-looking. He was seven or eight years older than I and had the girls hanging around the band like the groupies do today. It was exciting and I grew up fast. Pretty girls drawn to hot young musicians—I guess that’s eternal. There was one, Helen, who was vivid and funny and good-looking, and I had a crush on her. It came to nothing because she was somebody else’s girl. My timing was always off when it came to Helen. The next time I ran into her she was Nat Perrin’s wife. He was the guy who created Sergeant Bilko on television.

I had some close friends in our pickup band. There was Sid Sternstein (known as “Murphy” for reasons that will become even more murky later), a fiddle player; Artie Orloff, who played banjo; and Al Bernstein who played the tenor saxophone. We all started off in Brooklyn, scuffling for adventure and money, and we’d all meet again in California. It was a small, tight, and comfortable world. Eddie would book us into catering halls and between sets we could eat our fill. The bootleggers left little bottles of bathtub gin on the buffet tables, and I remember taking a swallow, not realizing the potency of the drink. It felt like the top of my head was gone. You couldn’t drink that stuff and play, so I quit drinking it. We needed the money too much to risk the paycheck. You could pick up enough jobs at fifteen or twenty dollars apiece to bring home fifty dollars for a weekend, which for us was a living wage.

I was not lazy when it came to music. I practiced for a couple of hours every day. But I knew that something was missing. I was good, maybe even talented, but I had no foundation. I knew that I needed professional training if I was going to advance beyond club dates. That’s when my mother started taking me around, begging conductors to listen to me.

I had one contact of my own. Bert Panino was a friend from high school. He played the trumpet. A nice kid. He was uncle to Francis Ford Coppola and Talia Shire and later claimed that I dated their mother, although I don’t remember that. Bert and I were in the orchestra at New Utrecht High School. Once, before I quit school, we were playing against DeWitt Clinton High School band in the Bronx. Schools used to have competitions in those days. Well, Bert had just gotten a brand new French Besson trumpet from his father—expensive instrument, maybe two hundred dollars—and he dropped it on the subway on the way home and dented the surface. The poor kid was terrified. “My father’s gonna kill me”—that sort of thing. I told him not to worry, that it was only a slight dent, and no one would notice. Well, no one noticed, or at least no one made a fuss. When I needed some help, he introduced me to his uncle, a talented flutist. He listened to me play and told my mother that I had promise.

My mother always had to have a second opinion, and maybe even a third if she didn’t like the first two. There used to be band concerts in the park in those days—all wind instruments and no strings, symphonic bands. Edwin Franko Goldman led one of the orchestras in the bandshell in Central Park. He had white hair and wore a buff uniform, and the bandshell orchestra would play military airs. My mother somehow made contact and took me to his Park Avenue apartment. I played for him, and he listened and considered it very carefully and said that in his opinion—his deeply considered opinion—I should take lessons.

Next we even went to see Max Schlossberg, the legendary teacher at The Juilliard School of Music. There came a time when all four trumpeters of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra were former students of Maestro Schlossberg. Like the others, he listened to me and was also impressed by my playing, but suggested that I continue my education.

That’s when I decided to go back to school. I took a variety of tests, obtained letters of recommendation, and my mother crusaded in her relentless fashion, until finally I was enrolled in The Juilliard School of Music in Manhattan where I flourished. At least studying music seemed to suit me. The discipline never bothered me. Unlike high school, this was relevant to my life.

*   *   *

During the summers, I took a job at the Echo Lake Tavern in the Adirondack Mountains. The tavern was owned by a tough guy named Mo (you had to be a tough guy named Mo to keep all those rampant kids who worked for him in line). At night I played in the band and during the day I was an assistant lifeguard. It was one of those primitive mountain colonies where the sexes were divided—men and women in separate bungalows. The single girls came up in droves to find husbands. There were also a lot of married women with kids who came up to find adventure. The husbands worked in the city during the week and came up on the weekend. During the week, some of these lonely wives would take some guy from the band out into the woods where they would try not to catch poison oak. That was the big fear—no one wanted to catch poison oak or, worse, be caught by a jealous husband.

The waiters were all college guys and we all bunked together in a big barn. It was great in the evening, listening to these really intelligent guys discuss the state of the universe, philosophy, and the hot new girls coming up from the city. I must say that the new theories about social democracy and the fear about the rise of fascism, and the measure of industrial output in a totalitarian versus free-market state took a backseat to the weekly ascent of the new stock of available women. I mean, they were serious young men, concerned about literature and social justice and geopolitical affairs, but let’s face it; they were young and the sap was rising. We’d pick up the weekly arrival of young women at the Lake George train station seven miles away from Echo Lake, and everyone wanted to be on the truck to handle their baggage and get the first shot at the good-looking ones.

I will say that I had my share of encounters. I would take out a canoe and a blanket and one of the crop of available girls. We would cross the lake and find a secluded spot under a shady tree, and it was there, in the idyllic setting of evergreens and lavender, that I learned the ways of nature. I got my room and board and a small salary, and between the smart college boys and the savvy city girls, I got a first-rate education.

*   *   *

I graduated from Juilliard in 1932, equipped with a weighty and rounded schooling in all the forms of classical and popular music. I could compose, arrange, and play, all with rare artistry and distinctive technical skill, or so I insisted. I exuded an artificially inflated confidence because I had some secret doubts about my natural gifts. I could do it all and do it well, but there were students who were more naturally gifted. My success, I know now, was because I worked harder than everyone else.

Thus, with my qualified gifts and my complicated agenda—the need to support the family and to establish myself—I set off to conquer the world. Soon, after some demanding auditions and some even more demanding interviews (unlike today, you had to be of good character—sober—to play in a band), I landed what was in those days a well-paying job at about a hundred dollars a week playing trumpet in the pit of the Roxy Theater on West 47th Street. This was a lot of money during the Great Depression.

The Roxy was an old movie palace. You could seat six thousand people in the auditorium. The dancers—a corps of ballet dancers—were called the Roxyettes, and when the Rockefellers built Radio City Music Hall in 1932, they installed their own corps of dancers and called them the Rockettes.

Radio City Music Hall not only bought the idea of a corps de ballet, along with a very similar name for its dancers, it also lured me away. I got a raise and was doing four shows a day for $150 a week. Radio City Music Hall was a little more elegant than the Roxy. We all had to wear tuxedo pants and white shirts and a black velvet jacket with black satin facing. And I tell you that when ninety guys in tuxes came rising out of the pit on that big elevator, with all the lights flashing, it was thrilling. In between shows, when the movie played, I’d put my instrument in a locker, hang up that beautiful velvet jacket, go out and get something to eat, take a walk, breathe in that very strong show-business air, and feel terrific. There were lots of girls, there were great restaurants, and there was the sense that life was endless and sweet.

After the last show we would pile into a car and drive out of town, where the latest hot band was playing at the Glen Island Casino, the “in” club in Westchester. There would be some of the guys from the band and some of the girls from the Rockettes or the corps de ballet, and invariably there was some disorderly conduct that took place in the back of those roadsters.

Naturally, no matter how great life is, you hit some bumps along the way. One night, I came back late from my break. Well, you couldn’t be late for a show because once they hit the downbeat and the orchestra started up on that elevator, anyone not on the bandstand was out. I grabbed my horn and ran and jumped onto the elevator. The guys pulled me up while the orchestra was going into the 1812 Overture, which is very loud and very distracting. I hoped it was loud enough and distracting enough for the conductor to miss my grand entrance. So we rise up into the light, and I’m in my seat trying to look small, and playing like mad and I feel the heat of the conductor’s eyes. He’s glaring at me. I can feel the daggers. Apparently he noticed me. And he seemed very upset. When I look down to avert his gaze I realize that there are eighty-nine guys in black velvet dinner jackets and one dumb dope in very loud brown tweed. After the set the conductor wouldn’t talk to me. He raged and sputtered backstage to managers, to scenery, to heaven, but he wouldn’t address me personally. I was too lowly. A fourth trumpet cannot be addressed in person by the lofty maestro. Second, I had committed a very grave sin, worse than a sour note. I had ruined the visual impression. Finally, the stage manager came over to me and delivered the message. He said I was not fired, which was all I was worried about, but that this would never happen again. I agreed wholeheartedly

*   *   *

Meanwhile, I was so overcome by my own achievement in getting this fine job that I rashly decided to move my mother and younger brother, Stan, into Manhattan. Now, with my big salary, my mother retired as a saleslady, and I became the official and sole head of the family with all the honors and pressures that went with the job. My kid brother graduated high school and asked me what he was going to be in life. I said, without too much thought, an engineer. I didn’t even know what the hell an engineer was, except that it was something important and it involved arithmetic. It sounded right. He said okay and began attending City College with engineering in mind. I moved my mother and Stan into an apartment in a big building on West 72nd Street, not far from Central Park. This was a mistake. I was accustomed to short Brooklyn brown-stones, close to the sidewalk. Like me. I did not anticipate the dramatic difference this move was going to have on my future.

In fact, the move was the cause of my breakdown. No one knew it at the time, but I had a mental breakdown. We were living on the tenth floor of this building near the park and after about a year I began to dread going to bed at night. I had a recurring dream. The only thing that I remember about the dream was that it centered on a string of pearls. The pearls were on a chair, placed in such a way that they kept falling off. Every night the string of pearls slid off the chair, slipping slowly, brought down by the weight of the other pearls. Inexorably down. It doesn’t take Freud to figure out that I was unsettled by the literal and figurative heights in my new life. But this was before psychiatry at least before psychiatry in our family There was nobody I could go to, nobody I could talk to. That dream scared the hell out of me. It scared me to the point that I couldn’t go to sleep at night. It went on for six months. I had to do something.

In those days, the country was crawling with big bands going from one town to another. You got on a train, played in some hick town for a few nights, then moved on to the next town. Guys were always dropping in and out of bands so there was always an opening. When I heard that Leon Belasco was looking for a first trumpet for one of his road trips, I went to see him. Now, Belasco was a Russian and very tall. He played the romantic violin. A very high-class bandleader. His orchestra played on the roof of the glamorous St. Moritz Hotel, one of those radio orchestras, coming to you straight from the roof of the St. Moritz Hotel in midtown Manhattan: Leon Belasco and his Society Orchestra.

I didn’t have to audition because I came highly recommended, but I had to go see him in his suite at the St. Moritz. He was getting dressed, putting on the tails and the white tie and silk slippers. I can still see those fancy slippers and how impressed I was by the high style and dignity of the man.

I got the job and quit Radio City Music Hall, and we went on the road. It was impulsive, but I was always impulsive. I had enough money so that my mother and Stan didn’t have to worry about the rent or food. And I’d be making good money on the road. And the train took me to Burbank, California. I never quite realized what the country was like until this trip. It was big and it was thrilling. When we got to Burbank, I looked around—there was nothing there higher than two stories. For the first time I saw the sky. Really saw it. God, there was a sky! In New York, the sky was this little sliver of blue that you got a peek at every now and then. Even in the Adirondack Mountains, I didn’t take time to notice.

I never stopped appreciating it.

We had a ten-week contract at the Airport Gardens in Burbank. This was a country club setting and it was ideal. A bunch of guys in the band rented an apartment on Beachwood Drive in Hollywood for fifty dollars a week. We bought a Pontiac roadster for $150, and we drove to the beach and we drove to work and we had a helluva time. The pressures of the responsibilities I had assumed were, I suppose, a factor in what I call my mental breakdown. That, and the effects of the dizzying heights I literally could not sustain. But in any event, the move to California worked. I never had that dream about the pearls again. I’ve lived many places, even at great heights. But the pearls never slipped off the chair again.

At the end of the ten weeks, we were booked into Minneapolis. The guys were getting on the train, set to go, and I backed out. I was going to stay in California. I couldn’t give it up—the night’s sleep.
 


Chapter Three

By rights I should have been nervous about my situation, which, from a purely technical standpoint, looked pretty shaky. I had no job, no prospects. I didn’t even know anybody in the entire city, not one person. I realized as I watched the train pulling out of the station with my friends waving good-bye that I had no one left to talk to. It’s a very strange feeling not having someone to talk to. I was three thousand miles from home, which in those days was a lot farther than it is today. It took four days to get to California by car. I might as well have been on the moon.

And yet I felt liberated. I can’t completely explain it. The sky, the space, the air—everything opened up for me. It was remarkable. The only material thing I owned was the car. The guys gave it to me and told me to pay them back when I could, which meant forget about it. I checked into a cheap hotel and found someone to talk to—the clerk. He was a young guy and I don’t know what we talked about; but we talked and that felt good. You can’t be completely isolated in a crowded city. You need to communicate.

I had one tangible productive thing: a horn. A trade. I went down to the union, Local 47, and they told me that although I was a member in good standing and they would transfer my membership to California, I couldn’t work for six months. When I asked why, they explained it with a kind of bare-knuckle logic. They had enough trumpet players in California. They didn’t need another guy coming in from New York, taking a job. So I would have to wait six months, by which time I would either have given up and gone home, or starved to death. Either way I wasn’t gonna put a California horn player out of work. It was a very shrewd system.

So I was out of business. And still I wasn’t worried. I wasn’t even particularly angry. It made a certain kind of protectionist sense. The union was looking out for its own.

There was one other trick I had up my sleeve (more of an asset than a trick): my sunny disposition. I am by nature an optimist. I always had a lot of confidence, a lot of energy. I do not mention this immodestly, or with any particular pride. I just offer it as an explanation to account for the customary welcome I received. Doors were open to me. No one wants to be around someone habitually gloomy. And I wasn’t brought down by being unable to work. It is not my nature. I bump up against something and I try to find a way around it. I don’t spend a lot of time bellyaching about it. I was convinced that this interruption was all part of some larger adventure. My attitude remained that everything will work out, sooner or later.

And so, without giving it the proper, modern title, without even plotting it out, I began my own random system of networking. It was an old and common practice. People who came from Europe had the names of people from the same town stitched into their clothing. A custom as old as a wandering Jew. When you landed in some distant place, you had a name, someone to make you feel less strange. An arranged friend. When I left New York, one of the guys in the band gave me the name of someone who ran a small chain of movie theaters. He was another transplanted New Yorker and we would have that in common. Bernie somebody. An older man, but what the hell. Someone who had a familiar frame of reference. Bernie somebody invited me to his home, introduced me to his family, and fed me a nice Jewish meal. Then he tried to fix me up. Not with a girl—I had access to lots of girls; they grew like oranges in California. He wanted to introduce me to someone who could possibly help me get a job. Someone with connections in show business. A guy my own age.

Rodney Pantages was in his twenties—my age—but apart from that we didn’t seem to have that much in common. For one thing, he was rich. Heir to the fabulous Pantages Theater fortune. Really rich. Nevertheless, Rodney and I became friends. And we became friends instantly. Sometimes it works like that. You just hit it off. The difference in our cash assets didn’t matter. When I mentioned to Rodney that I was out of work, he said, “That’s terrific; that’s just perfect. This will come in very handy.” Then he asked me if I played squash, which was like asking me if I spoke French. I laughed and said, “No, but I play handball.” “Great,” he said, “if you can play handball you can play squash.”

I did not quite get it—his delight at my misfortune. But it turned out that Rodney had reserved the squash court at the Hollywood Athletic Club for four o’clock every day. That’s a tough time to make a squash date. You can’t find a partner. Most people are out working. Not me. I’m unemployed—perfect.

Rodney was a pretty good athlete and a very aggressive squash player. He taught me how to play and he regularly beat the hell out of me. He was unmerciful. I finally got good enough to give him a game, but he still beat me. And I enjoyed playing. There was something very charming about Rodney. He was fun to be around. He had a forty-foot boat and took me sailing. It was a beautiful boat; he taught me how to sail and I developed a real love for the water. We’d sail to Catalina and meet his wife and kids who were staying there on the island. We’d have dinner at the club and listen to Little Jack Little, who was not much of a band leader. A little corny, like Guy Lombardo. He didn’t go in for swing, which was the popular music among young people. However, it turned out that the manager of the band was in my class at Juilliard. We had a big reunion and he asked me what I was doing. I told him and he said that it just so happens that he can throw me some work writing arrangements at fifty bucks apiece, which is easy for me, given my training.

*   *   *

At last I had some income. I had been borrowing money from Rodney—a hundred here, a fifty there—but I made certain to pay him back. I didn’t want that to interfere with the friendship. Writing arrangements saved me from dipping into my friend’s pocket. Still, there wasn’t much work. I was living pretty well, but I wasn’t making enough to send back home to New York. My mother and Stan were living off the fifteen hundred dollars I left behind, but I was getting a little uneasy. What happens when that runs out? As head of the family I was obliged to earn enough to support my mother and brother. From the moment I stepped off the train in Burbank, my intention was to bring them out to California. That would be cheaper and more sensible than keeping two households. I had written to my mother, describing the beauty and ease of California. I knew that Stan and she would take to it. I would find a house and we would all live together. I wasn’t exactly sure how I would accomplish all this, but that was the plan, and my mother wrote back and declared that Stan and she were ready to go West.

Once again I fell into another bucket of pure luck. Rodney was kind of in the picture business. He—or his father—owned a lot of theaters, so one could say that he was in the retail end of show business. This put him in contact with a lot of people in the wholesale end of the game. One of them was a New York-based friend who happened to be a recording company executive. He was coming to California to make some records. The friend worked for Republic Pictures. Republic made a lot of movies with Gene Autry and Roy Rogers—big singing movie stars. In order to exploit its singing stars, Republic bought a record company, Brunswick Records. To promote their pictures, the stars would record the songs. The problem was that Rodney’s friend had no idea how to make records. He was strictly an East Coast businessman. He hired people in California who knew how to make records. And it just so happened that he was looking for someone to record the stars.

So Rodney introduced me to his friend, who was understandably skeptical about hiring this sailing bum to make recordings. But Rodney vouched for me and that was enough. I couldn’t play in the musical group to back up the singers because the union wouldn’t let me, but I could write arrangements, I could rent a recording studio, and I could hire all the technical help I needed to make the records. In short, I offered to become Brunswick’s California music department. He agreed and just that easily I was in business. I didn’t question these things because, at the time, I had a Panglossian blindness to the casual opportunities that opened up before me.

*   *   *

I had no trouble figuring out where to find the musicians. After all, I know musicians; I know that they’re likely to be short of cash and eager to make a buck. I went down to the hotels where the big bands were playing and waited outside for the break, since I couldn’t afford the cover charge for admission to the ballrooms. And when the guys in the band came out for a smoke, I grabbed the band contractor (every band has a union contractor) and made him the offer. I was paying fifty dollars apiece, which was decent money. The contractors jumped at it. Then I rented a recording studio, hired technicians, wrote some arrangements, and the making of the records was easy. It all fell into place, naturally, as if I were walking through some scripted plan.
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