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To Ginny

The journey could not have been made
without our love for each other.
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Preface

by Gene Lees

November 12, 1987

The great scar of the Grand Canyon passes slowly under the jet’s wings as it courses eastward at 35,000 feet. Henry Mancini doesn’t even look out the window. He’s seen it all before. He flies far too much, has been doing it for years now, to record his movie scores or conduct symphony orchestras, to perform in big cities and small or at the White House for three different presidents, or in London for members of the royal family. Now he is going home. Not to the big house in Holmby Hills, or the other one he owns in Malibu, or the third in Vail, Colorado, which he visits mostly in the winter, to ski. But to his original home in Pennsylvania.

I first met Henry Mancini in Chicago in 1959, when he was on a promotion tour for the “Peter Gunn” album and I was the editor of down beat magazine. This was shortly before the success of Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and the song that has ever since been identified with it, “Moon River.” It was still possible for songs with tunes as melodic as that and lyrics as literate as those Johnny Mercer attached to it to be hits in America; the great American song tradition had not yet been effaced by rock and roll.

The mood of the man during our first encounter has stayed with me all these years, though I am not sure what to call it. He seemed wary. Or perhaps he was merely baffled by his sudden fame. If he was suspicious, no doubt it was because he had been under assault from elements of the East Coast jazz critical establishment because of “Peter Gunn.”

His detractors were so busy deploring what Mancini had done with jazz that they overlooked what he was doing for it. Up until that time, film scoring was almost entirely derived from European symphonic composition. Mancini changed that. More than any other person, he Americanized film scoring, and in time even European film composers followed in his path.

Although others had used elements of jazz in film underscore before him, it was Mancini who opened the way for the full use of this music in drama. Until then, the extent of jazz use in film was pretty much limited to an alto saxophone’s moaning a heavy-handed depiction of a woman’s hip-swinging walk. Mancini proved that the vocabulary of jazz could be used to express tenderness, romance, fear, laughter, pensiveness. He established before a broad American public, and before the executives of the communications industry, the extraordinarily expressive range of this music. But his purpose was not to write jazz, any more than it was to write symphonies; it was to underscore drama. “Everything I have ever written comes from the picture,” he has repeatedly asserted. Mancini was the principal figure in developing what could be called the song score. Whereas earlier composers in the field had tended to use “classical,” i.e., formal, techniques of thematic development and non-melodic orchestral writing (with exceptions, of course), Mancini began writing scores—such as that of Breakfast at Tiffany’s and those for the Pink Panther series—that contained almost as many fully developed song melodies as a Broadway musical. And he used all sorts of devices of the dance bands to set these melodies off, from jazz walking bass to Caribbean dance rhythms. That he was capable of a quite different kind of writing is evident in the score for the suspense mystery Arabesque, which is comparatively abstract, or that for The White Dawn, or the stripped and austere score for the Paul Newman version of The Glass Menagerie.

The gift of writing melody is a somewhat mysterious one. Even some of the most trained and skillful composers lack it. Conversely, the melodic gift is not the only criterion of musical worth: Tchaikovsky had a torrential melodic talent far beyond anything Beethoven possessed, but no one would argue that Tchaikovsky was the greater composer. Yet the melodic gift is not to be undervalued. It is the gift of Kern, Gershwin, Arlen, Youmans.

In Breakfast at Tiffany’s Mancini was revealed as an inventive and original writer who enormously expanded the vocabulary of modern orchestration. An awareness of classical orchestration was wedded to a fluency in American big band writing, to sometimes startling effect. This combination made Mancini the first film composer to emerge from the anonymity of that profession and become a public figure, a man known worldwide, with record sales in the millions and a roomful of Grammys, Oscars, and other awards, and a conductor of concerts everywhere.

“What did being an only child do to you?” I asked him just before our plane landed.

“I had to make do, learn to do things myself. I can still make it alone. It’s just having to do for yourself.”

There was no welcoming committee when we landed at the Pittsburgh airport; he hadn’t asked for it. Mancini never has an entourage with him. He requires only his road manager, Jerry Grollnek, and a key group of musicians with him—the rhythm section, the lead trumpet, and a saxophonist. They are a close-knit group who have been with him for years. But they don’t always travel with him. They meet him at the job. We were driven to the newly built Vista Hotel, where we checked into our rooms. The first rehearsal was set for the following day.

The four nights of concerts Mancini was about to conduct with the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra were already sold out. The program included his Overture to a Pops Concert, commissioned by the Boston Pops Orchestra for its one-hundredth anniversary; a slapstick Stan-and-Ollie theme from A Fine Mess; three of his television themes (“Hotel,” “Newhart,” and “Remington Steele”); three movie songs (“Life in a Looking Glass” from That’s Life, “Crazy World” from Victor/Victoria, and “It’s Easy to Say” from “10”); music from The Thorn Birds and Charade; themes from Lifeforce, The Great Mouse Detective, and The Glass Menagerie; and part of his Beaver Valley ’37 Suite, a memoir of his childhood originally written for the Philadelphia Orchestra; and finally, of course, the requisite themes from The Pink Panther, “Peter Gunn,” and Two for the Road, “Mr. Lucky,” “Dear Heart,” “Days of Wine and Roses,” and “Moon River.” The last-named song has been recorded more than one thousand times.

The next morning a driver took us to Heinz Hall, a magnificent old theater refurbished a few years ago with a huge grant from the famous food family of that name and made into the home of the Pittsburgh Symphony. The band and Hank’s road manager were already there: guitarist Royce Campbell, saxophonist Al Cobine, bassist Steve Dokken, drummer Jack Gilfoy, and trumpeter Cecil Welch. Cecil is a tall southern gentleman from Atlanta, Georgia. The others live in the Indianapolis area. For Hank’s West Coast engagements, Jack and Cecil fly in and are joined by Don Menza on sax, Jim Johnson on bass, and Michael Clinco on guitar.

The concert was to last two hours. And the rehearsal was scheduled for two-and-a-half hours. Hank is one of the few conductors who can prepare a two-hour concert in two-and-a-half hours. One of the reasons is that his musicians communicate with the orchestra and lead its phrasing. Hank says that a good many film composers who in recent years have done pops concerts with symphony orchestras present them with extremely difficult scores. The composer who does that chews up rehearsal time on hard passages, leaving an orchestra to scramble. But Hank is deliberately easy on orchestras, which is one reason they like him.

They also like the music. A woodwind player in the Pittsburgh Symphony told Mancini’s guys, “You wouldn’t believe all the crap we have to play in the pops concerts. This orchestra feels this is pops at its best, that’s the reason they like to see Hank come in. It’s an easy gig, but this is music, and we recognize it and like it.”

As a result of all this, Hank will complete a rehearsal with a good orchestra in ten minutes under two hours and with a less professional regional orchestra in ten minutes over two hours.

And this one came in almost exactly ten minutes under the two hours. “See?” Al Cobine said, as if he’d won a bet.

The orchestra’s players were making their way down a crowded corridor to the dressing rooms. A tall violinist said to a petite woman walking beside him, “The thing I like about him is that he doesn’t throw his fame at you.” The backstage mood was good.

“He has a great deal of reserve about him,” Al Cobine said, “at least until you get past it. He’s a storehouse of knowledge if you can get him to talk. We’ve all observed for years how complex he can be. For example, he always seems to know who wrote the lyrics to the old songs. We started talking about some very early characters in jazz, and he knew all about them and what they did. And he remembers faces and names in all the orchestras. He’ll ask about them. He has a deep memory.

“Another thing is that he is very patient with people. He can be cutting at times, but he’ll say it, and then it’s over and forgotten.”

Ginny, Hank’s wife, says that he always tells her, “When something goes wrong, lay out four bars before you do anything.”

“How did all you guys out of Indiana get to work with him?” I asked.

Al said, “I formed a band in ’56 or something like that. Struggling, starving. That’s when I was in graduate school in political science at Indiana University, moonlighting in the music department. There was a really bad Mickey Mouse band that played on campus and got lots of work. This New York cat who played trumpet, Freddie de Francesco, and I went to a rehearsal the same evening. He eventually would play a very important part in Hank’s life.

“Freddie and I played on that band from September through New Year’s Eve. And we really hated that band. Freddie was a business major at Indiana U. He said, ‘Al, we’ve got to get off this turkey.’ So we formed a quintet, and I wrote a bunch of George Shearing-type stuff. What I didn’t know was that Freddie was a genius at getting jobs. He picked up a stack of contracts and wiped the whole place out. He had all the gigs. He formed an octet, with all the best guys in the area. I advised him on the musicians and the band, and helped get the charts together. Whenever he had personnel problems, he’d call me. And we became pretty good friends. Now he wasn’t the easiest Italian to get along with. He was aggressive, tough. And funny. He got his degree and in ten years he was in one of the new agencies that took on people like Mancini and Mathis. He changed his name to Freddie Dale. His father was one of the early writers of movie scores. Freddie’s ambition was to become a big producer.

“Hank had tried two other times, out of Seattle and out of Kansas City, to put a band together, and it didn’t work out. He didn’t like the results. Freddie called me from California and said, ‘Do you know who Henry Mancini is?’ I said, ‘Yeah,’ and he asked, ‘Do you think you could put an orchestra together?’ And I said, ‘Yeah.’ I’d already been doing a little of that around the area. Jack—” he nodded to Jack Gilfoy “—was there at the very first gig. So was Dick Dennis, who to me is the best on-the-road concertmaster in the whole world because he can take a diverse group of string players, including young kids, and make a section out of it.”

Royce Campbell said, “Speaking of Dick, this’ll tell you something about Henry. We were in Ottawa, Canada, on tour, and Dick came down with an illness where he was losing the feeling in his fingers. It turned out to be a rare virus and was physically and psychologically traumatic. Henry lined up the best doctors in Ottawa and took care of Dick totally, paid for it all.

“I gotta tell you this story. Remember in Akron?” They all started to laugh. “We were in Akron, playing at the Blossom Music Center with the Cleveland Orchestra. Between the rehearsal and the concert, there was no time to go to a fancy restaurant, so we went up to a restaurant that’s part of the park there. There were all these people who were going to go to the concert. One guy with stars in his eyes, we figured he must be a fan of Henry’s, was looking over at us. Now at that point, and for at least ten years, Al had had a lot of arrangements published for the music education movement. This guy went right to Al and didn’t recognize Henry, and he shook Al’s hand and said, ‘I’ve enjoyed your writing so much.’ Henry was eating his salad, not even looking up. And the guy raved over Al and walked away and never even noticed that Henry was there at all. And finally Henry looked over to Al and said, ‘Okay, I’ll give you Akron.’ ”

They laughed some more at this memory, and as the amusement subsided, Jack Gilfoy said, “There are guys standing in line for our jobs, if any of us quits, because the word is out that it’s a good gig.”

One of the reasons it is a good gig is that Mancini is a restaurant lover, and the group eats superbly. He asked about the best restaurants in town, and that night we went to Franco’s, across the street from Heinz Hall. He prefers Italian food. And he usually eats before concerts, not afterward, as so many musicians do; he says late meals interfere with his sleep.

At the concert’s intermission, Mancini’s dressing room was crowded. His expression would light up when he recognized faces from long ago, and he would ask after this old friend or that, after someone’s brother, or a musician he had worked with in the early days when the Sons of Italy Band played on a bandstand in a vacant lot in West Aliquippa.

I noticed a tiny but vigorous woman among the well-wishers. She was less than five feet tall, and I was astonished to learn that she was eighty-two—she looked about sixty-five. Grinning and with a solicitously loving air, Hank brought her to meet me. This, he said, is Madeleine Paoline. She was his godmother and friend of the family, and she had been his teacher in fifth grade. She sat down on a sofa in the dressing room, formally erect and a little prim in manner.

“What was Henry like in the fifth grade?” I asked her.

“He wasn’t a candidate for a Rhodes scholarship,” she said. “But he was an alert boy, an average student. He was impish and with a subtle humor. He liked sports, which he was allowed to play until the time his mother or father would yell, ‘Henry, time to practice.’ He loved to eat. He doesn’t look a bit different now than he did then.

“His father was so proud of Henry, it’s a wonder he had any buttons left on his shirt. He would send clippings about Henry home to us from California.”

This image of his father was at sharp variance with the one I was to get from Hank.

Six months earlier, Hank and I had begun discussing working on a book about his life. The question was whether it should be a biography or an autobiography. There were advantages and disadvantages to both. In the end we decided on the latter, and we evolved a way to work on it. I researched his life among his friends and family, then used the accumulated information to ask him the questions to which I, and others, wanted to know the answers.

But an autobiography by its very nature restrains its subject from stating his or her virtues—except of course in the cases of the most raving egomaniacs. And Hank is anything but that. Indeed, in our early conversations about this book, he asked me almost shyly if I thought it would be of any interest. It would be of interest, I told him, if only because it would be the first book to take the reader into the personal world of the film composer.

But let me state some things about Mancini that he won’t. He is, as you may already have gathered, an enormously decent man, and a generous one. His music has made him many times a millionaire, but he donates heavily to charities and endows music scholarships at major universities.

Hank is tall. I once asked him how tall. “Six-one,” he said, and added with a grin: “Six-two when I’ve got a hit.” His humor is like that, quick, soft, and sardonic. He is also handsome and elegantly urbane. His tailoring is impeccable. There is to this day a diffident, reticent quality about him, and sometimes in the big home he and Ginny share in Los Angeles he still gives the impression that he isn’t quite sure how he got there. He is a connoisseur of wine and a gourmet. No one ever looked more as if he were to the manor born. He speaks beautifully. In the first years I knew him, we never talked of books, and I was surprised later to discover how much he read, indeed how much he knew about many things. He simply doesn’t parade it.

Small wonder, then, that I had trouble reconciling the sophisticated and enormously successful man I have known for thirty years with the little Italian ragamuffin he says he was as a boy growing up in West Aliquippa. On Sunday afternoon, we were going to drive out there to look at it.

Or what was left of it.

—Gene Lees
Ojai, California


Preface

by Henry Mancini

When Gene Lees and I first met to discuss my writing Did They Mention the Music?, I was duly concerned about the fact that I am not a writer. He assured me that the burden would be somewhat relieved by the use of a tape recorder. We proceeded.

His questions probed into events long dormant in my mind. A process such as this, I can now testify, is akin to self-analysis. Gene was extremely helpful in organizing my disparate thoughts, gathered on many hours of tape.

I warmly thank my family—Ginny, Chris, Monica, and Felice—for their comments and thoughts on the manuscript. My associate, Lisa Edmondson, pinned down detail after detail throughout the process. I thank her. And to Gene Lees, who is finely tuned into the musical mentality, I offer my warmest thanks.

—Henry Mancini
Los Angeles, California


1
Beaver Valley

On a winter day in 1935, my father, an immigrant steel-worker, drove twenty miles southeast down the Beaver Valley to Pittsburgh. He was taking me to town to see a movie. I was eleven.

Though the Depression was at its depths, the open hearths of the steel mills of Pittsburgh and its suburbs poured streams of smoke into the air all day. At night they stained the sky orange. The soot and fly ash murdered the air that we breathed.

If you don’t know Pittsburgh, let me describe it a little. Its industries lie along the banks of its rivers, in the valleys formed by the Monongahela, flowing up from the south, and the Allegheny, coming in from the northeast to join it in forming the Ohio. The Ohio flows northwest past Aliquippa and West Aliquippa, where we lived. It swings west a few miles farther on and finally south, at last joining the Missouri to become the Mississippi. The city came into being because of the confluence of its two rivers, which gave it upstream access to forests and farmlands, downstream exit to the Gulf of Mexico, and even access to the western prairies and Montana, where the Missouri rose.

Pittsburgh would have been an important city in any event, because of those rivers, but the discovery nearby of coal and iron ore—and also petroleum and natural gas—determined its character. The opening of the railways assured a further supply of iron ore from the huge deposits of the Great Lakes region as well: Presque Isle Bay, on Lake Erie, one of the finest harbors in the St. Lawrence watershed, is only 135 miles to the north. But it was not just geography that determined the character of the city. The Mellon family with its banks; Andrew Carnegie, who arrived in the area in 1848 at the age of thirteen and became one of the major builders of its steel industry; and Henry Clay Frick, a native Pennsylvanian who bought up huge coal deposits and built twelve thousand coke ovens to supply the steel mills of Andrew Carnegie and of the Jones and Laughlin partnership; and later on the famous Heinz food family all left imprints on the city and their names on its buildings. Pittsburgh has changed since then, but when I was growing up it was one of the dirtiest cities in America. Yet because of those families and their endowments for the arts, it had an active and rich cultural life. Along with all that steel, it produced some marvelously talented people, such as the singer Billy Eckstine, the great jazz drummer Art Blakey, the pianist Erroll Garner, and a dancer I would meet many years later in California, Gene Kelly.

The steep slopes of the river valleys were thick with trees. I remember the soft green they became in the spring and the bright reds and yellows in autumn. Pittsburgh was a striking city, with its own special character and even beauty. I was in awe of it as we crossed one of the bridges into town.

My father parked the car in a lot near Penn and Seventh. As we walked away from it, I tripped over my feet. He cuffed me and called me, in the dialect of Abruzzi, where he was born, a little cafone, a little hick, a rube, and told me I knew nothing. He was right enough about that. Sometimes he would call me animalo, an animal. Other times he used the expression porco Madonna, a particularly harsh expletive. I don’t understand Italian very well, but porco means pig, and Madonna of course refers to the Virgin Mary. I guess it loses a bit in the translation.

We walked under the marquee of Loew’s Penn Theater. My father paid for our tickets, and we entered a luxurious cavern with a gold-and-white ornate ceiling that seemed as far away as the sky. We settled into red velvet seats, the lights went down, and the big screen lit up with the name of the movie. It was Cecil B. De Mille’s The Crusades. I still remember the huge black-and-white images of knights in armor, Arab warriors in flowing robes, horses and tents and sand and gigantic faces that opened their mouths and talked. I had never seen a talking picture, only the silent comedies of Charlie Chase, Buster Keaton, Laurel and Hardy, Charlie Chaplin, and the Keystone Cops. But what I remember most of all from that day is the music, the sound of a big orchestra. I had never heard anything like it. I’d never heard anything much but the concert music of the Sons of Italy Band, in which I played flute and piccolo. My father had started me on piccolo when I was eight years old. I was too small to handle the larger flute. It was raining one day, and he was ill with a very bad case of mumps, which is especially painful for an adult, and I could not go outside for my usual games with the boys. We were both quite bored. He told me to go to the closet and take down two instrument cases from the top shelf. He opened the smaller case, put his piccolo together, handed it to me, and said, “Blow.” I blew, but no sound came out, just air. Under his tutelage from then on, I blew and blew until I did get a sound, first on the piccolo and then later on the flute. He was determined that I would learn them. Very determined. He would take the wooden perch out of the birdcage, and if I played a wrong note when I was practicing, he would whack me with it.

When The Crusades was over, I followed my father to the car. I was still fascinated by the movie and the music in it, music which, I learned many years later, was composed by Rudolph Kopp. I had thought that there was a big orchestra behind the screen, but he said this just showed what an ignorant little cafone I was. He told me the sound of that orchestra was actually in the movie. We headed north in the valley along the riverbank toward home. My dad told me I would study hard, go to university, get a degree, become a teacher, and escape the steel mills. But I had already made up my mind I was never going to be a teacher. I didn’t tell him then or for a long time afterward, but I knew what I was going to do when I grew up.

I was going to write music for the movies.

My father was a maverick. He was born in Scanno, a little town in Abruzzi, which is northeast of Rome, up in the mountains. From his name, Quinto, which means fifth in Italian, we know he was the fifth child in the family. Some of his brothers became professional people in Italy, lawyers and such, although I have never met any of them. From what I can gather, he was sent for a time to live with an uncle. When he was twelve or thirteen, he made up his mind to emigrate. I puzzled for years over why he made that decision and how he got from the mountains—and we’re talking about heavy-weight mountains—to Rome and then Naples to board the boat, and then made his way to Detroit and then to Boston, where he worked for a time in a shoe factory. He was all alone. This was 1910 or 1911. It is hard to believe today that children of twelve and thirteen made their way alone from Russia, Poland, and Italy and arrived in the United States without money and somehow survived. But it happened. And my father was one of those children.

He was always independent and in some ways not in the mold of the Italian. While other parents were fighting to get their kids into the steel mills, he wanted me to stay out of them. The other Italian fathers in West Aliquippa were content with their jobs and their lot in life, and they would put him on about giving me music lessons. He’d say, “All right, you’ll see. You do what you wanna do, I’ll do what I wanna do.” That was his attitude.

There were so many blanks in my father’s life. He never talked much. How did this kid start playing flute? How did he go from playing flute—and I know that for a while he played professionally—to working in the steel mills?

He was about five foot ten and powerfully built. He had to be, working in the steel mills most of his life. Although she always spoke fluent Italian, my mother spoke English perfectly, having been brought here as an infant. But my father had a slight accent. I think he probably taught himself to read and write after he arrived here, just as he learned the flute. He had an old silver frosted Conn flute with a black mouthpiece with two mother of pearl dots on either side of it. He must have had a wild gene in him somewhere, to give him that artistic determination. None of his brothers apparently had it. My father had a sister named Maria, and I have been able to find out that she married a man named Eustacio Silla. She died in Rome in 1969. One of my father’s brothers was Enrico, which is Henry in English, and I can only surmise that my father had some feeling for him since he named me after him. Enrico was killed in Yugoslavia in World War I. Another brother, Luigi, also came to America. He was killed in an industrial accident in Steubenville, Ohio. But my father never had any contact with his family, and never spoke to me of them, not even of that earlier Enrico Mancini who died in Yugoslavia.

All this was part of the mystery about my father. How did he learn that flute, and where? I try to picture him sitting in a room somewhere and practicing. That must have been right after World War I, when Enrico was killed.

He was a loner not only in his personal life but in his politics as well. In the mid-1930s the Democratic party had its base in a coalition of groups, including the unions, particularly the steel, automotive, and mine workers, and its various ethnic minorities. My father was atypical for an Italian in that he was antiunion and a Republican. He voted for Hoover and for every other Republican presidential candidate in his lifetime. I don’t understand it, since he was a worker and in the same boat with everybody else.

Wherever there were communities of Italians in the small towns of America, and especially in western Pennsylvania, they were like modules, cocoons, of the old country. It was as if they had taken bubbles of the Italian culture and floated them across the ocean and put them in the little towns in Pennsylvania, but nothing had changed. This was true of all the different immigrant groups, of course, but especially of the Italians.

West Aliquippa had a few Slovak and Croatian families and two or three Jewish families—a boy from one of those families, Jesse Steinfeld, one of my contemporaries, became surgeon general of the United States. But the community was at least 90 percent Italian. In conversation, people slipped back and forth between Italian and English. Except for the fact that I didn’t speak Italian, I could have been brought up in the mountains of Abruzzi. I even put olive oil on my hair. My mother said it would make it strong and healthy when I grew up. Even Italian mothers can be mistaken.

Mom had a great buddy in Minnie Shaffalo, whom she visited almost daily regardless of weather. They would sit and have their coffee. Minnie was a somewhat heavy-set lady who supplemented the family income by selling corsets. She was never without a stick of Beech-Nut gum in her mouth. She had a large family, and since I was an only child I frequently found myself playing with the Shaffalo boys. In the parlor of their home, which was on Erie Avenue about fifty yards from the railroad tracks, was an upright player piano. I would put roll after roll of the hits of the day into the piano and be fascinated by the music coming out. Supporting my father’s opinion that I was a bit thick, I thought this was the only way the piano could be played. It was entirely by accident that I sat down one day and started fooling around and discovered that one could play this piano alone, without any help from the piano rolls. This was my first encounter with the piano. I must have been ten or eleven years old.

On Sunday morning, all the young lions who’d spent the night before in the Sons of Italy hall smoking their El Ropo cigars and getting drunk on boilermakers (rye whiskey with beer chasers) would come to St. Joseph’s ten o’clock mass after all the pews had been filled. They would stand, hung over and nodding off on their feet, backs against the wall, which was painted a very light color. They all wore hair dressings, either Lucky Tiger or olive oil. After months of this, there would be a row of marks on the wall, as if someone had been throwing a dirty tennis ball against it, and it would have to be washed.

Many of the Italian immigrants were staunch supporters of Mussolini, who about that time, 1935, was invading Ethiopia. In little beer gardens with jukeboxes, the men would light up their cigars and sit around tables puffing out clouds of smoke and drinking their wine or their beer while arguing for hours over whether or not Mussolini was doing good for the country.

My dad would get into heated arguments. He’d tell them, “Mussolini’s going to run Italy into the ground. He might look like he’s doing good now, but you’ll see. People are getting hurt over there. And now he’s in Africa. You’re living here now. Why do you want to bother now about what’s going on over there in Italy?”

The union was making its big move in the steel mills at the time. My father wouldn’t help.

I remember the bloody strike of the fall of 1937. After school, I went with some of the other kids to stand by the fence at the Jones and Laughlin mill and watch the strikers standing around. And then the company goons were brought in to break some heads. They swung their clubs, and men went down under the blows.

My mother’s maiden name was Anna Pece. In Italian, the name is pronounced “pay-chay,” although everyone here pronounces it “peace” and the family has grown used to it (as I have grown used to “man-see-nee,” although the Italian pronunciation is “man-chee-nee”). My mother’s father was a lithographer who apparently had money even when he came from Italy on a visit. He was from a little town called Forlì del Sannio, in the province of Campobasso. It has since then become the province of Isernia. It is adjacent to Abruzzi, where my father was born. My Grandfather Pece decided not to go back and settled in Cleveland. His first wife had died of cancer and he had remarried. My mother had a half-sister from his first marriage, Ismalia. She married a Cleveland man named Ferdinando Melaragno. They lived in New York, and when I was about two years old my mother and father visited them there. They had two children, Ada and Hugo, and here another musical gene turns up, if that’s what it is. Of course a passion for melody is part of the Italian character, and the cliché of the cop directing traffic while singing something from Il Travatore has more than a little basis in fact. Whatever the reason, my cousin Ada Malaragno was a singer. I am told she would set me on the piano in their house in the Bronx and have me sing “Pony Boy” and traditional Italian songs like “Siciliana Bruna” and “O Bambino,” but I really don’t remember it.

In the late 1920s my father had learned they were hiring men at the Jones and Laughlin Steel Company in Pennsylvania, and he drove from Cleveland, applied, and was hired. That is how we came to live in West Aliquippa. Although people think of me as being from Pennsylvania—and I consider West Aliquippa my hometown—I was actually born in Cleveland on April 16, 1924.

We used to go back to Cleveland every Christmas to visit my mother’s relatives. My mother’s people were warm and loving. They were all “uppers,” in contrast to my dad. My cousin Helen, who has always been and still is like a sister to me, had a sister, Irma, who was close to my mother. Grandfather Pece died in Cleveland at the age of sixty.

I remember when I was nine or ten, hearing my Uncle Fred and his wife, my Aunt Teresa, talking about when my father played flute in a burlesque house in Detroit. According to them, he played well enough to read, he knew the fingering, and he had a good sound—or at least a loud sound, obviously loud enough to be heard in a burlesque house.

My mother was a little under five feet tall, not exactly stout but a little roly-poly. She was forever humming around the house. She had no formal musical training. She had suffered a rheumatic heart condition when she was young, and, although she didn’t really look it, she was frail. I remember her hair. She had the strongest, thickest hair I have ever seen. She had a little fine-tooth comb, popular in those days, as much to clean the hair as comb it. Bathing was not as frequent back then because hot water was at a premium. Like many families on the lower end of the economic scale, she would take a complete bath only once a week. Afterward I would get into the water, which, in the dead of winter, would by then be barely tepid.

My mother was what they used to call a live wire: active and gregarious, she never sat still. When she was among the rest of the Italian ladies in the town, she was always the one laughing and joking. Everybody called her Annie. In her subservience to my father, she was typically Italian for that era. Rarely did she raise her voice to him, though she did once in defense of me and once, on another occasion, over a bottle of pills.

He used to say, “Annie, you’re a good cook but a lousy housekeeper.” And I have to admit he was right. She disliked housekeeping, and I used to do the dusting for her.

I never saw my father display a trace of affection for her, or for me either, for that matter. I never saw him kiss her, not even on the cheek; or give her a gift, not even at Christmas or on her birthday. Yet she really loved him. He was the classic breadwinner. That was his mission in life, and he was never unemployed. When he would fly off the handle with her, it was mercurial, quick, and incendiary, but then it would subside.

Some years later, when I was in military service, they came to visit me at Scott Field, outside St. Louis. I got a pass and they picked me up in his ’37 Chevy, an ox of a car—the car I learned to drive in—that had been repainted an off-white. I noticed immediately that my mother was all dressed up. I think she had only two dresses, and that day she was wearing a nice one, some lipstick, and a little eyebrow pencil. She had apple cheeks anyway, but that day she wore a little rouge.

As I got in the car, I said, “Ma, you look really nice.”

And my father said scornfully, “Why do you wear that stuff?”

I said, “Dad, gee, she looks nice.” It was one of the few times I ever stood up to him on her behalf.

In our kitchen was a mercury thermometer with a brass back. I was curious about it. One day when I was about thirteen, I took it off the wall and held the bulb with my fingers, and the temperature went up. I said to myself, “I wonder what would happen if I lit a match under it?” What happened, of course, was that it went right through the top. The glass shattered and the mercury scattered on the floor. My father came home. As we were having dinner he looked over at the wall and said, “Where’s the thermometer?” I showed him the remains of it. He said, “What did you do?” I told him. He grabbed the brass back of the thermometer, came around to my side of the table, and started beating me with it. I was trying to get out of the kitchen. And all the time he was beating me. My mother was on his back, saying, “Stop, stop!” And then she began to gasp, crying and clutching at her heart. She fell down on the couch, breathing desperately and hyperventilating. Only then did he relent and let me go.

One day I came out of my bedroom to find my father struggling to get a little bottle of pills out of her hand. To this day I don’t know what they were, but apparently she was going to take them, and he was determined to get them away from her. At last he did, and he took the bottle out to the back porch and threw it into the neighbor’s yard.

Because of her frailty, my mother had had several miscarriages before I was conceived. She had to be hospitalized for the confinement, and she almost died giving birth to me. Her doctor told her she must never have any more children, which may have been one reason for my father’s discontent: he had wanted a large family. He was very good with kids—other kids. He liked to be around them. But I wasn’t a kid; I was his son.

They began to talk about adoption, which again was unusual in those days, particularly in Italian families. I was fully in favor of it. I looked forward to having my little brother or sister come running up the walk into the house. I would have welcomed someone to talk with. My mother and father made out the papers, but somehow nothing ever came of it.

The Ohio River is a substantial stream as it flows past West Aliquippa, and it affects the temperature so that summers along the Ohio were very hot. In winter, the river kept it from getting extremely cold, except in January and February, when the weather was vicious. (In 1970 I wrote a piece describing my boyhood impressions of the area. It is called Beaver Valley ’37 Suite, and I recorded it with the Philadelphia Orchestra.)

The Pennsylvania school system was on a quarterly basis. You started school the quarter after you turned five. And I turned five in April, which meant that my vacation came not in summer but in January, February, and March, the worst time of the year. It was always cold and snowy, and since there was maybe only one other kid out of school at that time, vacation was three months of boredom.

You entered West Aliquippa through a tunnel. The community made
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