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A FATHER’S LETTER TO HIS SON
Dear David,
I’m going to introduce you to another man who became your father. When I told you I was going to write an autobiography relating many of the incidents that occurred during my big band years, you chuckled and said, “Dad, I’ve already heard all the stories about your life as a musician.” Yes, David, I’ve regaled you with many of my adventures, but some were left untold.
My author critique group convinced me to write a novel about that period, after they heard a couple of short stories I’d written as a keepsake for you and your children. As I pondered their suggestion, I thought I could write a variety of vignettes, but felt they’d be disjointed without the proper transitions. They required the total story and truth.
Did I want to tell you the whole truth? You’ve always known me as a “Knight in shining armor,” and I wasn’t sure I wanted to tarnish that image. Since I’ve met and married your mother, I’ve always been truthful and sincere in my morality. I’m proud to have fulfilled and kept my sacred vows to her, which has led to a love that continues to grow.
With your instilled values, in addition to your intelligence and maturity, I decided you are ready to accept the truth. The number of stories I’m sharing is minuscule compared to the great number that occurred. I chose those I felt were necessary to make the story flow and have continuum.
My escapades with women sometimes played an active role during my 20’s. The music world was a cutthroat business, where I learned to use all the intrigue necessary to survive. There were occasional brushes with the Mafia while working in their clubs, and drinking and drugs, making it difficult to lead a normal life. At times my existence was ugly and shallow. There were periods of depravity and others of goodness, always in conflict. I also had periods of enlightenment, which helped prepare me for my future life and career. During that span I knew I was immature and not ready for marriage.
There is no doubt in my mind that everyone has a dark side, which must be constantly controlled. During that turbulent decade I fed it and fought it and it was a long tough battle. Through it all I was never unhappy because that wasn’t my nature.
Somehow or other my awakening and maturity came together like a “bolt of lightning.” But like all storms it took awhile to clear the debris.
I hope the following will be of interest to you and will possibly help in your quest for a good life.
Love, Dad
Chapter 1 — PREPARING FOR JUILLIARD
WINTER-1948
Little did I realize that my age of innocence and life as I knew it would be coming to an end when my trombone teacher, Mr. Paolucci, said, “Felix, I’m confident you can get a scholarship to Juilliard.”
My head snapped up in surprise as I was putting my trombone away. “Do you think I’m good enough Mr. Paolucci?” as I looked at him in doubt.
“You bet you are, by the time you graduate a cultural explosion will be in full bloom in this new medium TV, and there’ll be more work available than there are musicians.”
With Mr. Paolucci’s words reverberating through my head about going to Juilliard, my heart pounded with excitement, as I ecstatically bound out of the double doors of the CBS building on Madison Avenue.
The year was 1948 and I’d just turned 18 when I began taking private lessons every Saturday morning with this respected 1st trombonist with the CBS Symphony in New York City. After each lesson Mr. Paolucci would take me to watch him rehearse under the baton of Alfredo Antonini, featuring the great opera star, Eileen Farrell. It was inspiring and a wonderful learning experience.
Those were heady times for me as a young kid. After each lesson I’d go by the famous jazz joints on 52nd Street, sensing the ghosts of past giants who had played there. A few years later I had the same sensation when I walked the sidewalks of Davenport, Iowa, home of Bix Beiderbecke, legendary white jazz trumpet player and pianist.
To pay for my lessons I gave private trombone instructions to four elementary band students (if they came) at $2.00 each. This gave me enough money for my teacher ($5.00), the train fare from my hometown, Port Chester, NY, to New York City, about 25 miles away, and lunch if there was something left over. Many a time I’d return home feeling faint from hunger.
With Mr. Paolucci’s encouragement, I sent an application to Juilliard, and waited anxiously for an answer. It wasn’t long before Mr. Ricci, the mailman, delivered what I’d been waiting for. Excitedly ripping open the envelope, I read the contents, and then yelled with joy, “Mama! Juilliard accepted my application and the audition is at the end of August!” I knew my mother, a paradox, was happy for me, and at the same time fervently against me becoming a musician.
During my last lesson before summer, Mr. Paolucci said, “I want you to work on all your major and minor scales, Ravel’s Bolero, a few Joannes Rochut Etudes, and the Blazevich technical exercises. I’ll listen to you before the audition to see if you’re ready.”
My intention was to practice the whole summer, but my mother in her vituperative manner had other ideas. The word stupido that she used extensively pertaining to my intelligence, has the same meaning in Spanish as it does in English. “This idea of becoming a musician is stupid,” she’d scream, repeating it more than once in our one-sided conversations. Even my poor inanimate trombone was the recipient of her ire and was also called stupid.
She wanted me to get a day job. She still hadn’t recovered from my sister, Scottee, who traveled with a group of musicians as a vocalist with a famous name band. An older sister, Mary, had joined the Waves to serve her country during the Second World War, and was castigated as a camp follower or “soldadera” as my mother would vehemently utter. Years before, my mother had lived in terror in Mexico, when Pancho Villa and his murderous rabble army passed through her village with their women (soldaderas) at their sides.
To prepare for my practice sessions I set up my music stand in a small corner of our musty humid cellar, with a small piece of linoleum set on the floor, and an overhead light. At least it would be cooler than upstairs. I was planning on practicing three hours in the morning and possibly a couple more in the afternoon.
It wasn’t going to be easy. My mother wouldn’t let up about me getting a job, nagging and screaming at every opportunity. In vitriolic Spanish, she threatened, “If you’re going to stay in this house you have to work!” I’m certain my father, a quiet sweet man, felt the same way. At the age of eight in Germany, his parents were poor and couldn’t afford to feed him, so they sent him to another farm to live where he worked and ate well.
During my senior year in high school, my mother invited our saintly Italian parish priest for dinner. During the course of our conversation, Father Volonte looked at me and asked in broken English, “What do you want to do after you graduate from school?”
I immediately responded without equivocation, “I want to be a musician Father.”
“Oh,” he said, counseling me. “It is a difficult life. You don’t eat well, you do a lot of traveling, you’re up nights,” and before he was able to finish, my father jutted his head forward with a flushed face and loudly exclaimed— ”Women!” That was the most demonstrative reaction I’d ever heard from my father, who was a dignified scholarly linguist, fluent in six languages. I got the strong impression he didn’t want me to become a musician. His outburst piqued my curiosity. The women factor had never entered my mind before he mentioned it, but it sounded intriguing.
If I got a full-time job I wouldn’t have time to learn all the audition material. So I decided to go caddying that I’d done on and off since age 11. I hated this “beast of burden” job, but it paid well for a few hours of work, and I wasn’t tied down to a regular job. Carrying two heavy leather bags was rugged work for 125-pounder.
The women golfers would ask me, “Caddy, what club do you think I should use for the next shot?”
“A six iron,” I’d answer, or some other club. I got pretty good at judging distances. Having caddied for fine players and played the course myself on Monday nights, I knew what I was doing.
The Caddy Master said with a whimsical smile on his face, “Felix, the women club members keep asking for you—they say you’re such a sweet boy.”
Caddies were a strange and different lot, men from a broad spectrum. There were the dregs of life, guys who got drunk every night, spending all their daily earnings on prostitutes, bereft of any morality and civility. Also, there were men of the highest moral character, earning extra money for their families needs, while others pursuing another course of life were highly educated or going to college. It was a strange mix.
A billionaire Greek shipping magnate paid the total medical school tuition of a married college student, Sammy Drago, with the agreement Sammy would caddy for him every weekend. One morning during the week, Sammy and I were doing a “loop” (caddying) together, when one of the golfers, a doctor, stopped and asked him accusingly, “What are you doing wearing a medical ring?”
THIS IS WHERE IT BEGAN
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“I’m a doctor, too,” Sammy answered with pride, “about to do my internship. I don’t want my kids to go hungry!” He’s now one of the finest doctors in our hometown.
The women golfers usually assigned to me didn’t know what it was to hit the ball straight down the fairway. Five miles with them made for a long day. If I were lucky I’d start around 7:00 a.m., and be home about 1:00 p.m. At the beginning, I was tired and my body ached, but I got used to it. It was always a Godsend when it rained for a couple of days, and those summer months were a particularly wet season.
I made a fantastic discovery that summer—books! Until that time I’d just read what was assigned to me in school. My brother, Simon, home from college on the G.I. Bill, was reading the Complete Volume Of Sherlock Holmes. “I’m sure you’d like this book,” he said.
He kept talking about the characters in the volume, like Watson and Sherlock’s brother, Mycroft, who had great powers of deduction like his famous brother. So when he finished I decided to read it. When I was through, I bought a $.25 pocketbook (paperback) of Dostoevsky’s Crime And Punishment, and was hooked. Becoming a prolific reader, I read deep into the night, not getting much sleep the whole summer. I kept up this reading pace for about seven years until I went to the state university. Even when I was in the service I always carried a book in my fatigue pocket.
When I wasn’t reading I spent my spare time with my three closest friends, all good trumpet players, with whom I played in the high school band: Johnny Bova, Angelo La Bella, and Don Faffley. We had just come out of the movies when Angelo said, “Let’s go to the Rye Hotel.”
“Okay,” we all agreed, and piled into Johnny’s first car, a Model A Ford, with Angelo and me in the rumble seat. The Rye Hotel in Rye, New York, had a small jazz group where my brother, Simon, a fine jazz pianist, sometimes sat-in.
When we arrived my brother was there, and he asked me,
“Did you bring your horn?”
“No,” we didn’t know we were coming.”
The guys and I listened to a few songs, then they decided to leave. “I’ll stay and go home with my brother,” I said. When Simon and I arrived home, we tried to be quiet but my mother woke up and came to our room. “I don’t mind if you ruin your life!” she yelled at my brother, “but I don’t want you to ruin your younger brother’s life, too!” No matter what he tried to say to defend himself she wouldn’t listen.
Little did my mother know that during the previous winter, I had driven to the club on my own. At the time I was beginning to learn how to play jazz by copying jazz solos from records, and the guys let me play a couple of the solos with their group. When I returned home that night, the front door was locked and I didn’t have a key. So I stood on the frozen snow at the side of the house and climbed through the unlocked living room window. My mother never knew I had come in late.
The summer went by fast but not fast enough for me. I received my daily diatribes from my mother, and was hoping to get into Juilliard, so I could be away from the constant tongue-lashings. I knew she loved me but had difficulty conveying it. She made things for me as a child that showed her love, but she couldn’t express it openly. My mother was an enigma.
I paced up and down the hallway at Juilliard waiting nervously for my turn to audition. I’d met Mr. Paolucci the previous week and his reaction to my playing was, “Great! You’re ready! You’ll get a scholarship for sure!”
Standing in the hallway, I was wishing I could feel as confident as Mr. Paolucci. A girl came up to me and asked, “Are you Felix Mayerhofer?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Please follow me.”
A panel of three men was waiting at a table as I took my trombone out of the case.
“Will you please play an “A” major scale at a medium tempo,” one of the men said. As I later found out he was to be my future teacher. I knew my scales so well, I could have played each one standing on my head. I felt confident as I played two more major and two minor scales.
“Will you please play your etudes,” he asked. I played two from the famous Rochut book and knew I had done well, thanks to Mr. Paolucci.
“What orchestral excerpt are you going to play?” he asked.
“Ravel’s Bolero,” which they knew was one of the most difficult of trombone repertoire. More than one trombonist had a stiff drink before a concert if the “Bolero” was in the program. If you hit the opening high B flat on the head, you were over the first major hurdle.
I played it flawlessly with the interpretation Mr. Paolucci had shown me and knew I was in! Even so, when I received my notification of acceptance the following week with a full tuition scholarship, I was thrilled and relieved at the same time.
My parents had no understanding what an honor it was to have received the scholarship, and didn’t know how to react. They were happy for me but there was no rejoicing. I’m sure it was cause for celebration in the other homes where scholarships had been awarded. This lack of encouragement never got me down. I grew to expect it. My goal was to become a musician and nothing was going to get in my way.
The first thing I did was to phone my best friend Johnny Bova. I told him about the scholarship, and asked if he wanted to move to New York City with me. Johnny had been working in the local brush factory for two years, and was waiting for an opportunity to break away. As it turned out, I was to be his conduit into the professional music world.
Johnny, a fine musician, studied trumpet for years with Frank Venezia, 1st trumpeter with the CBS Symphony. In response to my question about leaving his job, Johnny answered in the affirmative in about two seconds, and was packed and ready to leave in three.
John and I went to the city the next day to hunt for a job and an apartment, and were lucky to find both. We stopped at Juilliard to look at their apartment listings and saw one that was next door to the school. “Hey John” I said, “look at this ad: CLAREMONT RESIDENT HOTEL, Low Rates, Practicing Allowed.”
The hotel was older than Juilliard, built before the First World War. The dim lobby gave evidence of its past charm. The faded furniture was old and well used; the frescoes on the yellowish stained walls had women holding parasols, dressed in the fashions of that period; 40 watt bulbs covered with small light green lamp shades were positioned above the art work.
The front desk was about 6 feet long, with a telephone switchboard directly behind and a manually operated elevator to the right. I gently rang the desk bell to awaken the desk clerk who was asleep on his elbow. “Can I help you?” he asked, as he partially opened his eyes.
“We’re interested in the room that was posted on the bulletin board at Juilliard,” Johnny stated.
“That’s room 15,” he mumbled, as he handed us the key. “If you like it, it’s $15 a week.”
A young good looking “colored” guy named Willie was behind the lever of the elevator as we got in (African-Americans were called “colored” or “Negroes” in those days. That term will be used the remainder of the book in keeping with the flavor of that period of time). He closed the collapsible gate, and then slid a translucent door shut. As we creaked up, you could hear the horns echoing through the hollow shaft, and the players sounded good.
The room on the 5th floor was no larger than my room at home, which was quite small. It looked down into a small courtyard that was surrounded by rooms on four sides. There were two single beds, one bureau, a small desk with a lamp, a worn out rug, and a tiny 5x5 shower that looked like it had never been touched by a scouring pad since its baptismal use. The one bathroom with a tub was down the hallway. There was a problem if you had the urge to go and someone was taking a bath with the door locked. I soon made it my business to find out where all the bathrooms were in the hotel.
The room was going to take more than half my weekly salary from my new usher job at the Capitol Theater on Broadway. The take-home pay for 48 hours a week after taxes was the princely sum of $13.50. The schedule was convenient, from 4:00 p.m. to 12:00 midnight, and it didn’t interfere with my schooling. Johnny was going to receive a higher salary at his daytime brassiere factory job. Since his company wanted him to start right away, he moved in the next day. Being short of cash, I went caddying and arrived a day later.
Jimmy Santo, an old musician friend and now a taxi driver, drove me to the railroad station. “You and Johnny are crazy,” he said. “Don Fidel and I spent six months in a room in New York City, and couldn’t even get past a band manager to audition. It’s almost impossible to get with a big band unless you know somebody.”
“I know, but since I’m going to Juilliard, Johnny and I decided to make the move to the city. In six months I’ll be able to qualify for my musician’s union card.”
“I still think you’re wasting your time”
I traveled light. My mother gave me a suitcase that had been around as long as I could remember. It was the type you saw in movies, where the vaudevillian was always throwing his suitcase out the window, and scampered out following it to prevent paying the rent. She also made me a bright red flannel shirt that I wore all winter.
Chapter 2 — THE BIG APPLE
FALL-1948
Instead of going to Grand Central Station in midtown New York, I got off the train at the 125th Street Station in Harlem. I hailed a cab rather than take the long walk to our hotel. It was a fascinating trip. This was the first time I’d seen a colored community. The only white people I saw ran businesses. There were tenements after well-kept tenements, with people sitting on stairways or fire escapes, in contrast to the private porches on my block at home. I was overwhelmed when I saw a big sign on a building that said, APOLLO THEATER. What got me more excited was the name on the marquee: CAB CALLOWAY AND HIS BAND. I’d heard colored big bands and stars like Ella Fitzgerald perform for years over radio remote broadcasts from this theater. My only regret was that I never saw a live show. It would have been exciting to see an unlucky amateur get the famous “hook.”
That year I walked down 125th Street many times with my trombone at one or two o’clock in the morning, from the station to my hotel, and the people couldn’t have been friendlier. “Hey man, let’s hear the blues,” or “blow us a tune on that trombone,” they’d yell. They were always respectful. I was still a little shy about playing before people at that time, or I would have taken my horn out and blown a few choruses, as I would do in Los Angeles a few years later.
When I arrived at the hotel Johnny had just come home from work. I unpacked my bag and we both decided to go to bed. But our sleep was interrupted by a strange disturbance.
“What’s that!” we both exclaimed, sitting upright in bed startled by explosive sounds crashing on the courtyard floor. As Johnny and I rushed to the window, we heard wild laughter emanating from above, then the echoing noises stopped.
The next morning as we entered the elevator, a fellow with a two-day growth of beard, carrying an armful of ties, looked at me and asked, “Do I know you? Are you from Port Chester?”
“Yeah, I’m from Port Chester. You look familiar, too.”
“I’m Jay Stolar. If I remember correctly we used to sit on the wall across from the Rogowsky house, and for the fun of it counted cars going by.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I go to Juilliard and I’m moving to my own apartment a couple of blocks away.”
“What was that wild noise we heard last night?”
Laughing, he answered, “We were having a going away party and threw empty quart beer bottles half-filled with water off the roof. It drives Mrs. Keller, the owner of the hotel, crazy.”
The next day my classes began and I don’t remember anything eventful occurring. But I do have a total recollection about everything that happened that night at my new job. The ushers reported to a silver-haired, tuxedoed Mr. Glass, the manager of the Capitol Theater, who ran every phase of the operation. He checked our hands, fingernails, shoes, creases in our pants, and the cleanliness of our paper dickeys. Our light brown pants had a dark brown strip on the sides, with a matching Eisenhower jacket, plus the dickeys and bow tie.
I was given one half hour of instructions before being placed on the floor. They showed me the proper way to stand at attention, how to politely show people to their seats, and to make a few announcements. In a loud clear voice they taught me to say, “Aisle five is now open!”
My first position was to stand at attention like a statue near one of the aisles. Propped there for seven hours with a fifteen-minute break caused my shoulders and back to hurt so badly the next morning, I could barely get up. I had trouble concentrating in my classes that day. The next night they gave me a flashlight to show the people to their seats in this 5,500-seat theater. Compared to what I had done the previous evening, I considered this a promotion. The blades of my shoulders hurt for days.
The head usher was named Mr. Brooks, a genial easy-going person, slightly bent and a true Runyanesque character. Mr. Brooks went to the races every day during the season, placed bets with his personal bookie, had a copy of the racing form handy at all times— and he loved jazz. When he found out I was a musician and liked big bands, he invited me to see a new English import, George Shearing, on the piano at the “Royal Roost Jazz Club.” Seeing this outstanding jazz pianist was a revelation to me. It was even more so for Mr. Brooks. He was in absolute ecstasy, eyes closed, moaning, moving his head like Shearing, who was blind. I was as astonished by Mr. Brook’s performance as I was by Shearing’s playing. It was a tremendous first experience for me. Even though Mr. Brooks was only in his thirties, I never addressed him other than by that name.
Johnny couldn’t have been a better roommate. We’d never been to midtown New York on a Sunday and were curious to see how it was compared to a workday. Fall leaves were dropping as we window-shopped walking down 50th Street near Madison Avenue. We noticed a small crowd congregated around a man speaking outside a closed store. The salesman was giving a pitch about an unfamiliar product we had never heard of, called, “3 Out Of 5” ointment, containing lanolin. “Have you ever seen sheep lose their ‘hair?” he asked (he didn’t say fleece). “Why? Because sheep naturally produce lanolin.” Massaging his full head of hair with the product, he said, “You can pull it, you can scald it, you can give it a permanent, and you’ll never lose your hair using our product. If you diligently massage ‘3 Out Of 5’ into your scalp every night as I’m demonstrating, you’ll have a head of hair just like sheep. This product comes in two sizes.”
Johnny listened attentively. He was losing his hair by the handful and was only 21. He moaned in despair every time he combed his hair. When the pitchman finished his spiel, he said, “At a great savings you can get the large size for just a few dollars more.”
Johnny stepped forward and said, “The large size please.” That night the ritual began. Applying the ointment, he began counting up to a hundred as he massaged deeply into his scalp, “One-two-three.” A few mornings later he began looking into the mirror for any signs of growth. Nothing! I have to admit, I was waiting for something to happen, too. Sitting in a lotus position on his bed, Johnny faithfully followed the routine, day in, day out, week after week, with no results. When the salve was gone, we realized we’d been duped. Two small town boys got conned in the big city again. Johnny may not have grown any new hair, but I swear he has as much hair today as he had then. Maybe the “hypsters” could have made more money if they’d sold their product to stop the loss of hair.
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The lessons with my trombone teacher at Juilliard were unorthodox, not what I expected. My first few lessons were spent blowing air into the horn as softly as I possibly could, while Mr. Shuman gawked and attracted the girl’s attention through a small window in his door. “Isn’t she fantastic?” he’d say. “I wonder if she’s going with anyone?” Girls played an active role at each of my lessons.
Mr. Shuman pressured me into exchanging my trombone bell (the section where the sound comes out) for a spare one he had in his cupboard, plus charging me $25 that I didn’t have at the time. He said his bell sounded better, so I took his word for it. A few months after I left school, I realized it wasn’t as good as my original one. This was the first time I’d been conned by my own teacher. He kept haunting me for over two years while I was traveling with bands on the road with letters, demanding payment until I finally paid.
It disturbed me when he bragged about dodging the draft during the Second World War by working in the shipyard in Brooklyn. Being 4F or a draft dodger during the war and for many years after was a terrible stigma to carry, but it didn’t seem to bother him. Many young men and friends in my hometown had given their lives for their country, including Johnny’s brother, Joe, whose B24 Liberator was shot down over France during the invasion of Normandy on D-Day.
I was having trouble stretching my salary. The round-trip to work on the subway cost twenty cents, and the school charged ten cents a half hour to practice the piano. During my 15-minute break at work, I had a hot dog and a cup of coffee for twenty cents at a corner stand across the street. This was my main meal every night for nine months. Regardless, to this day, I still love hot dogs.
A strange episode occurred at this hot dog stand, one I’d never experienced before. I’ve mentioned how sheltered we were in our hometown. As I got older I realized how much simpler and less complicated life had been, because so many of life’s mysteries had been withheld from us while we were growing up.
When Johnny and I and our two friends, Angelo and Donny, palled around during our high school days, the main topic of conversation was music. If the mention of girls happened to creep in, the rawest language we used was “Wow!” or “Boy! Did you see the sweater she had on?”
We knew how babies were made, learning that bit of information by accident, but hadn’t learned what all the true facts were. The four of us never breached the topic. Naturally, I’m sure my pals were innocently aroused as I, but we never discussed it. All my knowledge was acquired from a partial sex course I had at age 16 from a group of school friends, outside the corner drugstore during summer vacation.
My lack of awareness led to an unusual encounter with the assistant head usher, Alex, who was studying dances of the Balinese culture, and used our dressing room as his practice room. To his delight I asked a question about his movements. “What’s the significance of your head weaving in and out?” I asked. He then artfully explained the meaning of the dance, and then gave a demonstration with snake-like movements of the hands and arms.
Alex began assigning me to the remotest section of the enormous theater, devoid of customers, where the refrigerated air was coldest. The deleterious temperature caused me to catch a terrible head cold, and I carried strep throat for months after that. Whenever I was in the third balcony Alex would mysteriously show up to keep me company. What did I know or suspect being from Port Chester? Nothing! I was my usual naive and sweet self.
A few months later I was partaking of one of my evening hot dog dinners at the stand when Alex unexpectedly appeared. His smile was broad, eyes bright with expectation. We were alone as he sidled up to me and whispered, “Felix, I’m leaving for Switzerland tomorrow and I want you to come with me. I love you and I’ll pay for the boat fare and every other expense.”
I don’t remember my hot dog going down, but I do remember the strange shivers going down my spine. I looked at Alex blankly; blood drained from my face and responded, “Sorry Alex, I can’t go.” Suddenly, I knew what the word “queer” really meant. The words he’d spoken, “I love you,” stung me. I felt as if I’d been violated! Even though I was young and still innocent of sexual affairs, I considered myself a man.
Alex, turning pale from my quick and resolute answer, left running back toward the theater like a spurned lover. When I returned to the usher’s room he was gone and we never saw him again.
I never told anyone about this, not even Johnny.
Many hours were spent practicing despite my burning throat problem. Every waking morning was tortuous. Just getting my throat open to swallow was a major task. It never occurred to me to go to a doctor or emergency room, as this wasn’t done in those days. You usually took care of it yourself and suffered.
To make matters worse I had a serious money crisis that prolonged my strep throat. After living on nothing more than bread and milk for a week to save money, I wrote my brother Simon for a loan of $10. I continued on the same diet for about five more days when I received his letter of mercy with $15. It must have been rough on Simon, too, since he was still in college. You don’t forget personal sacrifices like that.
During one of my practice sessions I heard someone yell from above in the courtyard. “Hey! You below, blowing Dorsey’s theme song, pop your head out.”
Since I was the one playing “Getting Sentimental Over You,” I poked my head out, looked up curiously and asked, “What do you want?”
“We need another trombone to play the 4th part for a quartet we’ve written. Can you come up? We’re in room 625.”
“I’ll be right there!” I excitedly answered.
After scampering upstairs real fast, each of the trombonists introduced themselves. Moe Snyder, from near my hometown in White Plains, N.Y., would be a future clinician for the Getzen Instrument Company. Tom Mitchell would play with Kai Winding’s first four-man trombone group, and eventually became a studio musician on TV for over 30 years. The third player, Frank Rosolino, became a famous jazz soloist with the Stan Kenton Band and would work in the Hollywood studios. A few years later in a fit of insanity, Frank shot his two elementary age sons, killing one and making a “vegetable” out of the other, then turning the gun on himself ending his misery.
These guys were fantastic and their playing overwhelmed me. They must have thought I was okay because they asked me a couple more times. They taught me more in those few hours than I did studying with my teacher for a whole year. After hearing them play, I was inspired and knew what direction I had to go as far as modern playing was concerned.
These were just a few of the fine musicians in the building. Laying in bed listening to those marvelous musicians was like getting a free lesson.
For our entertainment Johnny and I went to the movies on weekends. He’d meet me at the side entrance of the Capitol theater after I was through work at midnight. Many winter nights were cold and blustery, as we walked down Broadway to 42nd Street, but we didn’t notice it. We were insulated by hordes of people surrounding us body to body. Broadway plays and shows let out at approximately the same time, flooding the area with strangers who added to our comfort.
Forty Second Street had row after row of old theaters that showed classic movies, most of which we’d never seen, somewhat reminiscent of today’s TV theater channels. They were former burlesque theaters banned about 10 years earlier. What was so good was the price. You could see three movies for a quarter. At that hour during winter the theaters were filled with winos and derelicts, a place to crash out of the cold for a mere pittance. My olfactory senses to this day can still smell the dirty bodies, cheap wine, and curling smoke. But Johnny and I looked forward to going back every Saturday night.
No matter what time in the morning we got home Johnny never missed early Mass. I stopped going the day we arrived in the city. Johnny always had an aura of peace surrounding him and seemed to be in total control. He never lectured me about not attending church.
I was having more money problems and unexpected bills, when something occurred at the theater that made me think someone was watching over me. My job this particular night was to open the door for patrons entering the outside lobby. It was a Friday night and the lines were long at the cashier’s booth. A violent spring snowstorm suddenly blew in and with it blew in a windfall for me. The manager hurriedly handed me a whiskbroom and told me to brush the snow off customers as they entered. The first man who came in gave me a tip, and each successive man felt compelled to do the same, especially if they had a date. The storm blew out as fast as it had blown in. When I counted my receipts, I’d made over $14 in a matter of minutes, more than I earned for a whole week.
Early in my career I became aware there was a little insanity in every musician. It’s the nature of the profession. Another resident in our hotel named Morris, had a more serious dark-sided problem. Morris was a former trombonist with the Indianapolis Symphony and was free-lancing in New York City. What struck me the instant I saw him was his appearance: a pasty complexion seemed to accentuate his strange mouth that framed jagged pointed teeth. His speech was loud, almost yelling, spraying the area as he spoke. With a long uneven gait, Morris looked like a scarecrow walking down the street, open coat blowing in the wind and arms flailing in the air. His sister, Alice, who was his roommate, was attractive in a ghoulish sort of way. She shared her brother’s deathly pallor.
A few months later when I had a new job as the elevator operator at our hotel, Willie, the general handyman, ran to me as I opened the door on the 6th floor. “Man! You’ve got to see this!” he exclaimed, as I followed him down the hallway to a high ladder he’d been using to change a light bulb. “Climb up and peek in that open transom,” he whispered.
I had no idea what to expect, so I carefully climbed the ladder. As I looked into the transom, there was Morris on top of his sister making passionate love to her. I stayed on the ladder for a split second, but I’ll never forget Alice’s wiggling toes. Whenever I saw her after that incident, I couldn’t look at her without feeling embarrassed and for me, too, getting trapped into becoming a voyeur. I couldn’t get myself to tell Johnny.
Two years later during the Korean War conflict, Morris joined the U.S. Marine Band in Washington, D.C. After the war I ran into a friend of his who told me that Morris had put the barrel of a rifle in his mouth and pulled the trigger.
As I previously implied, Johnny and I had very little experience with girls and were both a little shy. During late winter I accidentally bumped into two attractive girls of Eurasian descent as I was leaving the hotel for work. Some of the New York brashness must have brushed off on me during the short time I’d been there, as I forwardly asked, “Do you live around here?”
They giggled in a pleasing way and one of them answered, “Yes, we live around the corner. Do you go to Juilliard?”
“Yes, I do. I’d like to stay and talk but I have to go to work. Can we get together one of these days?”
“We’ll see, we’re always around.” They were sisters, Doris and Joan Howe.
For the next couple of days I postponed my practicing, as I scoured the area where I thought they might live, and finally I caught Doris, the older one leaving an apartment building.
“I just happened to be walking by,” I lied, as I stopped to talk to her. She was wearing a dress with a Mandarin collar as worn by Chinese girls.
“Have you been to the China Doll Nightclub?” she asked.
“No, I haven’t, but I pass by the club on my way to work and can’t help notice the pictures of Chinese showgirls in the window displays.”
“My sister Joan and I went to see a show last night, and didn’t realize there were so many pretty Chinese girls in the city.”
“Where do you live?”
“Upstairs,” as she pointed to the second floor.
We talked for a while, and then I suggested, “Why don’t you and your sister and my roommate and I take a walk around Grant’s Tomb this Saturday?”
“Okay, that sounds good. We’ll see you in front of your hotel at 1:00 p.m.”
Both sisters were intelligent and vivacious, and I could tell Johnny enjoyed their company, especially Doris, on our little excursion.
In a strange way I found out how relationships affected my playing. Right from the beginning I developed a kid crush on Doris. The following week after our walk I happened to meet her in front of her place.
“I have to deliver a package,” she said. “Do you want to come along?”
“Okay, I’d like that.”
“Why don’t you come upstairs and wait while I do a few things before we go?”
This was the first time I’d been inside the building, and when we climbed the stairs, I noticed large holes in the walls and part of the stair railing was gone. Entering her family’s apartment was a surrealistic experience. The first thing that struck me was the harsh dark green paint on the walls. I was used to the cool colors in our home. Her father and Uncle Jack, both cooks in a Chinese restaurant sat stoically on the sofa watching TV. I felt as if I was in another country. When I got to know them they were both fine people. As I began talking to her younger brother, Bobby, the elevated subway, directly across the street, passed by. The sound was deafening and the apartment shook as if in an earthquake. We just stood there in place, shaking, and when the train passed the conversation continued without missing a beat.
When we returned from delivering the package and stood in the hallway, I said, “Doris, I like you.”
Before I had a chance to say another word, she affirmatively said, “We should just remain friends, Felix, and nothing more.”
I was crestfallen as I walked down the stairs in a daze— heartbroken. Johnny wasn’t in our room when I entered about 10:00 p.m., so I picked up my trombone and started playing to assuage my emotions. Since it was past the hour we were allowed to practice, I put in a cup mute and played one of my favorite tunes, “You’ve Changed.” It was the best I’d ever played it. My vibrato finally sounded right, just the way I wanted it, warm and tender. In one evening my degree of playing rose one level higher. I should have had a one-sided broken relationship sooner. By the next day my broken heart had mended.
Johnny started going out with Doris, and about four years later they got married when he was stationed in Washington, D.C., with the U.S. Air Force “Airmen Of Note,” the Glenn Miller Band.
Coming home late at night never bothered me. But someone in Doris’s neighborhood made a grim discovery of body parts in a trash can between our hotel and her apartment. Thereafter when I got off the subway after work, I walked in the center of the wide Broadway sidewalk. I didn’t want to be jumped by someone between cars or from the buildings. A few months later they discovered another axed body nearby under similar circumstances. About two years later someone wrote a fiction novel based on those murders. The case was never solved.
My health wasn’t doing well. Gargling with hot water and salt and trying as many home remedies as I could remember didn’t work. But at the time I was concerned about a more serious problem—depression. At that juncture in my daily reading frenzy, I hadn’t yet read Freud or Carl Jung, so I wasn’t able to refer to them for a psychological home remedy.
I’d always been a happy person, and in my ignorance figured this depression was something I had to alleviate myself. Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I said—Felix, you’re feeling sorry for yourself and no one can help you but you. Now stop being stupid and continue on with your life, because it is going to get better. I forced myself to smile, then my smile turned to laughter, and I could sense my dark mood dissipating. From that day on I’ve never been seriously depressed.
I mentioned earlier in the story that I’d operated the elevator at my hotel. I had left my job at the theater the final few months of school, and got two part-time jobs for the same money, working fewer hours. This gave me more time to practice. One of the jobs was working a few hours every afternoon as a custodian at the Conn Instrument store on 48th Street.
Mrs. Keller, owner of the hotel and I were talking about my new job, when she asked, “Do you want another part-time job?”
“What kind of job?”
“Working here at night taking Ean’s place.”
She had me start that night. Besides running the elevator I worked at the telephone switchboard and the desk, a one-person operation starting at 8:00 p.m. for four hours.
Willie, the handyman, had given me about five minutes of instruction on the use of the switchboard. Many a night I accidentally cut off the few people lucky enough to have telephones. When the elevator bell rang I knew what lay in store for me. The cutoff party would be waiting and let me have it when I arrived at their floor. “If you can’t do it right get another job!” they’d scream, throwing in a few of their most colorful expletives. For some reason or other the men were always louder and more threatening than the women.
One memorable evening a hotel patron called to complain about the noise and loud talking outside her door and asked me to investigate. I wasn’t prepared for what I was about to see when I opened the elevator door. There was a colored man with incredible fear written on his face, dressed in an expensive business suit, on his knees, bowing and pleading for his life. Hovering over this miserable subject was his lordly potentate, an angry and unforgiving monarch from Africa, dressed in a beautiful brocaded robe and a matching round flat hat. The poor Columbia University student in disfavor was being sent home to his small protectorate to die. The potentate turned and left, while two guards picked up the listless man and dragged him away. All this in America! When I asked about them the next morning they had checked out.
A rough winter was coming to an end and spring was around the corner. The city had been under a steady siege of clouds and overcast for about six weeks, and my throat needed a break. We couldn’t tell what the weather was like living in the enclosed courtyard, so when another musician and I went outside, we knew that our Saturday was going to be a glorious experience. It was a beautiful spring-like day with rays of sun hitting our pale faces. We began singing and dancing like revelers in the “Rites Of Spring,” then began chanting in exaltation, “The sun is out! The sun is out!” As other young musicians left the hotel they too felt the searing energy, and with newborn exhilaration joined in the chant.
With the advent of an early spring my throat and spirit soon healed.
Chapter 3 — DREAMS FULFILLED
SPRING-1949
The end of my first year at Juilliard was coming to a close, and my six months of residency was long past, so I decided to go to the musician’s union to apply for my American Federation of Musician’s card.
A bunch of old union guys with Italian accents led me into a musty hall for my trombone audition. The first song I decided to play was, “Tomo Sorrento,” an Italian folk song I was positive they knew. As I played they literally melted before my eyes with smiles, heads nodding, and after the song they acted like I was one of the “Sons of Italy.” It came as no surprise when my union card arrived in the mail a few days later.
I decided to test the waters and see if I could get employed with a big band, but didn’t have the slightest idea what to do. One of the musicians in the hotel told me to go to a rehearsal hall called Nola’s Studios on Broadway. When I found the place, I soon learned how difficult it would be to land a job.
Maybe I am crazy I said to myself, echoing Jimmy the cab driver from Port Chester, as I left Nola’s Studios discouraged after two professional big bands refused to let me audition.
“ We got all the guys we need,” the last manager said sarcastically, an unlit cigar stuck in his fat face.
Later in the week I was doing some heavy practicing for my exams, when a gentle knock at the door interrupted my bombastic sounds. Little did I know that the angel on the other side was going to change the direction of my life and Johnny’s, too.
When I opened the door with horn in hand, an amiable looking person stood in the hallway a little uneasily.
“I’m sorry to bother you,” he said, “my name’s Cam Mullins. I’m manager of the Ina Ray Hutton-Randy Brooks Band. Randy and Ina are driving in from California to form a new band and they asked me to get musicians. I’ve heard you practice and I like how you sound. Would you be interested in joining the band?”
As I listened in disbelief I was thinking about the bad luck I’d been having trying to break into the business, and here was a total stranger answering my prayers. Actually Johnny did all the praying. Cam must have wondered what was taking me so long to answer, although it was probably a split second.
“Yes!” I answered breathlessly. “Do you need a lead trumpet?” I don’t know why I said lead, even though I thought Johnny was terrific.
“As a matter of fact we do.”
“My roommate’s a fine player and he’s just doing local club dates.”
“Sure, bring him along, too.”
When Johnny came home from his brassiere-making job, he couldn’t believe his ears when I told him about Cam.
“Tell me the whole story again,” he said, “right from the beginning. I can’t believe it! You mean my days punching labels on brassieres may be coming to an end?”
Johnny used to come home from the brassiere factory and vent out his frustrations by turning his pillow into a punching bag. “Take this, Alice!” he’d say, furiously punching the pillow like he was directing his ire at someone at work. “You know what you can do with this lousy job Mr. Upjohn!” and give his poor boss the same treatment. After his pugilistic workouts, John would feel better physically and mentally. Ten years later when we played with Fred Waring and the Pennsylvanians, he was still performing the same pillow-punching exercise for his psyche. It was hard for him to be away from his family.
Aside from what I said above, Johnny, besides my father, was the kindest and finest person I’ve known. His moral character and religious beliefs without proselytizing were beyond reproach. Throughout the years, he and I were roommates in more than one band. We were almost thrown together again when I was asked to play with the “Airmen Of Note,” the U.S. Air Force-Glenn Miller Band in Washington D.C., when I was in the service. But I opted for a discharge from the air force band I was serving with, and when my time was up, went back on the road.
Needless to say Johnny and I had a rough night after Cam’s offer, but we were one of the first to arrive at Nola’s Studios the next morning.
The reception we received this time was a little different than my former experiences at Nola’s, with Cam giving us a big smile when he saw us. It turned out that Cam, besides playing trumpet, arranged the latest hits for the band’s male vocalist. A few years later he went home to Nashville, making a name for himself writing for big country stars.
___
It’s hard to describe how I felt going into this old studio and suddenly being a part of it. I used to roam the halls and hear the bands through closed doors. One time, I heard this fabulous tenor player with a big fat tone soloing with a familiar sounding band. The door opened and there was Ben Webster blowing his tenor sax, cigarette in hand, and wearing the type of fedora favored by most colored musicians of the time—and to his left, Duke Ellington at the piano and his band. I was flabbergasted!
When I was a young aspiring musician and saw a star whose reputation I’d known for years and admired on radio and records, I thought I was seeing God. I had the same feeling when I saw name bands like Stan Kenton and Tommy Dorsey on stage, or an electrifying vocalist like Lena Horne, whose act I’d caught at a large Broadway theater.
I was brought back to reality when guys started streaming into the studio. My horn seemed small in my hands when I took it out of the case. I felt totally insignificant in the world of “pros.” Johnny probably felt the same way, especially since I’d told Cam he was a lead player.
Johnny said to me the night I gave him the news about the job, “I can’t believe you told him I’m a lead player!” His only previous experience had been with our high school jazz band and a couple of local bands, and now he was going to play lead with Randy Brooks, one of the best trumpet-leaders in the business. Randy had built a reputation as the lead and jazz player with the Les Brown Band, and was in the trumpet section behind Doris Day on their recording of “Sentimental Journey.”
I was 19 years old in 1949 and with my baby face looked 14. I sat in my chair and scanned across the long wooden floor that was used for professional dancers, and saw guys filter in and stand in back, some who I’d recognized immediately. These were famous musicians, my idols, my teachers, who I’d heard and learned from on records, and they needed a job. If I felt insecure before, I was literally shaking now. I took big breaths to calm down.

INA RAY HUTTON and her Orchestra
A curvaceous and beautiful platinum blond walked in and I figured it was Ina. This was all heavy stuff for me. I was 125 pounds at the time, clothes wrinkled, skin a little sallow from sickness and not eating properly for a whole year. This was dabbling in the “big time” and I didn’t know if I was ready.
Following Ina was a well-built guy of medium height who I assumed was her husband, Randy Brooks. Puffy and ruddy complexioned from hitting the sauce too much, Randy was 30 but looked 45. We’d heard from our musician friends at the hotel that Randy had the reputation of being a bad guy. That didn’t seem to bother the musicians standing at the back of the hall.
They were hurting and would take a job with anyone. Big bands in 1949 were folding all over the country and the industry and ballrooms were reeling. There were multitudes of fine musicians out of work in New York City, and I had the audacity or ignorance of trying to break into the business during those depression-like days.
The guys in the band seemed nice enough.
“Your first band?” the first trombone player asked.
“Yeah,” I answered.
“My name’s Dave, if you need any help just let me know.” Those kind words helped me immensely. Dave Jet, a fine musician, eventually played bass trombone at the famous Radio City Music Hall for over 30 years.
I was a total novice with no professional experience. I’d always used wire stands to practice at home and in the school band. But set in front of me were wider and lower wooden stands, used by all professional dance bands. Positioning my trombone slide to the sides or above the stand was a problem because I was short. To my left were hard-shelled derby hats inserted in metal stands, which got a faraway echo-like effect when you put your horn into them. There were plungers—yes, the plumber variety that got a “boopbaa” effect when you inserted them in and out of the bell of your horn. We used them in “Harlem Nocturne,” made famous by Randy, featuring Eddie Cain on alto. Glenn Miller was also known for using them but with a doo-waa sound.
Ina sat down at the side of the brass section and crossed her legs. I don’t know why I remembered that. Randy pulled out his horn and said to the band, “Get out number ‘83’ in the book, ‘I May Be Wrong Dear.’” With a medium tempo countdown of four, the band began playing. Since my only previous big band experience had been in high school, I was awed by the sound of the music surrounding me.
When we finished Randy said, “I’d like a fast vibrato on the dotted quarter notes,” and immediately demonstrated what he wanted. “Another thing, put your handkerchiefs inside the side of the cup mutes. I like a tight sound.” With the mutes in, he had us play the song over and over the way he’d demonstrated, setting the pattern and style of the band.
“That’s better,” he said, as I detected a New England twang. Randy was from Sanford, Maine, and our drummer, Fred O’Connell, was from the same town. Randy, as a child star on trumpet, had joined the Rudy Vallee Band at a young age.
When the saxophones switched to clarinet for ballads, they used an object I’d never seen before or since. They put their clarinets in cheerleader-type megaphones, then inserted their hands through openings on the side, and when they played, got a haunting sub-tone quality. It was about this time that most saxophone sections in big bands stopped using both clarinet and sax and just used saxophones.
As the rehearsal went on I was having trouble reading some of the charts. I imagined the trombone players standing in the back of the hall were beginning to salivate. My super eyes could almost read their lips, “That kid can’t read! How did he get up there?”
The previous trombone players in the band had unintentionally smeared the notes, when water from the leaky spit valves on their slides dropped on the music, making it harder to read the notes. There was no such thing as waterproof ink in those days.
Overcoming the smeared notes was just part of my problem. Until that day every piece of music I’d played had been printed by a printing press. For the first time I was reading music written by hand, many arrangers’ hands, each with a different style, some almost illegible. I felt that Randy knew I was having a problem but he didn’t say anything.
The whole rehearsal was all business with Randy doing all the talking and demonstrating. After two straight hours of blowing, Randy gave us a 10-minute break.
“You sounded great Johnny, what were you hitting up there?”
“High E, lucky thing I practiced my upper range every day.
“I can’t believe how Randy plays, he’s sensational! I’ve heard some of his records, but I didn’t realize how incredible he was.”
When we returned, Randy pulled out the slow dance tunes. Robert Paolucci, my teacher with the CBS Symphony, taught me a lot about breathing, which is the heart and soul or essence of playing a wind instrument. But I wasn’t prepared for the length of the phrases the band played on those ballads, especially when my parts were in a low register. My lung capacity must have doubled just at that one rehearsal. My poor emaciated body wasn’t prepared for that kind of punishment, but somehow I got through the session.
When the rehearsal was over, Randy walked over to me and put his arm around my shoulders. I thought, Uh, oh, this is it! He’s going to tell me I’m through.
“Why don’t you take the music home and come back tomorrow morning,” he said.
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. So much for Randy Brooks being a bad guy. He was giving a young kid an incredible break. No other bandleader would have done that.
I asked, “Can my friend, Johnny, the lead trumpet player, take his music, too? We’ll practice together.”
“That’s a good idea, take the book.”
My trombone book had at least 100 arrangements. This was valuable property worth thousands of dollars. If we had lost the music it would have been impossible to replace immediately or at all. There were no copying machines in those days.
Johnny and I couldn’t get back to our apartment fast enough. As tired as we were, we practiced for hours, putting mutes in our horns when it got late.
The next morning, I felt more confident at the rehearsal, as Randy opened up with the same song we had begun with the day before. We played it once to his satisfaction, and then began playing different arrangements, with suggestions about each from Randy. Not only was he a great trumpet player but a fine leader. He knew how to get what he wanted like Benny Goodman, Artie Shaw, Glenn Miller, and other greats. The only problem was that Randy came into the business as a bandleader too late.
After a few songs Randy turned to the out-of-work musicians in the back of the hall and said, “The band’s set and I’d like the studio cleared.” There were a few discontented grumbles as the guys shuffled out. I almost sensed a malicious tone in Randy’s voice when he ordered them to leave. A couple of the guys in the band said that a few of the big names in the back had turned down Randy’s offer to play with his first band because of the low salaries. The money we were to receive was no more than what he’d offered them. In fact, our nickname for Ina and Randy was, “Ina Pay Nuttin” and “Randy Crooks.”
Randy pulled out a couple of “flag wavers,” songs that were incredibly fast. I saw notes fly by and they weren’t being played by me. Reading at that time wasn’t my forte. I took them home to practice. What I did have was a Tommy Dorsey-type tone and a good high range. That’s how I originally got the job and it also got me the full scholarship at Juilliard.
The week was going by fast. Dave gave me a few 1st parts to play, as I was learning fast and absorbing everything like a sponge. I was surprised by a visit from my 22-year-old sister, Scottee Marsh, who was a vocalist with the Orrin Tucker Band and in town for a few days.
I don’t know if Randy did it because my sister was there, but he pulled out an arrangement with a jazz solo in my part. I could hardly improvise in those days. So when I came to the solo, I stumbled all over the place, and played it in about 5 different keys at the same time.
When we finished, Randy laughingly said, “Felix, I wouldn’t count on making a living playing jazz if I were you.” The guys in the band had a good-hearted laugh. They had begun treating me like their kid brother.
My sister got a big charge out of it, too. “Good try,” she said, when she came up and gave me a sisterly hug. At least she understood I hadn’t played long enough to be a good jazz player.
When the rehearsal ended one of the guys said, “Let’s go to Charlie’s.” Charlie’s Tavern a couple of blocks away, was a hangout for big band and jazz musicians. The place was always packed on union days when musicians went to the union floor on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, looking for work or to see old friends. Then they’d drop in at Charlie’s for a drink. The din of voices was always high pitched with lots of laughter, usually from crude and ribald jokes, never the type you’d repeat at home. Charlie’s was never gloomy.
The tavern had been there since World War I and it looked it. In fact a picture of Charlie in his army uniform was hanging behind the bar. The joint had booths with the tables carved up, set against the wall to serve their one and only entree on the menu, chili, and had autographed pictures displayed of every band leader that ever existed. The paint was peeling and low wattage bulbs made it even eerier, but the joint exuded charm. For musicians Charlie’s gave them a sense of security and camaraderie with fellow musicians.
Many people including their own families, especially when they weren’t working, called traveling musicians gypsies, road bums, and other sordid names. A sax player’s Russian mom used to say, “All musicians are ‘booms.’” My mother still gave me hell for being a musician. She never really accepted what I was doing until I became a school band teacher at age 33. Immigrants in those days had great respect for education.
It was a sad day for me at college a few years later, when my sister Adeline sent me a news clipping that Charlie’s and the Roseland building next door had been torn down to make way for “progress.” I felt like my heart had been torn out. My sister had never heard of Charlie’s because I rarely spoke to anyone in my family about my personal life. When you have five older sisters you become gun shy. She had seen the caption, MUSICIANS TAVERN TORN DOWN, and thought it would be of interest to me. Charlie retired and all the action moved to another bar on 52nd Street called Jr’s, owned by one of Charlie’s former bartenders. Junior was a nice guy, but he wasn’t able to recreate Charlie’s atmosphere at the new place. It was never the same.
By the end of the week Randy’s band sounded good. Bill Petro, the road manager, who was also our jazz tenor player, passed out the band jackets. Mine was about two sizes too large.
“We’ll meet in front of Charlie’s tonight at midnight,” Bill said. “We have two dates to break in the band: the first in North Carolina and the second in Virginia. We’ll return to the “Apple” on Monday and do a movie short at 20th Century Fox Studio with Ina.” The term “Apple” was new to me. That’s when I learned “Apple” or “Big Apple” was another name for New York City.
Johnny and I were exhilarated during our subway ride back to the hotel. I was almost broke when I went to Cohen’s Tailor Shop near our hotel, but no way was I going to wear a jacket that big in a movie.
“I only have time to fix the sleeves,” Mr. Cohen said in a heavy Russian accent.
“That’s okay,” I’ll have the rest done later.” As it turned out I never had it finished. With that oversized jacket I would have been in style today.
David, this night was an important event in my life—I was officially going to become a “road musician.” I was leaving home in the New York area, on my own for the first time with a feeling of newfound freedom. The Lincoln Tunnel would be a part of this freedom until an event occurred 11 years later that I vividly describe further in the book.
Charlie’s was swinging at 12:00 o’clock midnight. There were as many guys hanging outside as there were inside. One of the guys in the band pulled up in an old DeSoto touring car with room for nine, and the band truck pulled up behind.
I looked inside the car and turned to the guys and said, “I think I can fit into that little cubicle in back.” It turned out to be perfect for me. Being short sometimes had its advantages. Bill Petro and his wife, Marie, who was Ina’s secretary, drove with Randy and Ina in Ina’s 1946 Lincoln Continental convertible. The last three guys went in the truck.
This was my first experience driving through the Lincoln Tunnel into New Jersey on the way to Virginia. Going through that tunnel over the next 13 years would give me the same thrill each time I started a new road trip. Leaving with a band meant I was working and making money.
Johnny and I moved back to our homes in Port Chester, because we couldn’t afford to travel and keep an apartment at the same time. I wasn’t happy about it, and was always glad to leave an unpleasant home life, where my mother constantly nagged. “Get a day job and lead a normal life!” she’d scream. My father kept silent.
I soon fell asleep in my cozy space and awoke about three hours later when we stopped for gas and something to eat. Crawling out of the car in a daze, I said, “God, I feel terrible, and I’ve got the worst taste in my mouth.” Everybody looked the same, but they’d all been through this before, except Johnny and me.
Coming from a protected environment, I wasn’t prepared for my little excursion into the dirty one-toilet bathroom. Just as I was about to relieve myself, two other guys in the band joined me in a communal effort, and let it all hang out, laughing and talking at the same time. I had never experienced this, not even in high school where no one showered after gym. I came from a modest community. Long before I went into the service, I lost my naiveté from being on the road. But I noticed a few of the guys in my air force outfit from my hometown were ill at ease, when they first used open “johns” and took showers together.
After a long trip we finally arrived in Winston Salem, North Carolina, and checked into an old decrepit hotel. Johnny and I carried our luggage up to a room with a single light bulb dangling from the ceiling over the bed, and a small sink in the corner.
“This is almost as bad as our old apartment,” I said to Johnny.
“You’re right, I don’t think we’ll get much better than this. With the money were making, this is about the best we’ll have.”
After sleeping a few hours we got dressed up in our dark pants, bow ties, and oversized uniform jackets. I felt pretty spiffy in my new outfit. We had dinner downstairs, and then walked a couple of blocks to the armory.
The intensity of playing for a dance with a professional band was a new experience for me; we never stopped. We segued from one tune into another with perfect selections and tempo. My chops (lips) really felt it. For the first time, I knew what being a professional meant.
We were perched on a high platform with a 3-level tier, with the trombones and trumpets on top and right at the edge. “Damn!” I said, as I accidentally dropped my trombone mute off the side in the middle of a song. You could hear the clunk as it went a long distance before it hit the floor. A few minutes later my slide hit the derby. “God damn!” I blasphemed. This time both the derby and the wire stand holding it went plunging to the dance floor with a tremendous clatter. I scampered off the stand to retrieve my equipment without looking at Randy. The rest of the night went off without further incidents.
Randy’s playing was incredible. I didn’t realize he’d held back at the rehearsals. His big sound, range, and jazz were overwhelming. He played about eight choruses of “Groovin’ High,” slowly building in intensity until he reached a climax on the eighth chorus. I never got tired of listening to him and he greatly influenced my playing. That tune was one of the 1st trombone parts that Dave Jet had given me to play.
“You really swung on that last tune,” Dave said.
“Thanks, with Randy’s drive you can’t help but swing!”
The next day we played at the Basie Theater, a Negro theater in Hampton, Virginia. This was the first time I’d seen an all-colored theater and found it strange. The theaters in my hometown, Port Chester, N.Y., had always been integrated as far as I knew.
After the theater date, we shot straight up to New York City for my movie debut. I thought all the movie studios were in Hollywood, and never knew we had a 20th Century Fox Studio in New York City.
After we arrived in the “Apple,” Johnny and I caught the train to Port Chester. “Man, I feel like I haven’t slept in weeks,” he said.
“I know, my body feels like a punching bag, too.”
The next morning Johnny and I took the train back to the city and went straight to the movie studio.
The new music was on our stands to record Ina’s vocals before making the movie. We rehearsed it a few times, and then made a recording with Randy playing the lead trumpet parts.
The following day we were ready to do the filming in the studio next door. Ina came out in a body hugging low-cut white lame’ gown held up by two thin straps. In the middle of a nightclub setting, they had her sing and dance with the music we’d recorded the previous day. Just as we were about to shoot the first take, the non-thinking director suddenly decided the band would look better without the stands in front of us. A couple of fast-moving workers came up to collect the music and take down the stands.
“Take one!” the director shouted as Ina came out from the side and gave the band a downbeat. We brought up our horns, and as the recorded music began, we pretended to play. There was only one problem. Since we had only seen the music the previous day we didn’t know the parts. But the band didn’t count. Ina sang and seductively undulated to Latin rhythms, while the cameras focused on one of her thin straps, which had precariously fallen off her shoulder. With suspense building there was a possibility of a graver consequence, which to the audience’s disappointment never happened.
The extra money for the movie short came in handy.
A couple of months later Johnny and I were in Charlie’s Tavern, when Les James, the lead alto player in the band came in all smiles. “I just saw our movie short,” he said. “It’s funny!”
John and I walked down a couple of blocks to the Loew’s Theater, and when we saw it, knew exactly what Les meant. How we laughed! When Ina was dancing or singing, we were supposed to be blowing, but our horns were down. When we weren’t supposed to be playing, our horns were up to our lips.
The day after our movie shoot I took my playing exams to renew my scholarship at Juilliard. I played “Tomo Sorrento,” the same selection I had performed for the union officials, two orchestral excerpts and a couple of etudes. When I received my grades a few weeks later, they gave me an “A” for trombone, and extended my full scholarship for another year.
Once I received my first paycheck from Randy and began eating normally, I knew I could never return to Juilliard and live the way I had the previous year. A few weeks later while on the road, I sent the school a letter thanking them for extending the scholarship, but I would have to refuse due to financial difficulties. I never returned.
The next morning, the band was off to play an exposition in Toronto, Canada. As we were driving up narrow country roads through New York State, before the days of the freeway, our band truck pulled up parallel to us on a two-way road without slowing down. Opening their window, one of the guys yelled out, “I got something for you!” Lowering the car window, one of our fellows extended his arm, as the sax player from the truck handed him a vial and waved us off.
“It’s pot!” our guy said, “I wonder where they got it?” In a matter of minutes a few of the fellows pulled out cigarette paper, filled it with a strange colored tobacco like cowboys do in westerns, then “rolled a joint” and “turned on.”
“This is good shit,” one of the smokers said after taking a long draw. The aroma reminded me of Mexican cigarettes. This was the first time I’d seen or heard of drugs. I’d led a sheltered and uncomplicated life in Port Chester, New York. As I soon found out, many musicians commonly smoked marijuana. I knew musicians drank, but drugs were something new for me. An old news story that I had read about Gene Krupa said the drummer had been involved in something nefarious, but I couldn’t remember what it was.
When we drove up to customs at the Fort Erie border, we could see and hear that Ina and Randy were having a loud shouting match with one of the Canadian customs officers.
“I told you I misplaced the $1,000 bond for the instruments,” Ina frantically screamed at the customs officer, “and we have to be in Toronto for our 3:00 p.m. engagement.”
“I don’t care if you’re playing for the Queen,” the officer angrily responded. “We have to have your bond, and you’re not getting into the country until we get it!”
A red-faced Randy was waving his fist in the air, and as I read in a Buffalo newspaper the following day, Randy said, “I was ready to give the officer a poke in the nose for being so rude and loud. He was embarrassing us.”
I really don’t believe Ina had the bond or money. She thought she would waltz right in, but the officer no doubt was a polka man and had other ideas.
You didn’t fool around with Canadian customs officials. We waited there five hours until the money arrived from our office in New York City. The ironic part is that the band truck with our instruments and all went through another border entrance without trouble, and arrived in Toronto in time for the job. The guys in the truck couldn’t make enough music, not with a drummer, sax player, and band boy. We never did make the job.
We did one-nighters the next couple of months in the Midwest and the New England states. Once in a while a couple of us switched cars with the other guys and drove with Ina and Randy. Ina did a lot of the driving and she was scary. Eighty miles an hour on narrow country roads through little towns in the middle of the night was normal for her. One time I said, “It looks like a cop is waving us down!” She smiled and put the “pedal to the metal,” roaring by at more than 90 miles an hour. I guess it was hopeless for them to follow us into the next town or county. They didn’t have the communications they have today.
Country fairs in little towns were fun to play, because they reminded me of the carnivals in my hometown. But I found out in Pennsylvania that con artists are the same, whether they come from the big city or a small town. I was eating my favorite delicacy, a hot dog, when this slick-looking character moved up to me from another counter seat, and pulled out an expensive looking watchcase. “Excuse me sir,” he said. I should have been suspicious when he called me “sir.” “I’m overstocked with watches and have to get rid of them. Just these valuable gem stones on the band are worth over a hundred dollars—but I’m willing to take a loss and sell this to you for only $25.00.”
Those beautiful “fake” jewels sold me! I just got paid and the money was burning a hole in my pocket. He handed me the case as I gave him the money, then I went directly to the bandstand to play. After the job, I showed the guys my purchase as I wound the watch. Nothing! It didn’t work! Everybody had a good laugh at my expense: the rip-off artist who was long gone and the guys in the band. I was grateful I was nowhere near the Brooklyn Bridge.
A few small movie houses were on our itinerary that I found interesting. The theaters had empty unused orchestra pits where many musicians had worked full-time jobs during the heyday of vaudeville and silent movies. When “talkies” came in thousands of musicians lost their jobs, overnight.
Ethnic acts were popular at the time and we accompanied a few on this trip. The Adams Theater in Newark, New Jersey, had a Polish comedian play a drunk, saying, “I wantz big fatz womenz.” People of those nationalities who saw the shows didn’t seem to be offended. Down the block from the Adams Theater was a “live” burlesque theater. I was amazed as a young kid that a theater of this type was just across the river from New York City.
Our band was on the same bill with a bear act in the Mount Holyoke Arena in Holyoke, Massachusetts. We couldn’t tell who smelled the worst: the trainer who held the animal in tow with a heavy chain or the bear. It was also a toss-up who looked the filthiest. We felt sorry for the custodian who had to clean the mess. All in all it wasn’t one of the show’s most memorable nights.
While we were at the arena, an inflamed wisdom tooth caused my lips to swell, making it hard to blow. This was to be the first of many lip problems I would have over the next 14 years. That was all part of the experience of being on the road. You played the job whether you had a bad lip, a 103-degree fever, or a serious case of sunburn.
A couple of guys in the band took me to the bar to alleviate my problem with a guaranteed home remedy. They ordered a shot of whiskey and had me swish it around the swollen area to bring down the swelling. It didn’t work! They told the bartender it was medicinal since the drinking age was 21 in that state.
Randy Brooks was a heavy juicer, drinking enormous quantities of whiskey, coupled with a few benzedrine tablets (bennies) that counteracted the whiskey. He had a large empty Hellmann’s mayonnaise jar filled to the top with these pills. This drug was later banned as addictive. Taking both drugs at the same time was destructive to the system, as Randy would eventually find out.
When we played the Topper Ballroom in Cincinnati, Randy came in holding ice to his lips. They were so swollen from drinking he had trouble blowing, but no one knew. We had to do a radio remote at about midnight and you could never tell he had a problem. He blew fantastic on that broadcast swollen lips and all.
A few months later, our close school friend Don Faffley joined the band, as we were again traveling to Canada for a three-week tour with Bob Hope. Driving by a couple of apple orchards, one of the guys said, “Those apples look too good to pass. Let’s stop and get a few.”
The driver pulled over and we scrambled out. I loved apples. I used to steal them from my neighbor’s tree as a kid and never thought a thing about it.
As we began picking and throwing the red ripe Macintosh apples through the open window of the car, a farmer came bursting out the door of his house armed with a shotgun, yelling, “I’m ‘gonna’ fill you hoodlums with buckshot!” I’ve never seen a bunch of out-of-shape guys dive into a car so fast and drive off, as we heard the roar of a gun blast. I’ll never know if he actually shot at us or just tried to give us a good scare, but I’m glad we didn’t stay to find out. Regardless, I can still remember the taste of those juicy apples. Stolen apples always seemed to taste better.
The leaves were changing colors in Vermont and the sight was overwhelming. It was nature bursting in its full glory. One of the advantages of being a musician is that you see many beautiful things in our “beloved country,” as my father used to say. Our bass player, Paul, a heroin addict who was never awake, managed to lift the dark glasses off his glazed eyes and said in a slurred voice, “Oh, how beautiful,” then went back to sleep. That was the first time Paul had spoken in days. Sadly his wife at home was expecting their first child.
We crossed the border without incident, and as we arrived at the Ford Hotel in Toronto, we saw our band truck with Randy’s name on it. As we got out of the car, two detectives emerged from the hotel and asked us to stand still as they searched us. It was a strange experience. Since most Canadians spoke English, you felt that Canada was a part of our country and this shouldn’t be happening, but as they let you know it wasn’t our country. Fortunately, no one was carrying drugs, not even Paul. That night when we returned from our performance at the Maple Leaf Arena, it was obvious our luggage had been searched.
This whole thing with American musicians in Canada had something to do with the Gene Krupa incident. Teddy Napoleon, the pianist with the Gene Krupa Trio, told me a few years later, “Gene was set up by the ‘Feds’ in Tennessee and was completely innocent of all charges. He never took drugs, even though he looked like a wild-eyed ‘druggie’ playing the drums. He’d studied for the priesthood as a kid, but liked playing the drums more, so he decided to become a musician.”
A few nights later while we were playing the hockey arena in London, Canada, Bob Hope, with a note in his hand, made an announcement to the audience that our bass player, Paul, had become the father of a baby boy. Paul was so high he could hardly react. Somehow he still managed to play his parts. Bob Hope at the time was looking for a band to replace the Skinnay Ennis Orchestra on his radio show, and the tour was actually an audition for Randy and Ina. Randy’s heavy drinking and Paul’s obvious addiction could have been the reason they didn’t get the job. Les Brown and his Band of Renown did.
Those hockey arenas were really cold! They placed tarps over the ice that held thousands of folding chairs. We had 15,000 people at one of the shows. It was beyond me how the audience didn’t freeze to death sitting on ice. I had trouble keeping my teeth from chattering on stage.
Paul was let go when we returned to New York City. A few weeks later I was walking on Broadway near the Loew’s theater when I heard someone shout, “Hey, Felix!” as Paul came dashing across the street dodging taxis. “Can you loan me fifty cents?” he asked. I gave it to him knowing he’d hit at least five or more musician friends for the same amount until he had enough money for a fix (heroin). A lot of junkies did that. That’s the last time I saw Paul. About six months later in Charlie’s I heard he’d died of an overdose. This happened to many of my friends and musicians during the late 40’s and early 50’s. This was long before the “common folk” got involved in drugs or even knew there was such a thing.
Before Christmas Randy told us he and Ina were returning to California, where she was going to form another girl’s band. This meant Johnny and I would join the ranks of the unemployed for the first time and had to look for another band job. About a year later, I was saddened but not surprised to learn that Randy had a massive stroke, was blind for three months and completely paralyzed.
When I joined the service during the Korean War, the U.S. Government obliged my wishes by sending me to Southern California, no doubt because they realized I didn’t enjoy the snow and cold.
While I was stationed there Ina had her own TV show featuring an all-girl band. A story about Ina in the local newspaper mentioned that Randy had opened a new trumpet studio in Tarzana and was giving lessons. I got the impression he had recovered. Since I was studying privately in Los Angeles, I decided to pay Randy a visit while I was in the general area.
I hitchhiked to Tarzana where I showed a bus driver the address. He said, “I’ll leave you off right in front of the place, get on.” Refusing my fare, he stated, “I have a son in Korea and I never let any boys in uniform pay.” That happened quite often during my stay in California.
Tarzana Road was a beautiful country route at the time with orange groves on both sides. The bus driver stopped and said, “This is your stop!” Thanking him again, I crossed the street to a cottage that had a small sign that read, RANDY BROOKS STUDIO. I excitedly went inside, and as luck would have it, both Randy and Ina were there. Expecting a happy reaction, Ina gave me a blank stare while Randy asked, “May I help you?” My heart sank as I realized he didn’t know who I was. The stroke had decimated his memory and Ina didn’t let on she knew me.
I answered, “I’ve always wanted to meet you and since I was in the area I decided to drop in.” Randy could barely walk with a cane and spoke with difficulty.
I thought Ina would speak to me or start a conversation, but she surprised me by saying, “It was nice of you to come,” then without any emotion showed me out. I was devastated!
After my discharge about a year after the Randy and Ina Ray debacle, I saw Freddie O’Connell, the drummer from Randy’s hometown, and asked him about Randy. He said, “Ina divorced him and he had no options left but to return home to his parents.”
A few weeks later a small news item caught my eye in my hometown newspaper: BAND LEADER DIES IN FIRE. The article read: “Band leader Randy Brooks, former husband of Ina Ray Hutton, died in a fire at his parent’s home in Sanford, Maine. The fire chief believes Mr. Brooks, an invalid, caused the fire while smoking in bed and was unable to escape.”
Chapter 4 — ESKIMO COUNTRY
January-1950
My mother wasn’t happy that I was home without a job, but it gave me time to practice during the few weeks I was off.
Johnny called me on the phone at the most propitious time. I was going broke and was seriously considering getting a job. “Mayer,” he said. Johnny always called me Mayer. “I got an early Christmas.”
“We’ll I’m glad to hear that someone is keeping you happy. As a confirmed pauper and being cheap, I wasn’t planning on giving you a thing.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve already received a playing gift. I got a job with the Bobby Byrne Band and they begin practicing the week before New Years.”
“Fantastic! How did you get the job?”
“The manager called me, and after I talked to him for awhile I mentioned your name and told him you had also worked with Randy. He said they’re giving out extra Christmas bonuses, especially to lousy trombone players, so he wants you to join the band, too!”
“Wow! This will be an exciting Christmas after all!”
“I haven’t told you everything. We’re touring the U.S. Air Force bases in Newfoundland, Labrador, and Greenland.”
“Crazy, man, I can’t believe it!” The expression “crazy,” meaning “great,” had recently been coined by colored musicians.
Bobby Byrne, a brilliant trombonist, was different than Randy Brooks. Besides being an intellectual and electronic genius, he also played the cello, harp, percussion, and flute.
Bobby, at the age of 16 took Tommy Dorsey’s place when the Dorsey Brother’s Band broke up. Jimmy Dorsey had threatened Tommy he’d replace him with a 16-year-old kid on trombone. Tommy scoffed and said, “You’ll never find anyone as good as me,” and laughed.
Rehearsals were held at the Hartnett School Of Music Studios, also on Broadway. I soon learned I had to instantly adjust to the style of each band I joined. Bobby’s band was no different. He wanted the three trombones to play as an accompaniment choir behind his playing, with a straight tone and no vibrato. That way, he was the featured soloist rather than part of a trombone quartet. I found this very unexciting but was happy to have the job. Even though I wasn’t too thrilled about playing this way, the discipline was a good experience and of value to me.
We loaded into individual cars and once more shot up to our second favorite country, Canada. A United States Air Force C-47 was waiting to pick us up at a Montreal airport.
The airport was socked in with heavy fog. The full colonel who piloted the plane was an old war buddy of Bobby’s. With jug in hand, they reminisced about old times, while the fog took its time lifting. By the time we took off with Bobby in the co-pilot’s seat, both he and the colonel were feeling no pain.
We were issued parkas and boots when we entered the plane and took our places in canvas bucket seats. This was my first plane ride. By the time we reached Goose Bay, Labrador, my stomach was feeling the effects of no sleep, greasy food, and too many air pockets. The final action that did me in were the seven passes over the airport trying to land through turbulent air, with a pilot who had alcohol induced double vision. Lucky thing, an alert flight crew with perfect timing handed me a “barf” bag just at the point of an upward evacuation.
There was plenty of snow on the ground and I was truly happy to have the parka and boots. The band was treated like royalty. We stayed at the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters but didn’t eat our meals there. Most of the guys in the band ate at the mess hall because it was free. My face started to break out before the trip, but after three weeks of eating well-balanced meals, sleeping regularly, and not doing one-nighters, my complexion was once more as smooth as a newborn babe. I would have made an ideal before and after recruitment poster for the U.S. Air Force.
Not too much happened while we were there. We went to a few movies and I did a lot of reading. The public relations team treated us to a dog sled ride, which I enjoyed. Johnny took a lot of pictures of the event that I still have. There were a rash of drinking incidents, and the base newspaper warned the airmen against drinking the local off-base brew called “Screech,” made from potato peelings. They said it caused the men to go temporarily insane. I would like to have stayed a few extra days to verify the story.
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Our next trip was to the American air force base at St. John, Newfoundland, where we were given the same red carpet treatment. The servicemen were starved for good entertainment and the dances were jam-packed. I noticed the local girls dating the servicemen didn’t talk or smile much, then saw the reason. Either because of poor diet or something lacking in the water, many had black and rotten teeth. To this day, whenever I read or hear something about Newfoundland, those decayed teeth always come to mind. I’d be surprised if they had the same problem today, since it’s now a province of Canada.
A C-54 was waiting for us on the runway for our trip to Greenland. The larger plane was filled with supplies, plus our equipment for the flight to B-W1, as the base was called. When we entered the heated plane we threw our parkas in a pile on the floor.
The take-off felt a little smoother, so I had hopes I’d fly like a seasoned trouper. But alas, when we were well over the Labrador Sea near the Davis Straits, I was laying on top of all the parkas trying to prevent my head from spinning, and attempting to keep everything down. At least I succeeded in that regard.
As we neared landfall I mustered up enough strength to stand up to look at the beautiful deep green water, which changed to a lush emerald green as it encircled a solitary rogue iceberg.
Our plane turned into a fjord bordered by extremely high cliffs, with not much room to spare on either side of the wings. I was grateful we had a sober pilot. This was the only way the airport could be approached. We suddenly made a fast right and there appeared a short runway on an incline.
A reception committee was waiting there to welcome us, giving the most attention to our girl vocalist, Bobby’s girlfriend. The accommodations were a little rougher but still comfortable. Johnny and I had bunk beds.
The first night on the job was quite memorable for me. We played at a large non-commissioned officer’s club where a perturbing incident occurred. During the first break I went to the bar, something I wasn’t in the habit of doing.
“How about a drink?” a sergeant offered, while another sergeant, obviously a friend, stood by.
“Sure, I’ll have a Miller.” I don’t know why I accepted, as I was a teetotaler at the time. Having no experience with drinking, I guzzled down the beer too fast.
“Try this Cherry Herring,” as the sergeant handed me a glass of liqueur, a Danish drink imported from Denmark. Since it was small I downed it in one gulp.
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“This really tastes good.”
“Have another.” As I drank it, he gave me a third, which I should have refused but foolishly took.
I didn’t realize this was a big joke to them and that the drink was potent. They could tell I was young and naive, and I’m sure they’d pulled the same stunt on other unsuspecting victims.
Where I made my “big” mistake was when the sergeant said, “Have another Miller,” and I accepted!
Before I had a chance to finish the beer, our break was over and I dizzily ambled over to the bandstand. The sergeants kept their eyes on me, as that was part of the fun for them.
In the middle of the second or third tune I felt strange, and the next thing I remember was coming to with Johnny sitting on my bed, long after the job was over. “What happened?” I asked, in a sickly voice.
“You passed out and fell backwards right in the middle of a song. A couple of sergeants came up and carried you here with the band boy’s assistance.”
“Is my horn okay?”
“Yeah, it fell on top of you when you fell over.”
“Thank God!” Then I turned over and went back to sleep.
When I got up I could barely hold the cup of coffee much less drink it. The band boy came into our room and said, “Bobby wants to see you.” My stomach gave another turn.
Bobby’s accommodations were about the same as ours. When I entered, I said, “I’m sorry Bobby, I’ve no excuse for the incident.”
“What did you do to pass out?” he asked without rancor.
I told him and he said calmly, “My advise to you is not to drink on the job, then you won’t get into trouble.”
“Thanks, Bobby, that’s one piece of advice I’ll be happy to follow.” I took his counseling seriously. For five years after that experience, I never had a drop to drink while I was working, until I played a New Years’ job at Frank Daley’s Meadowbrook in New Jersey, but that’s another story.
A few nights later while we were playing at the officer’s club, a captain came up to Johnny and me and asked, “Would you like to go hunting in the morning?”
“I’d like to go,” I answered, “but I’ve never hunted. What about you John? Do you want to go?”
“Yeah! It sounds like fun.”
“I’ll meet you both at your barracks at five in the morning,” said the captain as he left.
Five in the morning, I thought. I’m still up at that time.
It seemed like we had just gone to bed when the captain woke both Johnny and me and asked, “Do you still want to go?”
“We’re coming,” we answered, as we struggled out of bed.
A sergeant came along carrying a large canvas bag that I assumed held rifles. We climbed to the top of a small hill after a short walk off the base. The sergeant handed us each a sawed-off shotgun and gave Johnny and me a quick course in their use.
“Shoot at that red flag,” the sergeant said to me. Taking aim, I pulled the trigger, and with an explosive kickback flew backwards through the air, landing flat on my “arse” (as my father used to say) in the snow. Everybody laughed including myself. Johnny was a fast learner and kept his feet firmly on the snow.
Our objective was to shoot ptarmigans, a white bird indigenous to the area, which turned brown during the summer. I spotted a bird almost as soon we began foraging our prey on the ice cap.
“There’s one!” I silently said to Johnny as I pointed to the sitting bird.
“Shoot it!” He whispered back. Blood splattered all over the place as the boom echoed across the ice cap.
“Christ!” the captain screamed. “You’re supposed to flush out the God damn bird and then shoot it, not annihilate it when it’s only five feet away!”
The ice cap wanted our bodies. We kept sinking deep into the ice, and the only way we could extricate ourselves was by grabbing what looked like little twigs that mysteriously grew there.
We soon became dehydrated with the energy we were expounding. “Take a drink from this small rivulet,” the captain said as he cracked the ice with his boot. I was surprised to see water on the ice cap.
As I bent down to drink from the flowing water, I was revolted to see live white ice worms swimming by. Pulling back, I said, “There are worms in there!”
“It’s okay, they won’t harm you,” the captain advised. “When we’re doing our survival training, we’re happy the water is there, ice worms and all.”
Our hunting excursion was a grand success. We shot a total of 31 birds and the chef cooked them that night at the officer’s club. Somehow or other, a piece of buckshot got stuck in Johnny’s teeth, but he managed to get it out.
We kept hearing what sounded like a boom from cannon shots and wondered why and where they’d be doing this shooting. It turned out the sound was created by icebergs breaking away from the glacier, then floating down the fjord into the ocean.
The snowstorms in Greenland were sometimes sudden and violent. A couple of nights after our ptarmigan feast, it began snowing before Johnny and I left for the job. After we departed, I said, “Hey John, this looks like a bad blizzard. I can’t even see our barracks anymore.”
“We’ll try to follow the telephone poles to the officers’ club.”
“I can barely see them.”
We were concerned because we knew how easy it was to wander away from the base and get lost. Our barracks were right at the edge of barren terrain facing the ice cap.
Luckily we bumped into the next pole, but it was snowing so hard we knew we’d have trouble finding the next one.
“We’ll have to go by dead reckoning,” Johnny said. The snow was above our knees, and we were moving slowly in the blizzard, totally losing our sense of direction. It was below zero and my nose and face were getting numb. We wouldn’t be the first ones to make a wrong turn and never be found until summer.
Here’s another pole!” I said with relief. As we started walking past the pole, our heads shot up as strains of music cut through the snow for a split second, possibly someone opening a door.
“We may have passed the club,” Johnny said, as we prayerfully turned in what we hoped was the right direction.
What seemed like an eternity was only a matter of minutes as a faint light broke through the storm. To our relief it was the club. We couldn’t believe how exhausted we were by the time we stepped inside. It was a close call and one that would be a topic of conversation for quite awhile.
We were supposed to leave at nine the next morning, but were awakened early and told that we had to leave immediately. The cloud cover was lowering faster than they had anticipated and if we waited, we could be socked in for days. When we went outside, it looked like the base had a dark ceiling and was slowly descending to crush us.
We made lots of friends and many were there to bid us goodbye. My two Cherry Herring sergeants were not amongst them. We had a nice surprise a couple of months later, when each member of the band received a large scrapbook filled with pictures of the band taken at the dances. It was a wonderful thought on their part and a splendid remembrance for us.
I didn’t take any chances on this flight. When we got into our C-54 I immediately lay on top of the parkas and went right to sleep.
When we returned to New York City, we found out we’d been booked into the Roseland Ballroom right around the corner from Charlie’s. But I wouldn’t be playing the job. Bobby telephoned me and said he had to downsize the band by one member to make the salary. The third trombone was always first to go. The ironic part is that my sister, Scottee, had just left the Orrin Tucker band and replaced our vocalist, who no longer was with the band. At least one member of our family would work at the Roseland.
Chapter 5 — LAND OF MAGNOLIAS
FEBRUARY-1950
I was out of work again and living at home. My mother was adamant about me getting a job and was determined to do something about it. I’d been to the musician’s union and Charlie’s Tavern about three or four times but with no success. Warning me, my mother said she’d throw me out if I didn’t have a day job the next time I came home from the city. I ignored her because she’d made the same threats in the past.
It was a blustery snowy day as I approached home after another day of failure. My mother opened the second story window and asked in Spanish, “Did you get a job?”
“No, Ma, I didn’t.”
The next thing I saw were my clothes sailing through the air, landing on top of the snow and into the bushes with my suitcase following close behind.
“You can come home when you get a job!” she screamed. My mother was very effective when it came to getting her message across.
I had an alternative residence on the other side. We owned a duplex home where my married sister, Celia, lived with her husband, Sam, and their children. When I was born, the 7th child and baby of the family, Celia was only 15 years old. Her job was to take care of me, actually as my surrogate mother, and was one of my closest sisters.
After picking up the suitcase and trying to carry all my clothes, I managed with difficulty to open the door to Celia’s side of the house.
Looking at my contorted gyrations, Celia said, “I see Mama’s kicked you out. You can use the room in our attic.”
“Thanks,” I said in disgust, then struggled up three flights of stairs to my new quarters.
When I was young, I took so much for granted. I automatically assumed Celia would take me in because she was my oldest sister. It never occurred to me that I must have been a terrible burden and imposition on her and Sam, who fed and took care of me. That was true sisterly love.
After that incident I went back to Charlie’s, where I was surprised to find out that if you wanted to get a band job, you had to buy life insurance. Plying his second trade in the tavern was an old friend of my brother’s, Joe Diskant, from our high school band. Joe was a club date trumpet player who I hadn’t seen since I was a kid. When he saw me, he asked, “Aren’t you Simon Mayerhofer’s brother?”
“Yes, I am. You’re Joe Diskant, I thought you looked familiar.”
“Yeah, I’m glad you remembered me, what do you play?”
“Trombone.”
“Do you have a job?”
“No, I just finished a tour with Bobby Byrne.”
He surprised me by saying, “I can get you a job if you buy a $5000 New York Life Insurance policy from me.”
Without batting an eyelash, I answered, “Yeah, I’ll take it if you can get me a job.”
Returning from the phone a few minutes later, Joe smiled and said, “Sonny Dunham is rehearsing a new band at Nola’s. Be there tomorrow morning at 10:00 a.m. I’ll be at the studio in a couple of days, and if you’re still with the band, I’ll have you sign the agreement.”
“Okay by me!” as my adrenalin was running rampant.
Sonny was famous for his trumpet solo on “Memories of You,” with “Glen Gray and the Casa Loma Band.” Sonny’s band was known as a training ground or feeder system for the best big bands in the country: Stan Kenton, Harry James, Gene Krupa, and many others.
The first thing I noticed when I went into the rehearsal hall were all the young guys in the band. The other bands I’d been with had older musicians and I was always the youngest. That wasn’t the case with this band.
Sonny played both trumpet and trombone. “Take out ‘East of the Sun,’” he said, as he called out the first tune. It was a four-trombone feature with Sonny playing the lead. The writing was beautiful and I was impressed, especially after hearing Sonny play. He was a first class trombonist. I was inspired after we played another tune called “Robins’ Nest.” The band was sensational, the most alive and modern group I’d been associated with.
Abe Zygowitz, the man Joe Diskant spoke to, was everything I disliked in a contractor: stubby cigar stuck in his mouth, slovenly, fat, with the past week’s menu colorfully displayed on his tie. Thank God he wasn’t going to be our road manager. I’d heard his name called many times on the union floor—Abe Zygowitz—Abe Zygowitz, as it came over the loudspeaker, no doubt for business dealings. But I have to give him credit for hiring talented young musicians. That was his job and he did it well.
The big kid from Brooklyn sitting next to me was confident of himself, the type of person that would wade into a fight if provoked. His open style of playing would have been perfect for the Stan Kenton Band. His name was Artie Green and he became my roommate.
Many of the musicians came from Brooklyn or the Bronx, “real” New Yorkers, the type that Texans and Californians detested. Some were loud, brash, opinionated, but extremely bright and incredibly fine players.
There were a few who didn’t fall into that obnoxious category. One was a tall thin boy of 16, Jack Daney, who played 2nd trumpet and was one of the bands’ arrangers. We use to say, “Hey Jack, how come you sleep all day?” After a job, I’d drive all night while Jack and a couple of other guys would sack out. Upon our arrival at a hotel around seven in the morning, we’d go to sleep and wake up about noon. Jack used to wake up around four or five in the afternoon and we’d kid him and say, “Jack, you’d better get a checkup, we think you have sleeping sickness.” What Jack didn’t tell us was that he stayed up to write his arrangements after we arrived in the morning, and didn’t get to bed until noon.
Again I absorbed every one’s playing, especially Sonny’s. I became truly enamored with the band. Right from the start, Zygowitz told us our base pay would be $65 a week for four days work and $15 for each extra day. As it turned out, a $95 week was more the case than $60. We had to pay for our own meals and hotels.
While I was rehearsing with Sonny, I received a phone call from Ralph Flanagan’s manager to audition for that band. Flanagan’s new Glenn Miller style band had swept the nation with hit records, and was organizing a new band for a road tour. The money was big, plus recording dates and TV appearances. Hotels and traveling by bus would be A-1. My friend, Phil Giacobi, who took Dave Jet’s trombone seat with the Randy Brooks Band, recommended me for the job and looked forward to having me as his roommate.
Flanagan was rehearsing at night so there was no conflict with Sonny’s band. I was sharing the lead chair with Phil. After one half hour of playing the imitation “Wa-wa,” and “Doowat-doowat,” in the Miller style, I put my horn away as the manager came running up. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“I’m sorry, but I’m not interested in joining the band.”
“Do you know how many trombone players want this chair?”
“I’m sure there are swarms of guys, but I have a job with Sonny Dunham.”
“You won’t make anywhere near the money with Sonny you’d make with us.”
“I made a commitment with Sonny and I’m going to keep it.” Thanking him for the opportunity to audition, I left.
The money they offered was tempting, but I realized I would learn more from Sonny than with Flanagan. It was one of my wisest decisions. The jazz concepts and playing knowledge I acquired from Sonny’s band were inestimable.
The last night of February was cold and wintry when we left New York City for Richmond, Virginia, where the MacArthur Agency that booked us through the South was located. This was my second trip through the Lincoln Tunnel and I was as excited as ever.
It’s amazing what a difference a few hundred miles can make as far as weather is concerned. We discarded our coats the instant we got out of the car in Richmond, never to wear them again until the following winter. Spring, to our delight, by just an overnight trip, had arrived in full bloom and unshackled us from winter’s fury.
My first tour with the Randy Brooks Band was so brief I hardly realized I’d been in the South, but this tour would be different. The booking agency gave us our itineraries for the next two months with every state scheduled throughout the Deep South.
Later in the day we left for the University of Virginia in Charlottesville where we played for a formal school dance on our first date. I was riding in comfort in Joe Ames’s (Anzilloni’s) new Studebaker. Joe, a warm-hearted Italian from Brooklyn, played wonderful lead trumpet with a big fat tone, the type of sound I loved. We suspected he was making more money than us, but no one asked and he never volunteered. Joe was about 10 years older than most of us and naturally a lot more mature. In a few months, Joe was planning to get married and settle down working as a tailor with his father. In those days it was beyond my comprehension how such a fine player would even consider doing something else, other than be a musician.
I was pleased when Sonny said, “Let’s open up with ‘East of the Sun.’” His tempos were superb, like Randy’s. The first night gave us a chance to observe our girl vocalist Patti Roberts in action. Artie looked over to me as she began performing and said from the side of his mouth, “Can you believe that bitch, she’s got shoulders like a fullback.”
I found it embarrassing. Maybe I was overreacting, but I always subconsciously gauged all other women by my five sisters: charming, extremely attractive, all who I highly respected.
Patti sang with her “fullback” shoulders jerking violently back and forth in her low-cut gown. The singers I’d seen and worked with were sedate, seductive, but performed with taste without moving too much, and that included my sister, Scottee, who had class. My sisters would have categorized Patti as “cheap,” but my mother would have used a more colorful term in Spanish.
My first reaction to Sonny’s trumpet playing was negative. I didn’t care for his sound and what I considered a nanny goat vibrato. How wrong I was! After a couple of nights, I realized he was a fine player and was amazed with his creative ideas. He’d switch from trumpet to trombone with ease and after awhile I loved to hear him play both horns.
Sonny was well known and respected by musicians. He was also a fag, the term then in vogue for homosexuals. Sonny was an amiable person, and I saw him lose his temper only once, which was directed at our trombone section. For some childish reason, we made a spur of the moment decision to play as loud as we could on one of the arrangements. It was terrible and truly unprofessional! Sonny turned on us in a rage and said, “I don’t want to ever hear that again!” He could have said and done a lot worse but immediately forgot the incident.
Even though Patti, our vocalist, wasn’t my favorite person, I got along okay with her. I enjoyed meeting and talking to everyone and Patti was no exception. Some of the guys in the band would have nothing to do with her.
I was surprised by a knock on my hotel door in Richmond after the job. It was Patti. She said she was lonely and needed someone to talk to, then proceeded to walk in uninvited and sat on my bed. Taken aback by this, especially after she closed the door, I asked, “What’s wrong?”
“No one’s talking to me and you’re the only one that’s been nice.”
“Everyone likes you,” I answered, as I foolishly tried to placate her.
“Sit next to me,” as she grabbed my hand, pulled me down and began bouncing up and down the bed laughing. “You know you’re cute,” and before I knew it she put an arm around me and began rubbing her body against mine.
Naturally, I got aroused, but I didn’t want to get involved and hadn’t the slightest idea how to handle the situation.
Confused, I answered, “Thanks Patti, I’m glad you think so.” Trying to be diplomatic but failing miserably, I stupidly said, “You’ve caught me at a wrong time. I’m tired and was planning to go to bed.” I jumped up like a jackrabbit and opened the door, then waited for her to leave.
Startled, she slowly got up, looked at me in a strange way and left.
The following day I unthinkingly compounded the situation with my big mouth, by telling the guys about Patti while we were driving to the next job. Charlie, our irascible 19-year-old bass player, said excitedly, “Mayerhofer, you are a total square! I can’t believe you didn’t screw the bitch!”
Charlie was one of the three or four guys in the band who thought they were really “hip,” and considered everyone else “squares,” which was quite common with young jazz musicians of that era. They’d look at me with total disdain when I talked to the “square” ballroom dancers during our breaks. Don’t get me wrong, Charlie and I were friends, but he had these strange mood swings of highs and lows that I couldn’t understand. With the indiscreet news I imparted to the guys about Patti, Charlie made the “supreme” sacrifice to give up some of his “hip” values, and soon had that “square” Patti, in the sack. It was another lesson I learned, to keep private matters to myself, especially if it affected someone else.
I loved the South, its slow pace, the countryside and its flowers, the graciousness of the people and its great traditions. It was almost obligatory to play the tune, “Dixie,” at every dance. The hoots and hollers the song evoked were reminiscent of the “Reb” yell during the Civil War. The women were flirtatious and extremely feminine as depicted in “Gone With the Wind.” Maybe they’d read the book and were copying Scarlett O’Hara, and what was truly incredible—it was still the “Old South.” It hadn’t changed much since the War Between the States—a sleeping giant ready to awaken with a roar.
I saw the shacks and squalor the colored tenant farmers lived in, the dirt roads rather than paved in the poor Negro sections in many communities, and the Colored Only drinking fountains and restrooms. When I window-shopped downtown, I noticed many colored men kept their heads down when they passed white residents.
It was my custom to walk through different neighborhoods, and when I meandered into the Negro sections, especially on Sundays, the families were usually sitting on porches or on the steps. They seemed content, laughed a lot and didn’t seem concerned that I was there. They always tipped their hats in respect and politely said “Hello.”
It was my impression there was an understanding between the colored and the whites, as long as the colored didn’t cross the line or make demands. Although they played a subservient role and weren’t allowed the full citizenship given to their white brethren, the South was home for this subculture. When many moved north, they were torn from their old roots, feeling insecure in their new homes and communities, even though they made a better living and their children went to integrated schools. Those who remained, courageously marched and won the rights, freedoms, and opportunities that had been denied them for hundreds of years, and in the process helped their brothers up north as well.
One of the first jobs we played was at Virginia Military Institute (VMI). We’d heard of its famous reputation, so we decided to do a little sightseeing early that afternoon. We told the guard at the entrance we were members of the band playing there that night, and he said we were welcome to look around. He also invited us to swim in their indoor pool that we decided to do, and returned to the car for our bathing suits.
The pool was Olympic size and steamy from the heated water. “I haven’t been in a pool in years,” I said to Jack Daney, as I immediately plunged in. When my head popped up, I swam a few feet and got so winded, I barely made it back to the edge. I dragged myself out of the water and lay there breathing hard from exhaustion.
Jack came running up and asked, “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, I’ll be okay.” I hadn’t done a stitch of exercise since high school, and during that short period of inactivity, had become a total blob.
While staying in Arlington, Virginia, Joe drove us across the bridge to Washington D.C. to sightsee. The Washington Monument loomed high as we approached it. Artie, Jack, and I took the elevator to the top. When we were ready to leave, Artie suggested we walk down.
“I’m taking the elevator,” Jack said.
“We’ll see you at the bottom.” Walking down wasn’t as easy as we had anticipated. “Wow!” Artie exclaimed. “These oversized steps seem to be getting bigger and more difficult to step down.”
We started getting tired but had gone so far down we had to continue on. Our legs began to cramp and we could barely make it to the bottom. We were in bad shape for days after that experience, and Jack laughed when he saw we had trouble walking.
My skin was giving me terrible problems at that time with periodic outbreaks of serious acne. It was hard to look at myself in the mirror and face the day. Even though I wasn’t depressed, there was always sadness within me, but I still maintained a good attitude. I’d been to a dermatologist in Rye, New York, whose solution was to give me sun lamp treatments to make my face peel. When I traveled with Sonny I carried a portable sun lamp in my large trombone utility case to get the same results. The only thing I got from the doctor and my sun lamp was a perpetual suntan. My complexion didn’t clear up until I entered the service.
I didn’t mention Sonny’s long-time roommate, Jay, who was also a fag and played piano. Jay, an arranger for the band, was a nice guy who became a good friend. Sonny looked masculine and debonair, while Jay swished all over the place and didn’t try to hide it. Both Jay and Sonny were heavy rum drinkers, and by the time the job ended they were well into their cups, but it didn’t show. They were always the first to change and leave in their old station wagon. We usually left about a half hour later. Even if they had a head start we’d catch up to them, and they’d be driving about 15 miles an hour. The drunker they got the slower they drove. They would arrive at the hotel a lot later than us but always came to the job looking refreshed.
During a break, Jay and I were at the urinals, when he looked down and said, “That’s quite a ‘Venetian blind’ you have.” He was referring to the fact that I was uncircumcised. I made certain that Jay was no longer my partner at even the most sanitary toilets!
Sonny fired George, the 1st trombonist, because of his bad attitude. Since George’s car was one of the ones used to transport the guys, we were shy a vehicle, so Sonny bought an old Nash to replace it. “Anyone want to drive?” he asked.
“I will,” I volunteered. “How much does it pay?”
“Twenty dollars a week.”
Although it required driving through the night and I was responsible for its upkeep, it was nice to have a car at my disposal.
The car had onionskins for tires and the drive shaft began making screeching sounds as we drove. After three weeks Sonny traded it in for a new Plymouth. Charlie, who was perpetually awake, spelled me at the wheel when I got sleepy.
Thinking we were young and invincible and that nothing could happen to us, we drove 85 to 95 miles an hour, ran over snakes, a large turtle, missed curves and skidded into the swamp to mention a few of the scares. After a couple of weeks of nerve wracking rides, Charlie said, “I’m sick and tired of almost getting ourselves killed! I don’t think we should go any faster than 65 miles an hour.”
“I’ll go along with that Charlie, I want to live a little longer, too.” That one suggestion by Charlie slowed us down and our trips were a lot more relaxed.
We were driving through Rocky Mount, North Carolina, when a softball came sailing over a school fence and crashed into the front windshield. For the next two days I craned my neck to see around the splintered section. As we entered the city limits of Virginia Beach at 6:00 in the morning, Charlie started “turning on.” Driving into a gas station, a passing motorcycle cop stopped and approached us. “Man! We’re busted!” Charlie said, as he tried to hide his “joint.”
The cop motioned to roll down the window. When I did, thick marijuana fumes wafted gently out the window. Not smelling anything strange, the cop asked, “What happened to your windshield?”
I told him and then said, “I’m replacing it today.”
“You do that!” he responded, and rode off.
We were taking measurements for our striped prison garb before he’d even questioned us. When he left we just sat there emotionally drained with relief. In those days few policemen knew what marijuana looked and smelled like.
We had as much excitement off the bandstand as we had on. The colored bartender where we played invited us to a jam session at a colored club after the dance was over. Moe Koffman, our jazz alto player, decided to go. Since I wanted to hear him play, we had him switch cars and drive with me that night. As we were getting out of our uniforms, I showed Moe the watch I’d bought at the Pennsylvania country fair when I was with Randy Brooks, and told him how I’d been conned and had no use for it.
“I’ll give you five dollars for it,” he said.
“Five dollars for this piece of junk that won’t work! It’s all yours and I’m happy to get rid of it.”
The club was out of town in an isolated area. The colored audience loved the way Moe played and kept him on the stand for about an hour. As we were about to leave, Moe said, “I’ll be right out, I want to talk to the owner.” When Moe came out of the club on the run, he said, “Let’s move fast! I just sold the watch to the owner!”
I jammed the pedal to the metal and took off for the next job that was a few hundred miles away. What happened?” I asked.
“I showed the owner the watch you sold me and told him it was hot.”
“What did he say?”
“The guy offered me fifty bucks for it. I told him it was worth five times that. He said okay, I’ll give you a hundred bucks and that’s it! I pocketed the money and walked out slowly. Twenty percent return on my investment isn’t a bad nights work, is it?” as he grinned.
I just shook my head. I returned to that club five years later, but thank God it had a different owner.
I learned early in my career to set aside survival money for periods when I might be unemployed. Jobs were few and far between.
The fellows and I didn’t care to pay the going rate for a hotel room, so we started looking around. We saw this $1 a night sign at Milner Hotels in quite a few towns, usually in the most rundown sections. They were an inexpensive chain of hotels in the South. During our investigation, we noticed there was a metal fire stairway in the back. As it turned out all the Milners had the same setup.
“Artie and I will check in,” I said. “When we find out what room and floor we’re on, we’ll give you a high sign from the top of the fire ladder.”
We paid our $1 in advance then walked upstairs to our room on the second floor. “This is real class,” said Artie, as we entered the room, “but I don’t know if it’s worth twenty five cents each?” The room had one hanging light, a double bed, no closet, and a small sink. Artie walked to a large window at the end of the hallway and yelled at Charlie and Jack who were waiting at the foot of the ladder, “Come on up guys!”
Carrying his luggage into the room, Jack said, “Oh, no! Only one bed!”
“Let’s toss a coin to see which three of us gets it,” Artie suggested.
“Aw, shoot!” exclaimed Jack as he lost. “I’d rather get a single than have to sleep on the floor.” Since it was only $.25 a night, Jack decided to stay and did so at the other Milners, too, even though it seemed suspicious that he lost the flip of the coin most of the time. It never occurred to me to check Artie’s coin.
When it came time to leave for the job our two freeloading roommates left the back way and Artie and I walked through the cruddy lobby. The following morning when all four of us left together, luggage and all, we found the quizzical look of the old desk clerk very entertaining. What was more hilarious was when the other fellows in the band began checking in at the Milners, too, using the same technique as us, with half the guys going up the back entrance. The next day, like a bunch of kids, the total group would leave together through the front lobby to enjoy the employee’s reaction.
Instead of spending $30 or $35 a week for hotels, we sometimes paid less than half that amount. With my added wealth I was able to buy a tailor made suit in New York City (worn with blue suede shoes), get a new trombone, put a few dollars in a savings account, and paid the monthly bill for my New York Life Insurance from Joe Diskant.
I’ll always remember Wrightsville, North Carolina, for one of my worst cases of sunburn. Arriving at the beach town for a festival at about 6:00 a.m., we drove from hotel to hotel, but none of them would let us in until 11:00 a.m. “Why don’t we wait down at the beach?” Artie said. Artie was like a Jewish mother, always full of helpful suggestions and remedies. He was tough but a sensitive person. In fact, he’d written my father a letter extolling my virtues, telling him what a wonderful son he had.
Talking it over we agreed Artie had a good idea for a change. The sun was coming up, so I took off my shirt and put it under my head to protect it from the sand. The other guys did the same. “I’d like to sleep for awhile,” I said, “but I’m afraid I won’t wake up.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Artie answered, “I’m not going to sleep. I’ll wake you guys up in a little while.”
A burning sensation brought me out of a deep sleep about four hours later. I shook a snoring Artie, who said, “I was just about to wake you up.” We had the sunburns of all sunburns and were as red as North Carolina lobsters.
I was the “fairest one of all,” like in Snow White and suffered the worst. By the time I got to the job, my stomach was swelled about half an inch, and I wasn’t feeling well. As we were playing “Stardust” with the four trombones, I was hit by a violent attack of gastrointestinal distress and nothing would stop me. Throwing down my horn without losing a beat, I dashed to the bathroom to the side of the stage, and Sonny with his morbid humor, smiled and said, “I hope you make it.”
In the middle of my agony on the “john,” I knew I was about to “toss my cookies,” and barely had time to turn and bend over. The episode was so traumatic I had trouble blowing and sitting after that, having both swollen lips from the sun and a sore bottom.
Wearing dark sunglasses during our long nap on the beach made its mark. Passing dancers stared at the raccoon-like appearance of the white-eyed musicians, except with red faces.
A few days later the car floor was beginning to show evidence of our sun worshiping. We were having a “peeling contest,” and were up to our ankles in dead skin. For a couple of days we’d say, “Wow! Look at the size of this one,” or “man, this is the longest one I’ve ever peeled!” I doubt if shedding snakes ever had as much fun.
I’m amazed how we survived our young adulthood and the twenties with all the dumb things we did and said. The band just finished a job in Macon, Georgia, and the rain was coming down in torrents. I could barely see beyond the hood of our car, so I was driving about 15 miles an hour.
About 10 miles outside of Macon, one of the guys said, “Cool it man, there’s the ‘fuzz!’” I don’t know why we worried about the police since we were going so slowly, but we were still gun shy from our early morning visit by the motorcycle cop in Virginia Beach. Distracted by the police, we didn’t realize we’d gone through a “Full Stop” sign larger than our car. The cop’s blinking red lights went on and we pulled over. “Yes officer,” I said, as he poked his wet hat into our window.
“You went through a full stop sign,” he said with a deep southern drawl. “Since you have an out of state license, you’ll have to follow me to headquarters.” He made a U-turn with us directly behind and that’s when we saw the enormity of the sign.
___
It was about two in the morning when we reached our destination. We followed the officer down a flight of stairs where four men sitting next to the jail cells were playing cards. I almost sensed the extremely heavy man with the unlit cigar in his mouth was the sheriff.
Looking at the obese man, the officer said, “He went through a full stop sign, Sheriff.” “Twenty dollars,” the card playing Sheriff answered, without looking up. Being a wise guy, I said, “I want a receipt.”
The sheriff stopped the game, turned slowly and looked at me as the room became silent.
I knew I’d made a mistake. I could have gotten away with that tone of voice in New York City where the police talked the same way, but it was different in this part of the country.
“New Yorker, huh boy?” the sheriff said in a gruff voice, recognizing my accent.
“Yes sir,” as my voice became more respectful. “My boss wants us to get receipts for everything.”
Staring at me for a long time, he said to the officer, “Give it to him,” as my booming heart began beating normal time.
As we left Artie gave me a disgusted look and said, “I thought we’d had it.” The rain had stopped and we were pretty quiet the rest of the trip.

Charley, Artie, Felix, Jack Daney, Ray, in La Grange, Georgia-Sonny Dunham Band (April 1950)
We played a variety of places: college field houses, ballrooms, hotels, ice hockey arenas, American Legion Halls, theaters, concert halls, but the ones which always come to mind are the odoriferous tobacco warehouses. They were out and out hot and smelly, but were the only dance facilities available in farm areas. They carried the fragrance of something you pitched on a horse ranch. It didn’t bother the dancers who no doubt were surrounded daily with that aroma and were used to it.
Another place that was different was Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Army trucks drove us a long distance to a desolate country area where a large portable stage had been set up. As we were getting our horns out, one of the guys yelled, “Hey! Look up at the sky!” We saw what looked like an invading force of “white mushroom people,” gently floating down to earth. Within a short while, parachutists surrounded us waiting for a concert. In no time at all we had the soldiers swinging from our sounds. It was my experience that servicemen were the most appreciative audiences.
Phenix City, Alabama, was also known as “Sin City.” A short while after we played there, the Attorney General of Alabama was shot because of his investigation into organized crime in that community.
We had a couple of days off after playing at the American Legion Hall in Phenix City. I took that opportunity to see the movie Young Man With The Horn, with Kirk Douglas. The picture had a big impact on me, even if it was a distorted version about Bix Beiderbecke’s short life. I stayed to see the movie twice and by the time I left I had memorized the songs. Hoagy Carmichael, the musician-actor, made smoking look so good, I was tempted to take up the habit. In fact, he was called “Smokes” in the movie.
When I got back to the hotel, Artie said, “I hear there’s a club at the edge of town that has a band. Do you want to go?”
“Sounds good. Let’s ask the other guys if they want to go.”
When we arrived one of the guys said, “This is a weird looking place.” Log cabins held up by high stilts were grouped together under thin denuded pine trees.
“Do the red lights over the door mean what I think they mean?” Artie asked.
“We’ll find out when we get in,” Jack responded.
The joint had a small dance floor with a bandstand to the left and a bar on the opposite side. We sat at a rough-hewn bench that looked and felt homemade.
“That’s a band?” questioned Artie. “That trumpet player can’t play shit!”
The band, besides the trumpet player, had drums, bass, guitar, and were finishing the last song of the set. It was a strange looking group, something you might have seen in a movie that took place on the Barbary Coast during the 1880’s. The trumpet player had a patch over one eye and a two-day growth of beard. The other guys looked sallow-faced, like alcoholics.
“What will you have?” a well-worn waitress asked. “Beer all around,” I answered. I rarely drank so I knew I’d nurse my drink.
The band returned to the bandstand and started playing a “bump and grind” song. Our pathetic looking waitress, gliding to the middle of the floor, began undulating, then proceeded to strip.
“I can’t believe that chick!” I exclaimed.
“She’s giving me the eye,” Artie said.
“Forget about it, Artie!” yelled Charlie. “She’s the worst!”
After the dance was over, the girl slithered to the table and sat next to Artie.
“Let’s go!” Charlie said.
“I’m staying!” Artie responded.
“How will you get back to the hotel?” I asked.
“I’ll catch a cab.”
Artie didn’t get back until the next afternoon.
A few days later he came running out of the bathroom agonizing, “That God-damn slut gave me the clap!”
“What did you expect? She looked dirty.”
Artie was lucky to get rid of the clap after a shot of penicillin at a local hospital.
There were so many incidents that occurred “on the road,” and towns and cities where we performed, I can’t describe them all, but I’ll mention a few: Jackson, Mississippi was one of my favorite cities. From the moment we arrived I felt as if time had stopped. The charm, beauty, and fragrance of the flowers were overwhelming. I assumed the old “codgers” sitting on the park benches hadn’t moved since the Civil War. Baton Rouge, Louisiana, was similar in many ways.
The beautiful Jewish country club in Birmingham, Alabama, treated the entire band to a veal cutlet dinner fit for royalty. The “No Jews” policy in Southern country clubs forced the Jewish community to build and have their own clubs.
A theater cashier I dated in Gadsden was really miffed because I had trouble comprehending her name. “What is it again?” I asked over and over.
“It’s Sira!” she repeated loudly for the fifth time with a heavy drawl.
“Oh! Sarah,” as I finally understood. For some reason or other that wasn’t one of my successful dates.
The shooting of pistols in the air by students in passing convertibles at the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee, was scary. Fraternity brothers dead drunk under the piano at a fraternity house where we were invited to play for a jam session was also memorable. I realized then that Southern males could really put it away!
Murfreesboro, also in Tennessee, left a lasting impression with its rolling hills and lovely horses.
I also discovered during the tour that northern Florida with Tallahassee at its center was part of the Deep South in tradition and culture.
Chapter 6 — POINTS NORTH
SUMMER-1950
We drove straight up to Akron, Ohio, from Phenix City. While there the North Koreans invaded South Korea, throwing us into another war, changing the lives of many and ending it for others. I had no desire to go into the service, but if called, I was prepared to serve my country.
Our drummer, Larry, was eccentric or I should say strange. Larry had served in the Pacific during the Second World War in General MacArthur’s headquarters, and had a confirmed hatred for both the man and the war.
Larry was married with a wife and young son in New England. He virtually starved himself so he could send home every cent he made. The guys thought his hunger might have been the cause of his eccentricity. Larry used to go with us to restaurants but would never order a meal. While we waited for our food he’d fill up on bread and catsup, or if customers finished at another table, he’d scavenge their leftovers.
The day the war began, five of us were leaving a restaurant, with Larry chewing the remainder of a small piece of my chicken sandwich. As we walked down the main street of Akron, young virile boys in a line more than a block long were waiting to volunteer for the U.S. Marine Corp. Larry turned towards them and yelled, “You guys are idiots! War is for losers and you’ll die for nothing for that lousy son of a bitch, MacArthur!”
“Cool it!” we desperately implored, as we grabbed Larry’s arm, but he continued his tirade. The heavily muscled boys in the line began moving towards us in a threatening manner, scowling, and at the same time hurling outrageous epithets.
“Come on Larry!” we screamed, pulling him bodily. We didn’t have room to maneuver as the future marines surrounded us on three sides. We hastily backed up into the street and made our escape by dodging traffic to the safety of the other side. We continued moving fast until we were positive no one was in pursuit.
Larry was a good drummer but not exactly what Sonny wanted, so he was given his two weeks notice. Sol Gubin, who eventually played the Carol Burnett Show on TV for many years, replaced him. Sol was a fine drummer and the band swung even harder. He became a part of the “hippie” or the jazz player’s section of the band. Even though I was well liked by this group and the guys respected me as a musician, I still wasn’t considered a full-blown jazz player in their eyes, and therefore not in their class. I was starting to play passable jazz but not well enough to meet their high standards. At that time, Charlie opted to travel in the “hippies” car.
As young as Charlie and some of the other guys were they moved on a fast track. They had matured from playing in jazz joints since they were 13 or 14 and seemed old for their ages. Charlie was always in the sack with some girl. When we were playing a theater date in New York City a few weeks later, we stopped at Charlie’s Tavern where he met “Mattress Annie,” a well known “band follower,” whose hangout was at our favorite “watering hole.” Charlie took her to the President Hotel where we were staying. As she left his room after performing their act of iniquity, she said, “Man, I won’t be able to walk for a week,” then faked being a cripple by hobbling down the hallway. Annie had real class.
Meanwhile in Akron, one of the guys came running towards us and said, “Did you hear the news?”
“What news”?
“We’re going to play at the Capitol Theater in New York City!”
“Wow! My old stomping grounds. I used to work there as an usher.” Mr. Brooks would be in awe when the stage came up and there I’d be playing with the band. Hearing that news was an exciting moment for me; another goal to be checked off my list. The era of big bands playing at theaters on Broadway was coming to an end, and I would perform in one of the remaining few before it happened.
I was talking to Sonny about the theater date and mentioned my mouthpiece was cutting into my lips causing me “chops” problems. “Do you have any ideas what I could do?”
“You probably need a custom mouthpiece. When we get close to New York City, call Wayne Lewis the mouthpiece maker, and make an appointment to see him.”
Taking Sonny’s advice, I set a time and date to see Wayne. I drove all night after a Saturday job in Pennsylvania and arrived in the “Apple” early Sunday morning. Wayne was waiting for me in his second story studio on 48th St.
“Try this mouthpiece,” he said. I played it and it didn’t feel good. He then had me test three or four others. The more mouthpieces I tried the worse my lips felt. He finally said, “This is the one you’ll choose, as he handed me a mouthpiece that was gold plated.” He was right. It was fantastic! It felt so terrific I couldn’t stop playing.
Wayne smiled, as he knew I would like this particular mouthpiece.
“How did you know I’d like this?” I asked.
“This mouthpiece is built on the Bach 12 you’ve been playing, and with the few changes I’ve incorporated into it, you’ll have a lot more endurance, range, and flexibility.”
I couldn’t wait to get back to the band to try my new mouthpiece. It turned out to be one of my easiest blowing nights. Every moment was a pleasure. That’s what experience and professionalism is all about. You learn to use the best tools available for your trade, and that meant having the best instrument, too.
In Raleigh, North Carolina, I traded in my old Conn with the bell that my Juilliard teacher had sold me, and bought a brand new free-blowing Martin trombone with very little resistance. But within weeks the slide got sluggish and wasn’t repairable. I then realized why they’d given me such a good deal on the horn. But as it turned out my angel was still watching over me.
A few nights after I got my new mouthpiece, Sonny came up to the trombone section and asked smilingly, “You guys wouldn’t want new King trombones for nothing, would you?”
“You bet your ass we’d want them! “exclaimed Artie. “What’s going on?”
“The H.L. White Company in Cleveland called me up, and said to drop by the factory and select any King trombones we want, as long as we allow them to take a picture of the four of us endorsing their product.” Since that day I’ve always played King trombones. So many bands were getting free trombones, that Manny’s Music store in New York City was losing money, and asked the company to drop the “freebie” policy.
While we were in Cleveland, Joe Ames asked me to go with him to visit his aunt and uncle. I’m glad I did because of a wonderful learning experience I had seeing a true artisan at work. The uncle’s home was typical of many Italian families I’d known, whose living room and kitchen looked brand new, and they did all the cooking and living in their comfortable basements. Joe’s aunt had a pot of spaghetti and every imaginable food on the stove ready to be served at any given hour. She was always prepared in case her children or friends showed up.
I didn’t know that Joe’s uncle repaired porcelain objects. He had his shop behind the kitchen, and when I saw beautiful porcelain vases on his shelves, I asked, “What do you do?”
Showing me a pile of broken porcelain pieces, many minute, he answered in a heavy Italian accent, “I put these together like a puzzle and this is what comes out,” as he held a repaired vase in his hand. It looked new, like it had come straight from the factory! He said that as a child he had studied with a master craftsman in Italy, and then came to this country.
Tony’s aunt wouldn’t let us leave until we sampled her minestrone soup. She said it would be good for our blood! Needless to say it was delicious!
Playing the theater date at the Capitol theater would be the first time I’d be returning to New York City as a working musician, rather than being unemployed. It was a nice feeling. The rehearsal at the theater was interesting and predictable. The agents for a “hoofer” and a harmonica player went into a state of shock when they saw us, a group of young musicians walking in to do the show. They considered performing at the Capitol Theater on Broadway a big break for their client, and were sure we’d impede their careers.
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“Are they capable of playing the show?” they worriedly asked, moving around the band like fleas in hot sand.
Sonny politely answered in the affirmative, “Yes, they can.”
The harmonica player, a frustrated classical musician, passed out “Rumanian Rhapsody #1” for his first tune. Harmonica soloists were notorious for playing the most difficult music.
“Watch the repeats when they come up,” the harmonica player instructed.
“What repeats?” asked Cal, the baritone sax player, as he said it with a straight face.
The harmonica player looked like he was ready to pass out from the remark.
Sonny beat off the tempo as the band played an impressive introduction. The harmonica player looked at us in surprise, and then began blowing.
The band read the arrangement straight through without any mistakes, much to the delight of the agents, who were elated. They couldn’t utter enough superlatives about the band. “Saber Dance” and “Once In Love With Amy” were the hoofer’s big features. Bert Wheeler, the headliner, sent his sidekick to run through a couple of his old vaudeville pieces. The rest of the rehearsal went off smoothly.
We were poised to perform our first show when the feature film came to an end. As the stage rose, Sonny began playing “Memories of You” to the applause of the audience. It was one of the biggest thrills of my career.
Playing four shows the first day had an immediate effect on my lips. They felt stiff the next morning at the 10:00 a.m. show, even after a normal warm-up. Having stayed up half the night didn’t help. We had stopped at Charlie’s after the midnight show, bullshitted and made connections with the Broadway show musicians. By the time we left it was past 3:00 a.m. From then on no matter what time I went to bed, I was at the theater by 9:00 a.m., playing long and careful warm-ups.
I’d start by gently blowing air into the horn until my lips began to respond naturally. When the sound finally came out, I’d then ease into my regular exercises. I’d work right up to show time and by then the air flowed easily. There’d be no trouble the rest of the day.
My personal fan club wasn’t there to greet me. I went into the usher’s entrance after the first show expecting to see some old friends, but not a single one was still employed there. I was disappointed that Mr. Brooks, the head usher, was gone, and no one knew his present whereabouts. He’d worked at the Capitol Theater for years! I had no desire or the time to track him down. Even the manager, Mr. Glass, was no longer there.
Artie got involved with the girl who worked as Bert Wheeler’s foil on stage. At least she was a big improvement over the damsel in Phenix City, Alabama. Bragging about his exploits and sexual attributes was the basis of many of our conversations, but Artie had a surprise for us that he’d soon reveal.
The day after finishing our engagement at the Capitol Theater, I went to Port Chester to pick up Sonny’s car, which I’d stored in the family garage. To get it prepared for our next road trip, I changed the oil, had the car greased, and then gave it a thorough washing. My mother surprised me when she began sweeping and dusting the interior of the car. As she was cleaning out the ashtrays, she looked up and said, “This tobacco smells like Turkish cigarettes,” not realizing the aroma that once again circulated throughout the car was our legacy from Charlie, who had left behind remnants of marijuana before deciding to travel with the “heavies.” Lucky thing my mother wasn’t a modern day drug smelling dog.
We had three big losses as we were about to embark on a tour of the Midwest and New England states: Joe, our lead trumpet player and main stabilizing force remained in New York to get married. My friend and constant band mate Johnny Bova, a fine player and equally as solid, replaced him. It was a comfort being with Johnny again, but he wouldn’t be with us long, as the specter of war and the draft would soon affect us all.
My roommate, Artie, surprised us by suddenly leaving for no apparent reason. He’d been having problems with the New York “hippie” faction of the band, and it was my belief he couldn’t take it any more. But the most tragic loss was Charlie our bass player. As we were loading our big instruments into the truck, another fellow handed his bass to the band boy. “Where’s Charlie?” I asked.
“He died from an overdose of heroin,” Sonny responded. “I received a phone call from a relative last night letting me know what happened. He was only 19!”
Naturally we were stunned and saddened. Now I understood the cause of his mood swings and depressions that enveloped him so often. Heroin affects addicts in different ways. Charlie was jumpy, nervous, and never slept much, just the opposite of other junkies I’d known and with whom I had worked.
We wanted to send flowers or a card but didn’t even know where Charlie lived in Long Island. His family may not have wanted any expression of sympathy from us. Parents sometimes blamed the musician friends of heroin addicts for being the cause of their child’s problems.
Charlie’s death was so cold and final. We solemnly left the city without him and that was that. I’ve thought and talked about Charlie many times throughout the years.
One of the guys in the band arrived from the doctor’s office with the first case of yellow jaundice I’d seen. A dirty needle was the obvious culprit. This heroin user was a close friend of Charlie’s and just as erratic. He was noticeably affected by Charlie’s death and went into a deep “funk.” I was glad he wasn’t riding in our car.
Berk Alexander took Artie’s place and we couldn’t have had a more lovable person. He was the second oldest guy in the band next to Jay our piano player, and had only been playing about 5 years.
The fall weather was beautiful and the band was as good as ever. I went into a restaurant in Niagara Falls, New York, with Moe, our Canadian jazz alto soloist. While having a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup, which was my constant lunch fare for years, Moe gave out an exuberant yell while looking at the record list in the jukebox. “Man! The record featuring my jazz group and me is in this juke box!” he exclaimed. Moe, 19 at the time, was part of a cadre of great jazz musicians who had come to the U.S. from Canada to work with big bands or eventually became leaders: Maynard Ferguson, Oscar Peterson, and Rob McConnell to mention a few. Moe is now considered a national treasure in his country where he’d been a studio and recording artist for many years.
Our tour took us to Baltimore, Maryland, where we had a two-week stint at the Summit Supper Club. Johnny was getting nervous about his draft status and said, “I’m due to get my draft notice soon.”
“Don’t sweat it, they’ll never catch up to us the way we’re traveling.”
“I read where they’re restarting the Glenn Miller Band at Bolling Air Force Base in Washington, D.C., and they’re looking for professional musicians. I’ve decided to phone them and set up an audition time.”
I drove Johnny to the base where Fred Kepner, future director of the “Airmen Of Note,” had him play a gamut of music. It came as no surprise when he was accepted and told to report shortly for basic training. Six weeks after entering, Johnny became a staff sergeant, stationed in Washington D.C. for the next four years. It never occurred to me that I should have auditioned for the band myself while I was there. I thought the service was for other guys but not for me.
Another fine trumpet player took Johnny’s place by the name of Jerry Sloan. Sonny’s band seemed to attract good lead trumpeters. Playing fine music with equally good musicians was their main objective, besides getting an adequate lead salary.
The only music you could get on the car radio after midnight in Tennessee was Country or Western. It drove the heavy jazz musicians crazy. “These people are a bunch of ‘hayseeds,’” they’d complain, and then switch to different stations looking for something better. I didn’t mind. When I was about five, our Sicilian neighbors played country records. It came through loud and clear and I liked it.
West Virginia had the scariest bridges. They rumbled, rattled, and shook like they were going down for the final count. Parkersburg, not the cleanest place at the time, was the “spittiness” city in the country. No matter where you walked you saw evidence of it. I soon learned not to get too close to the streets, as passengers in passing busses would open the windows and let whatever they were chewing fly in all directions, and they were powerful!
As I approached our hotel in Parkersburg after a walk, one of the guys leaned out the window on the 5th floor and yelled, “Hey Felix, you got your draft notice,” then let out a raucous laugh! We were returning to New York City in about a week so I’d deal with it then.
Chapter 7 — WILD BLUE YONDER
DECEMBER-1950
After our job in Parkersburg, West Virginia, we went on location at the Rustic Cabin in New Jersey, on the Palisades across the Hudson River from New York City. I was driving from my house to the job every night and was at home during the day. At that time I met an old school chum who was a member of the New York State Air National Guard Band in the nearby community of White Plains. “If you join,” he said, “they can’t draft you, but you’d have to stay home and come to the drills.”
I signed up the next day in White Plains. The band quota was filled so they assigned me as a Teletype operator. At that point I was willing to do anything to avoid going into the army, and the navy wasn’t accepting draftees. They told me to return the following Monday for a physical.
I drove to Troy, New York, to visit my brother Simon, who was attending Rensselaer School Of Engineering. While there, I sat in and played trombone at a club with his small jazz combo. My trombone playing began at 16, so I had a lot of catching up to do as far as jazz improvisation was concerned, but I was slowly improving as a jazz player. Listening nightly to Sonny and all those fine jazz musicians in our band really helped. It was a marvelous learning opportunity.
The army almost got me. I left Troy late at night, and as I was passing through the farm community of Rhinebeck, N.Y. at about 2:00 a.m., I ran out of gas. Walking about a half a mile through snowy country I found a gas station. It was closed but it had an upstairs apartment. I yelled, pounded the door, and threw pebbles against the window, but nothing moved. Walking back to the car, my plan was to sleep in the back seat until it got light. But I didn’t have a blanket, just the coat I was wearing and it was close to zero outside. Consequently, I shivered so hard I didn’t get a minute of sleep. When I returned to the gas station as the sun was coming up, I had the impression they were waiting for me.
“Can I help you?” an old attendant in coveralls asked, as he spoke with a heavy twang.
“I ran out of gas down the road.”
“I happen to have an empty can right here,” as he looked me straight in the eyes and began filling it.
Driving straight to the Armory, unshaven and unkempt with eyes at half-mast, I took the physical and failed! “Low blood pressure,” they said. I explained what had happened and they told me to return the following day. Even though I got plenty of sleep that night, I was apprehensive the following morning while waiting for the doctor’s decision. “Much better today,” he said. “You’re in!” I was truly relieved. All night I had visions of driving a tank in Korea. Watching all those war movies was going to have to stop.
I was sworn in and issued a khaki winter uniform. A captain walked up to me and said, “We’ve just received notice that we’re becoming regular air force. You’ll have to give your boss a week’s notice and return here next Monday for full-time duty.”
Sonny felt bad that I had to leave. We asked the club photographer to take a picture of Sonny and the trombone section, which I have hanging on the wall in my computer room.
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Leaving the band was like leaving family. Not only did we work every night as a cohesive unit, we did things together during the day. I’ve left out a few members of the band and many incidents to keep the story flowing. Being with the group, I learned about life and didn’t always do the right things, taking many wrong turns, and continued in that mode for years.
Since I was going to get a free $10,000 insurance policy from the air force, I decided to cancel my life insurance with Joe Diskant.
As it turned out, the Air National Guard didn’t meet every day but three nights a week until the middle of February when we were federalized.
I again stayed with my sister Celia for the next two months. After 34 years in this country, my mother decided my father might have a better opportunity for work in Mexico as a professional linguist, which she thought might improve their lives. My mother, a college educated teacher, was taught to be a lady. Having had servants in Mexico, she never recovered from having to cook, wash, and raise children when they came to this country. She always called English “The language of dogs.” She rented our side of the duplex to an ex-military Hungarian elitist Colonel and his family, who had recently entered our country as refugees after the failed revolt in their country against the Russians.
The Parcel Post Service was looking for workers during the Christmas holidays and I immediately got a job. My mother would have been proud of me. When the job ended, I did a lot of practicing the next two months, including copying solos from records that really helped me. A lot of time was also spent at the movies by myself. When I returned home, I’d imitate the trombonists I’d heard on the soundtracks. It was a productive period for me.
They transferred me into the National Guard Band the first week of duty, and I never did see what a Teletype looked like. I met three good musicians in the band, or I should say they found me: Mo Mahoney played the drums, Pete Tortora, the trumpet, and Norman Ogden, a fine jazz trumpet player, who was a staff sergeant.
Many of the musicians in the band were friends of mine from my hometown who were happy to have me in the outfit. You couldn’t find a more decent group of people. Some were veterans of the Second World War, and others joined for the camaraderie, the extra money, or to play in the band. It was a night out for them. The Korean conflict came as a surprise and a terrible blow to the veterans. They had no desire to leave home and go to war again. I don’t know who cried the most when we left White Plains for active duty, the wives and families, or the men themselves.
Every summer the band would travel to out of state air bases for two weeks of military exercises. In fact, one of the first things said to me was, “Felix, we had more fun on those trips. When they sent us to Arkansas last summer we drank and went out every night. It was great!”
Mo, Norm, Pete, and I had one thing in common — we loved jazz. Norm and Pete played better jazz than I did but I had the big band experience. We became instant friends and hung around together at the armory the next two months.
I received a Special Delivery letter from the draft board, informing me that I was in violation of some Federal law for not reporting on such and such a date as required, and to report immediately! As I entered the draft board the following morning, a stern looking lady looked up from behind a desk and said, “Yes!”
“I received this letter yesterday,” I said, handing it to her.
“Why didn’t you report?” she asked in a threatening manner.
“I’m in the Air National Guard and we’re about to be federalized.”
“I’m sorry,” she said with a smile, “we didn’t know you were in the ‘Guard.’”
She handed back my letter and stamped something in a folder as I turned and left.
The meetings the next month and a half were boring. We’d practice for a short period then sit around the remainder of the time doing nothing. The band was all right, but it was obvious that many of the players never practiced, especially the older ones. The eight or ten younger and newer members were the ones who sustained the band. There were a few good players in the “old” band who were happy to see us there, like Staff Sergeant Sal Carlucci on trombone, with his iron lip. During our time in service, he’d say, “Felix, I’ve learned more from listening to you than anyone in years,” but Sal taught me a few things, too.
I’d always been instructed to play my instrument by the traditional and established rules. You tongue this way or breathe that way and play the shakes another way, and you weren’t supposed to deviate from those concepts. Hearing and seeing Carlucci play terrific shakes by moving his jaw made me look for a different way to do it, because that was one of my weaknesses. I experimented and learned to do them by slightly shaking my head and never did them better. In the final analysis, it’s the ultimate professional result that counts.
The regular U.S. Air Force finally inducted us in February and we were required to wear our uniforms at all times. I remember walking in the business section of Port Chester and saluting my former high school band director, Colonel Paul Weckesser. He was with our command but in another capacity other than music. Before the Second World War, my brother and a few other former high school band members had been enticed to join the National Guard Band by their director, the same Mr. Paul Weckesser in 1939. The band, a part of the 27th Division went to Hawaii shortly after Pearl Harbor. Colonel Weckesser left the band and fought in the Pacific. My brother Simon was transferred into one of the finest service jazz bands in the Pacific called the “Pipers.” He played baritone saxophone with the group and was stationed at Waikiki Beach for the duration of the war. I thought it ironic that I was leaving with Colonel Weckesser from the same armory for another war, as had my brother and young friends. By coincidence, Sal Sabia, a good trumpet player and a very pleasant person in our 552nd Air Force Band, also had a brother Vincent, who had been a part of the group that left with Weckesser. Years later Sal retired as a police captain in Port Chester, N.Y.
“Goodbye Uncle Felix,” poignantly yelled my niece Linda, standing next to her mother, my sister Celia, who was holding her younger child Gail, as I caught a bus across the street from our house to White Plains. It was two days before March 1, and our outfit’s destination was March Air Force Base in Riverside, California. Celia and her children were the only ones to bid me farewell. The rest of the family had left the “roost” for other parts.
Needless to say it was a sad and tearful departure for the families involved. It felt strange that no one was there to see me off. Eleven years earlier my brother had an entirely different farewell. I never knew if I’d see my family again. No matter what your job is in any branch of the service, you may think you’re secure, but you’re always in harm’s way. A few cooks and bandsmen unfortunately found that out during the disastrous retreat of our forces from the Chinese in Korea.
We were the only ones from our 106th Wing to be on an old sleeper train out of New York City. Slatted wooden box seats contoured to human bottoms welcomed us for the long trip. The car next to us was our sleeper, then the diner.
Within minutes, Pete, the “bon vivant” of our quartet said, “There’s got to be a club car on this train. Let’s walk down a few cars.” He was right; it was past the diner. A waiter came and asked, “What will you have?” We all ordered beer. Naturally, mine was stale by lunch, and the one I had in the afternoon was the same by dinner. I must have broken a record for nursing drinks. We had a great time that day sitting by the window in comfortable lounge chairs looking at the countryside. Every time an Atchison Topeka and Santa Fe train passed by, Mo would say in a singsong rhythm to the Glenn Miller tune, “Is that the Atchison Topeka and the Santa Fe?”
I’d answer with the same rhythm, “Joo say the Atchison Topeka and the Santa Fe?”
Mo would respond, “I said the Atchison Topeka and the Santa Fe,” and we’d go back and forth. To this day whenever we speak on the phone that’s how we begin our conversations.
The four of us got to know each other quite well during the trip and had lots of laughs. Pete had been in the army in Germany after the Second World War, and was wearing expensive rose colored glasses he’d purchased in France. His outrageous language was 15 years ahead of the “Free Speech Movement.” I’d been exposed to a lot of profanity and was beginning to use it myself, but Pete, a college-educated person said the “F” word profusely, interspersed with other colorful epithets. He had no shame and used it everywhere including mixed company! Pete, vastly intelligent, later became a high school teacher, where he became head of the art department and taught until his retirement. He also found time to become president of the local musician’s union.
We had a short health break in Council Bluffs, Iowa, when the train stopped. This was a perfect opportunity for our First Sergeant Whiteman to hustle us to the outside platform to do a few exercises, then had us run in single file inside the station, weaving in and out of crowds and people like a runaway snake. We felt like idiots. The master sergeant, who was our stellar piccolo player, was an affable person, but devoid of any leadership qualities as future events would prove.
Our idyll came to an abrupt end the third day, when a large group of band members came bursting into our hideaway and said, “We wondered where you guys disappeared to every day, so we decided to look for you. This is fabulous!” They sat down and made themselves comfortable.
The waiter immediately came up and asked, “Are you all a part of that group back there?”
“Yes,” I answered.
“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to leave. This lounge is only for our regular train passengers.”
We looked at him for a few seconds knowing we could dispute his statement, but decided not to cause any trouble and left.
California welcomed us in a memorable way the following morning. Awakening to a marvelous exotic fragrance, we realized we were no longer moving. “I think that’s the aroma of orange blossoms,” someone said. We’d been unhooked on a siding in San Bernardino where a large blue Air Force bus was waiting for us.
The palm trees and orange orchards were impressive as we left the outskirts of San Bernardino. Slowly climbing, the countryside drastically changed from green landscape to colorless shrubs and rocks. “This looks like the moon,” one of the fellows said in disappointment. It was something most of us had never seen, having come from a verdant section of the country.
When we arrived at March Air Force Base, we were temporarily quartered near the center of the base next to the firehouse. Standing in a long single line inside an empty barracks, Sergeant Whiteman asked, “I want a few volunteers to step forward to pick up the beds and mattresses at the warehouse.” Everyone promptly jumped forward except the four goldbricks. We were immediately pegged as “the ones to watch” by the leadership. After setting up the beds we were instructed in the proper G.I. way of making them firmly.
The next morning the quartermaster issued us three sets of summer khakis, our class A blue uniform, hats, overcoat, black dress shoes, blue shirts, black socks, khaki shorts, fatigues, boots, and a large duffel bag. A tailor measured our blue uniforms that were returned to us a few days later. We then marched to the barbershop where we received short haircuts which is the way I’d worn my hair for years. Our final stop was the outside of a hospital where we received a variety of shots, all disagreeable. Most of us had a slight fever the following day and remained in the barracks.
The next day we went to another area of the base to fill out different forms and to get our identification cards. My mother and father had just returned from Mexico and didn’t have enough money to pay the taxes on our home. When the officer in charge passed out allotment forms, I thought my parents might be eligible, so I filled one out.
The KP roster was posted and my name was first on the list for the next morning, the penalty for not volunteering to pick up beds when asked.
I was awakened at 3:30 a.m. for KP and grabbed for my boots under the bed. “God damn,” I said out loud, “they won’t budge! These ‘mothers’ are nailed to the floor.”
Standing by the bed in the dark, Sergeant Whiteman laughingly said, “We used to do that little trick during our two week summer drills. I guess some of the boys decided they’d have a little fun here, too.” I knew this wasn’t meanness or vindictiveness on the part of the fun loving jokesters, just a prank. It took every ounce of strength to pull my shoes from the floor that had been hammered in with large spikes
When a few of the other guys and I entered the mess hall, a large burley mess sergeant ordered, “Get the crates of eggs out of the freezer.” After I carried them out, he said, “Sit between these large cauldrons and crack two eggs at a time, one in each hand.” I was an artist for about 15 minutes until my fingers got numb from the frozen eggs. I cracked them and part of the shell would fall into the cauldrons. At the beginning, I’d pick them out, but when my hands got as numb as my fingers, all the shells fell in with the eggs. “Oh, Hell!”
I said, and then just stirred the whole concoction shells and all.
We had breakfast before everyone came in, and then went to the long sink to begin washing the cauldrons. “How do they expect us to wash these monsters if the water is so hot?” one of the guys complained. It took me a long time before I could immerse my hands in the scalding water. After I did they looked like shriveled prunes. A germ with any sense wouldn’t have come within a 100 yards of that kitchen. When we were done with the large pans, the plates and utensils began pouring in.
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As we mopped the floor after the mess hall closed, I could barely move my feet from the weight, as water seeped into my boots through large nail holes. My waterlogged boots were ruined. You could hear the swish, swish, of each step resound across the room.
With my feet dragging down the steps, we began hosing and washing what seemed like a hundred garbage cans on a large outside platform. Pete, Whitey, Tony, and I took this time to insert a little humor into our situation by posing for humorous “Sad Sack” photographs next to the garbage cans, which I’ve included in this book. I slept well that night.
___
The practice sessions with the band were incredibly crowded in the barracks for lack of space, so consequently they were few and far between. We looked forward to our future move, as did the firemen who lived in close proximity.
After our first rehearsal, my friend and also my neighbor from Port Chester, Sergeant Carlucci, said, “We’re throwing a welcoming G.I. party for all the new guys this Friday. Would you like to come?” Believing in his sincerity, as did the others, I answered, “Sure!” His mirthful laugh should have been a dead giveaway.
The eventful Friday came, and the party consisted of mops, brushes, and pails of soap and water to scour every inch of the barracks for Saturday’s inspection by top brass. Even our foot lockers and cabinets would be checked for neatness and dust. Thereafter, we had the same type of party every Friday, whether we had an inspection or not, all done by the “low-lifes” below the rank of sergeant.
An unintentional incident occurred that infuriated a few of the guys against our small group. It was nearing the “Lights out” time of 10:00 p.m., as Pete was playing a Charlie Parker record on his phonograph for a group of us guys. Master Sergeant Whiteman hated jazz, especially bebop, so when the big hand on the clock turned to 10: p.m., he ran outside and shut off the main switch. Everything went black and silent! About 10 minutes later, the sergeant figured everything was under control, so he again turned on the power. The lights came on so he immediately turned the regular inside wall switches to off. With the arm of Pete’s phonograph still on the record, the turntable began going around, and once again Charlie Parker began blaring out loud and clear. The burst of laughter from the guys who were still awake made the sergeant go “bonkers.” Rushing up the stairs in the dark like a madman, he went to different men’s beds screaming, “You, you, you!” ordering indiscriminately without knowing who they were to go on a 10 mile hike. I wasn’t one of them but Pete was.
The next morning a couple of guys who were on the march played the blame game and accused our foursome for their ordeal.
The same day the base business office informed me that my mother and father had been granted the allotment and were sent $460 for the month. My parents felt a great sense of relief when they received the money.
I made a momentous decision at that time which I’ve never regretted. I decided to get circumcised. No! I wasn’t changing my religion or marrying a Jewish girl. I’d always had discomfort with my foreskin and for the previous two years thought about having it done. There was nothing happening that week so I went to the hospital to be examined. Their calendar was clear so they scheduled an operation for two days later.
I checked into the hospital with a small bag that held an electric shaver, a razor, toothbrush, and a couple of books. Leaving it on the bed I went to the bathroom. When I returned, I started unpacking the articles into a drawer and noticed the electric shaver was gone. I hadn’t even been in the hospital for five minutes! The guys on either side of me laying on their beds were staring at the ceiling, the epitome of innocence. But I had the last laugh.
I’m a junk collector and never get rid of anything. The old shaver had been my father’s who had given it to me three years earlier. I had it repaired a couple of times when I was traveling until the motor went dead. It could no longer be fixed. For some strange reason I still carried it around. I would have loved to have heard the thief’s language when he realized he’d risked going to the stockade for nothing.
The operation went off smoothly but my first night was an unpleasant one. I’d played a few sexually suggestive acts the previous two years and was accustomed to girls swinging their rear ends. So I was surprised at my reaction that night when a hula act came into the ward and began undulating their hips. I closed my eyes and thought I would die when I felt I was getting aroused and that the stitches would rip out. I survived but it drew blood. I had to avoid touching that area because it was sensitive, new, and fresh like a newborn babe.
My release from the hospital coincided with payday, but there was some bad news waiting for me at the barracks. “Oh, shit!” I blared out.
“What is it?” Mo asked.
“I just received a letter from an Air Force Allotment Review Board in Colorado, stating that my parents don’t qualify for the money, and the check they sent home will be deducted from my monthly pay of $75 until it’s paid. They’re giving me $10 a month survival pay!”
“What a drag!” Mo responded.
“I’m screwed! My parents used it to pay the taxes.”
Besides the money they received, someone in the Denver office fouled up and sent them an additional allotment check, to their delight, for $122. After getting my measly $10, Sergeant Carlucci came up to me a short while later and said, “I’ve a surprise for you. I told the guys your predicament, so we passed the hat around and collected $70,” as he handed me the money.
“Wow! Thanks,” I stammered. “This is incredible. I can’t believe it.” I was astounded, touched, and at the same time a little embarrassed by the beneficence of the guys in the band. But I was grateful and personally thanked each one for their good will. I budgeted it evenly for the next five months and it worked out well.
When I finished paying the government back five months later, I continued sending my parents $50 a month until I was discharged.
My mother was “death” on receiving charity. I remembered her chasing two wealthy women off our porch who had come to the front door and offered us clothing during the depression. She took it as a personal affront to our dignity. But my mother was good at giving, volunteering her services as a reputable choir director at our church for over 30 years, and as an unpaid Spanish interpreter at the social service office until she died at age 89.
The day after I returned from the hospital, we played our first concert in front of the Riverside Court House. Riding a bus wasn’t conducive for my penile healing, as air force buses were not made for comfort and long drives. I got aroused again when we hit the first bump, and continued with each successive bump all the way to the city. The pain and the swollen largeness were excruciating, and the potential embarrassment around people couldn’t be worse. “Will I ever be normal?” I asked Pete in despair.
“I wish I could sustain it that long,” he answered with a smile.
Thank God my lower appendage started to behave and returned to normalcy in a few days.
Hye Lammers, a trombone teacher with a studio in Hollywood, was offering free lessons to guys in service bands, so I made an appointment. An uncle of one of the guys in our band who lived in that city wanted his nephew to visit him, so he loaned him a car. I asked if I could ride with him and he was happy for the company.
Lammers was impressed with my playing, but before we did anything, he had me run up and down a high hill across the street three times to build up my stamina for breath control. Another of his concepts of teaching was to buzz my lips without a mouthpiece, and blow air through my inner slide to move a thin piece of paper hanging from the ceiling a few feet away. When I returned for the second lesson, I ran up the hill again, and then he had me play for a friend of his. I didn’t do too well because the buzzing was beginning to cause a problem. By the following week I had trouble playing, so I gave up buzzing. I phoned Lammers and made the excuse I was having trouble getting a ride to his studio and would have to cancel my lessons. I then thanked him for giving me free lessons.
It wasn’t long before the NCO and officer’s clubs found out there was a band on base. Since we didn’t have any dance band music, Norman, Mo, and I, plus a piano and bass player, had to perform at the clubs because we were the only ones who could play tunes by ear, and didn’t need music. Pete had that ability, too, but since Norman was the leader of the group, he’d play the trumpet.
We played for free and weren’t given compensatory time off. The other fellows got weekend passes but we had to stay on the base. We complained to Mr. Remy, our Commanding Officer (C.O.), and he changed the policy. For each Saturday night we played, we’d get the following Monday off. The same two fellows who complained about the night marching episode griped about us getting this extra day off, but we just ignored them.
The first time we went to Riverside it was love at first sight. The community had everything a city should have, including great beauty. It was the intention of many of us to return when we were discharged. I could understand why retired military chose to live there. The girls in town were all sun-kissed and knocked me out. I’d always been a leg man, but the reddish bell-bottom form fitting pants worn by the usherettes at the Riverside Theater was worth the price of admission just to see them walk. When we first arrived the townspeople and salesclerks disliked the brash and loud New Yorkers, especially those from Brooklyn and the Bronx. They eventually learned to put up with us.
Watching officers faint who were standing at attention while the base commander reviewed the troops was another new experience. That’s what happened when we played on the runway for the first time, while 10,000 men passed in review in unseasonable 100-degree weather. When the out-of condition officers started keeling over from the hot sun, one of the guys said, “Those sons-of-bitches are falling on their faces like God-damn tin soldiers.” The profanity used by almost everyone was constant.
All the reviews we played were lip busters. They were held on Saturdays, and by the time I’d play the payless combo job that night, my lip was still swollen. Since we had five trombones in the marching band, I decided to make believe I was playing. I’d move my slide to the appropriate positions, puff out my cheeks a little, and take big breaths at the right spots. It worked out fine for awhile. One Saturday at a review when all the trombones were playing, the other trombonists suddenly stopped playing, as my slide kept moving without a sound coming out! Suspicions confirmed! Carlucci had suspected I wasn’t playing. So he planned for the trombones to stop at a certain spot in the music and voila! I was unmasked! The trombone section continued to keep their eyes forward, but after the parade there was a lot of kidding. Needless to say, I once more played the combo jobs with swollen lips.
The review had taken place a couple of days after we moved into new quarters next door to the stockade. I wondered if someone was trying to send us a message or punishing the prisoners. The area was called “Dusty Acres,” because it was devoid of any grass and looked desolate. The barracks had been closed since World War II, and the outside of the building was in terrible condition.
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At that time we began our six weeks of official air force basic training, one that airmen normally took at Lackland Air Force Base in Texas. We marched, did close order drills every day for about four hours in intense heat, saw training films, learned to shoot, disassembled and reassembled a rifle. The barn doors weren’t large enough for me at the shooting range. The enemy was sending me special delivery letters offering free flights to South Korea. Too bad the air force didn’t flunk out people for missing the target—every time!
When we completed our six weeks of training, we began to get ready to play a night parade at a nearby community. We’d memorized a few marches, so there was no concern about being able to see the music. Each of us was given a thin white citation cord to put through the epaulets of our jacket. One of the guys said, “Why don’t we cut up an old parachute and make scarves for our parade uniforms?” Mr. Remy thought it was a good idea, and sent him to ask for a discarded one at the base parachute shop. After returning, he held up the parachute and yelled, “Success! They thought we were crazy but gave it to us anyway.” The entire band cut and made their own scarves on the barracks floor, and within a couple of hours, the task was completed. We got on the bus and left for the parade.
Excitement ran high as we lined up to march in our elegant uniforms. Having practiced both playing and marching for weeks, we were probably the best group there. Our band was entirely different than the one which had arrived at March Air Force Base a few months earlier. Smartly stepping off with a military cadence, Eubie Blake, our drum major, whistled for the drum roll as we began to play “Stars And Stripes Forever.” I can still remember the tingling down my spine as the band stood tall, shoulders back, walking with military precision. It was a proud and memorable moment.
But not all our marching events were proud or memorable. A California parade would not be a parade without at least a division of horses, always in front of the band!
To avoid the inevitable, bandsmen had trained themselves to become more nimble than National Football League halfbacks. But that acquired skill was not enough to avoid the destructive barrage of formidable bowling balls laid down by the elephants in Clyde Beatty’s Circus. Even with the best of training it was hard to keep a sure foot.
JULY-1951
Our first out of town trip was to a Saturday morning band review in Long Beach, California. Again it was incredibly hot and humid. After the long parade, Mr. Remy gave us the option of taking the bus back to the base, or report for duty by 7:00 a.m. Monday. My bosom pals and I opted for the latter.
Our first objective was to find a bathroom, as we were ready to burst! We had trouble locating a place that had one and accidentally stumbled into a bar. After taking care of business, Mo ordered an enormous schooner of beer for an enormous thirst. He said, “Watch me,” then downed the beer in one major gulp! I ordered a coke to quench my thirst and paid the same price as Mo. The two-day excursion ended up costing me my whole months budget and more, but it was worth it.
“Let’s rent a car,” Norm suggested, “so we can drive to Hermosa Beach.”
We asked a waitress if she knew where we could get a car, and she said there was a rental agency within walking distance. With the directions she gave us, we had no trouble finding the place.
The manager was real nice. “Since you guys are in the service,” he said, “I’m giving you a 1947 convertible Ford for two days but charging you for one. Is that a good enough deal for you?”
Good! The deal was fantastic! The price wasn’t only low, he said we could leave the car in Los Angeles after we told him we were staying there that night.
We felt like California beach boys driving with the top down. This was like being in another country compared to New York. The life style was different and the pace was slower.
Our destination was the “Lighthouse,” a jazz club on Hermosa Beach, owned by Howard Rumsey, former bass player with the Stan Kenton Band. After parking the car, we could see the club right off the beach, and heard great jazz “riffs” emanating from the building. The place had a tropical look with a feeling of openness. Chet Baker was blowing trumpet with Shelley Manne on drums and Rumsey on bass. Beautiful girls in bathing suits were all over the place, and more were coming in, sandy feet and all. Needless to say, Pete, Norm, Mo, and I were all smiles and ogling the chicks. California, the sun, a convertible, jazz and fantastic chicks — it couldn’t get any better than this, just the way I’d imagined California would be.
We finally broke away from our dream world and drove into Los Angeles to the Alexander Hotel that had seen better days. Our room had two double beds for the four of us. I just laid down when Pete said, “Hey guys look what I have?” as he pulled a joint out of his pocket.
“Where did you get that?” Norm asked.
“Some guy gave it to me awhile back.”
Lighting up, the familiar aroma of marijuana filled the room. Pete took a long drag and said, “Whew! This is good grass,” then passed it to the other guys who I suspect were as surprised as I. When they finished, they handed me the joint. Inhaling, I held the smoke down for a while, and then exhaled as I’d seen it done. Calming down after a short coughing spasm, I felt no euphoria and thought the quality might have been inferior. Pete was too normal and intelligent to be fooling around with drugs. He was a live and exuberant person and didn’t need anything to give him a high. After that experience, all of us stayed clear of pot the remainder of our time in the service.
There’d been a change in our outfit when we hitchhiked back to the base. Sal Carlucci had become our new First Sergeant.
Sergeant Whiteman had been given some type of discharge and left without fanfare. It came as a complete surprise to us and we never heard from him again.
My pay drought from paying off my parent’s allotment check came to an end, and the first thing I did was call up Robert Marsteller, 1st trombonist with the Los Angeles Philharmonic. He asked for my background over the phone, and said to come in for a lesson that Saturday. I left hours before the lesson in case I had a problem hitchhiking. Finally getting into L.A., I took a couple of Red Line trains to Glendale. I arrived late as he was leaving the house.
“I thought you weren’t coming,” he said.
“I hitchhiked 80 miles and had trouble finding your place.”
“Come on in,” he said.
He heard me play then wrote a few warm-ups. Holding a small mirror near my face, he instructed, “Look into this mirror as you play the warm-ups.” Stopping me after a few measures, he asked, “Did you see how your lower lip rolled in when you started playing higher? Make sure you keep your lips evenly together on both sides of the mouthpiece.” Writing something down on a piece of paper when the lesson came to an end, he said, “Get these two books at Lockey’s Music Store in Hollywood,” then handed me the address
“Okay,” I answered, as I was leaving, “and I’ll be here on time next week.”
Walking to the next block where there was a lot of traffic, I hitchhiked to Hollywood. The only highway near Los Angeles at the time was the Hollywood Freeway, and I hadn’t been in that area yet. I didn’t need a car in those days as long as I had a healthy thumb. I just stepped into the street, stuck my thumb in the air, and got to any place I wanted to go at no cost.
After I got my trombone books at Lockey’s, I walked a couple of blocks down Vine Street, and an usher accosted me by offering free tickets to a radio show that would have been impossible to acquire two years earlier. This once famous show was having trouble competing for an audience against TV.
When the show was over, I had a hotdog for dinner, and then decided to go to the famous Palladium Ballroom, where Buddy Morrow and his Band were featured. I met and talked to a couple of guys in the band with whom I used to work. Buddy was my idol. Two of the tunes he played that night were, “Lasses Trombone,” and one of his hit records, “Night Train.”
Again, I was filled with inspiration from my lesson and from Buddy Morrow’s playing. Leaving the Palladium with trombone in hand, I crossed the street, stuck out my thumb, and was on my way back to the base.
With the warm-ups Mr. Marsteller had given me my new mirror, I could see and hear the difference in my playing within days. The small boiler room of our rehearsal building was where I practiced. It had a dirt floor and the door had a window so I was able to see. At that time I was the only one who practiced in the band, so the tiny room was always available to me. This was also where I studied a paperback book of vocabulary, which I’d purchased and studied during my rest breaks.
Mr. Marsteller was a superb teacher and I learned new things by leaps and bounds. My improvement plateau went up a few degrees higher under his tutelage. During an extremely hot day, I arrived for my lesson a couple of hours early, and wanted to get out of the sun. The only place available was a bar a couple of blocks away and I decided to go in. I didn’t realize people drank so early in the day until I entered this neighborhood tavern. When I opened the door, an older woman looked up from her drink, saw my trombone and said, “Here comes a man who toots a horn!”
That solicited a question from another patron of the arts, who asked, “Can you play us a tune?” as everyone chimed in, “play something, play something!”
Since they were a friendly group, I took my horn out of the case. One of the women yelled in a gruff alcoholic voice, “Play ‘Lassus Trombone.’” I was amazed that she asked for the very song I’d been practicing. As I played an older couple began doing a jig.
When I finished I didn’t know that applause could be so loud in such a small place and with so few people.
“Give that thirsty soul a beer,” the lady with the husky voice said. The cold draft tasted exceptionally good even though I didn’t care for beer. I should have noticed that while I was playing my glass never got empty.
“Play another tune,” someone else asked. I complied by playing “That Old Black Magic,” and a half dozen other songs. When I left for my lesson the patrons in the bar and I were old friends, and I was feeling no pain. By the time I reached my teacher’s house, I realized too late that I was half looped and had to try to hide it.
My lesson was going okay until Mr. Marsteller pulled out a four-valve baritone horn. I told him awhile back that I’d played the instrument at one time, so he thought I’d be interested to learn how to use the 4th valve. After a few attempts at trying to explain its use and I still couldn’t understand, he finally noticed that my eyes were bloodshot. That’s when he realized I was bombed and got mad that I’d wasted his time. I felt embarrassed all week and hated facing him the following Saturday, but with the lapse of time, he had dismissed the incident. I never went back to visit my “old friends” at the tavern.
My mother, who was born in Chile but raised in Mexico, never cooked Mexican food except for rice and beans. On one of the Mondays that Mo, Norm, and I had the day off from playing the previous Saturday night, we decided to go to downtown Riverside. Looking for a place to eat, we entered a tiny restaurant near the end of the main drag. The place had three or four small booths, with a plump Mexican women making tortillas, and cooking something with an incredible aroma. This was our introduction to Mexican food. After we finished the feast, our mouths were so “gratifyingly” on fire, we couldn’t wait to return for another “burning” session. The woman spoke very little English, and was grateful we brought in new business, as we spread the word to the guys in our outfit. I returned 30 years later with my wife, and found her business had taken over two large stores next door. She was sitting near the bar at the cashier’s booth heavier than ever, beautifully coiffed, and wearing a very expensive dress. America had been good to her and she had been good for America. The food was still delicious, but she now had waitresses . . . all Caucasian girls.
My friend and eating companion, Norman, was a fine jazz trumpet player of professional caliber. He introduced me to Miles Davis tunes that we played on the job. Our combo consisted of trumpet, trombone, piano, bass and drums. The pianist, basically a fine Latin player, drove us crazy because he didn’t have the slightest knowledge of modern chord changes and substitutions. This was my first opportunity to play jazz weekend after weekend, and the experience was invaluable. One of our constant fans was a lonely sergeant. He’d come in every weekend sober, and within a short time was so stoned, he’d put a coin into the slot and conduct the jukebox during our breaks.
Laying on my bunk during a leisurely Sunday, someone came in and yelled, “Hey Felix, you ‘gotta’ phone call.” It was from Carol, a girl I’d met at the service club where our group played. “My parents are gone for the day,” she said, “can you come over?”
“I’d like that, where do you live?”
“Redlands,” she answered.
“I’ll be there in a couple of hours,” I answered. In California, long distances meant nothing.
I had no ulterior motives as I hitchhiked there. It was just the idea of being in the company of a nice girl. Even though I had five sisters I knew nothing about girls. When I was in school I took a girl out to a high school basketball game and then for a pizza, but that was the extent of my dating. In fact she later became my sister-in-law. My whole world revolved around music, but I still thought about girls and did a little visualizing, but had no driving desires.
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