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Introduction

I suppose this book started around our family dinner table decades ago. My mom always had one rule—besides the one about no hand grenades in the house—and that was no matter what events were transpiring in our individual worlds, we all were expected to be seated at the dinner table at 6 P.M. nightly for the family meal. It was there, in the cacophony of relaying the important developments of the day, requests to “please pass the mashed potatoes,” and the usual banter that comes with seven kids, two parents, and assorted grandparents gathered around one table, that so many stories and memories found a place to take root.

Later, that dinner table conversation would be transported from the family home to restaurants, dark little Italian cafés in Beverly Hills with names like La Famiglia or La Dolce Vita, or a table at the Hamburger Hamlet, the air aged with the smell of grilled onions and cigarette smoke. These were places where the race car of life seemed to take a pit stop, yielding a moment to reflect and reminisce before roaring off into the next curve. At the end of the race, you realize how short those moments really were.

Maybe, then, this book is an attempt to capture some of those stories before they are lost to time. This is what I remember from childhood, my teenage years, and then adulthood as the son of Dean Martin, the entertainer. It’s a personal version of family history, either witnessed firsthand or recalled from things I was told by parents, siblings, relatives, and friends. It may not completely shatter any of the myths, but it will challenge a few of the tired clichés.

Being the son of Dean Martin brings with it certain expectations that were forged from Dad’s public image. For instance, whenever I mix my own version of one of Dad’s favorite “orangey” drinks—his term for a vodka and orange juice screwdriver—there seems to be an undue amount of attention paid to the paleness of the cocktail. Such is the Dean Martin legacy, even if it’s a bit overwrought.

As with most sons and daughters, there comes a perceived duty to stand up for good old Dad, no matter how much he might protest that he certainly didn’t need his children defending his honor. In 1992, when Time magazine wrote a review of a biography about Dad that drew some unsavory and—I felt—overly broad conclusions about the kind of person he was, I fired off a letter trying to set the record straight. Dad’s response was, “Thanks, pallie, but why’d you do that?” After a half-century of living life in the crosshairs of public scrutiny, he had developed a much thicker skin for the occasional poke than had those of us closest to him.

At times, he was noncombative to a fault. Few things really made him mad. I doubt that even the way he was characterized in some of the obituaries published after his death on Christmas Day 1995 at age 78—“boozy,” “slacker,” “Hollywood lightweight,” “womanizer,” “never gave a rat’s pack about anything”—would have generated more than a brush of the hand from Dad. He understood there was a kernel of truth in his popular image of a suave cocktail crooner with a devil-may-care attitude. It was the veneer that covered his personal life, which he guarded zealously. But over time, that exterior shell would meld with the grain of his inner self, and for some observers, the two would be almost impossible to separate and corroborate. Invariably, the need to somehow categorize Dad and what made him tick would end in a shopworn explanation that behind the façade was the Dean Martin nobody knew.

Dad did not take himself seriously. I suspect that always perplexed the people who chronicle the fortunes and misfortunes of celebrities, pushing them to find reasons why he did not seem to be the least bit self-absorbed or obsessed with polishing his image. A few concluded that, at his core, he was empty. Maybe that’s the downside of not being too full of yourself. Some people assume you must not care about yourself. And if you don’t care about yourself, then you probably don’t care what people think about you either. So Dean Martin must not have given a damn about any of it, after all, they conclude.

Let them believe that if they want. I always had a sense that the people who were fans of Dad’s singing, movies, and stage acts didn’t need a pop-psychologist couch trip to figure the guy out, if they even felt a need to ponder such things. It was simple. He liked to have fun. If he was paid for having fun, all the better. It’s a credo I’ve tried to live up to.

His outlook was carefree, rather than void of caring. As his son, I knew this more than anyone. Dad cared deeply about many of the people whose lives intersected with his during his long career. Especially in those last days, after work was no longer fun and life had become all too serious, he would talk frequently about the old days and the friends that peopled his past.

He and I would sit over dinner, usually in one of his favorite Beverly Hills haunts where other customers seemed to be as shocked to see him as much as he was surprised they still knew who he was, and there would be a certain rhythm to the evening. The stories would unwind in an almost predictable pattern: the set-up, the punchline, and then the segue into the next yarn.

Not all of the tales had happy endings, just as not all memories are good ones. But there was a catharsis to the storytelling, a salve that seemed to ease the unspoken sadness that he was slowly dying. I believe Dad was resigned to his fate, and death did not come as a surprise to him or to those of us who had watched his health and desire decline. Still, the death of a loved one, no matter how expected or anticipated, is always a blow. I miss him deeply.

But he always will live on in my memories and in the memories of those who enjoyed his company, whether it was from a song on a phonograph, a seat in a movie theater, a table at a Las Vegas showroom, or in the living room of America every Thursday night on television. It’s to his memory that this book is dedicated, even if he was never much for sentimentality.

I can hear him now: “Thanks, pallie, but why’d you do that?”

—RICCI MARTIN
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Chapter 1

Home in the Hills

The Hamburger Hamlet squats below a glassy medical office tower at a three-way intersection on Sunset Boulevard in West Hollywood, a bygone shrine to fried food and gooey desserts amid the procession of sushi bars and patisseries that line the Sunset Strip. It opened in October 1950 as the “Coffee Shop to the Stars,” a little café at Doheny and Sunset with red awnings and a patio that offered “simply marvelous food and drink, prepared and served by nice people.” Because the owner was a contract actor and the place was situated on the commute home to the storied mansions in the Hollywood hills, Hamlet fare was routinely carried away in grease-stained paper bags by the likes of Tony Randall, Janet Leigh, and Debbie Reynolds.

But perhaps its most famous regular was my dad, Dean Martin, an Italian immigrant’s son who ascended to pop culture icon as a singer, movie star, and Las Vegas stage performer. It was there, in the Hamlet’s eternally dim tap room on a Sunday evening forty-five years from the day the place had first opened, that I saw Dad alive for the last time.

I will remember that evening as one of the saddest of my life. After dinner with him, I went to my mother’s house in nearby Beverly Hills with tears in my eyes. Less than three months later on Christmas morning, 1995, after a late-night marathon gift-wrapping session at my own home in the mountains of Utah, I got the phone call informing me that Dad had died of respiratory failure.

In my grief, I was glad we had been able to share that last evening together in October 1995. But the final image I have of him sitting in that big, red button-tuck Naugahyde chair at his usual table at the Hamlet is not a pleasant one. When my mother had called and said I should come and visit Dad soon, she had warned me to be prepared when I first saw him.

It had only been a few months since he and I had last met. But his skeletal appearance on that evening at the Hamlet was shocking. He had shrunken from the athletic man I had grown up with, his normally taut body frail and his skin seeming to drape over his frame like a shroud. His thick, black-rimmed eyeglasses slipping off his nose seemed to envelop his small face, once lean and tan yet now pale, even yellow under the low-wattage bulbs sprouting from the brass chandeliers in the lounge.

Neither one of us talked about his failing health, choosing instead to reminisce. He shook his head about the death of another Hamlet regular, Elizabeth Montgomery, his co-star in the 1963 film Who’s Been Sleeping in My Bed? and the actress who immortalized Bewitched, the ABC-TV comedy that jostled with NBC’s The Dean Martin Show for top ratings in the late 1960s. She had died just five months earlier, on May 18, 1995, of colon cancer. She was 62 and, like Dad, had withered with the passing of time. Talk of her death compounded the sadness of our evening together, weighing on my father like so many heartaches of the last years.

It was only a few blocks up Doheny Road from this dreary last supper that I had forged many of the happiest memories of my life, growing up as the son of this famous man who now seemed to be dematerializing before my eyes. The Martin family home, at 601 Mountain Drive in Beverly Hills, was the center of my childhood galaxy. Two decades of memories radiate from that place like the corona of the sun, concentric reflections of the past that warm me with colors, smells, sounds, and sights of the past.

The purr of Dad’s car up the driveway, bathed in alternating bands of the late afternoon light and shadow, and as it rumbled through the carport next to the laundry room and into the garage, the doors of which were always left open. The rhythmic click-click-click of his boots as he entered the kitchen from the back door. I’d be seated at the kitchen counter and he’d walk over, give me a pinch on the neck and the standard greeting that needed no answer, “Whaddya say, pallie?”

He would go over to the bread drawer and pull out a loaf of soft Weber’s white bread. Smearing a slice with butter, he would fold it in half and take a big bite off the end. “Now that’s livin’, pallie,” he would announce as he headed up the stairs to his bedroom to clean up for dinner. Coming back downstairs, he would sit on the couch in the living room, smoking a cigarette, sipping a cocktail, while alternately listening to our reports of the day’s doings and idly searching the television channels for a western. The picture of contentment.

The evening ritual of his arrival remains one of the most comforting moments of my life. The sinuous path that time followed from those “Dad’s home!” hugs of the 1950s to our final embrace before he climbed into his car and was driven away from the Hamlet that night in the fall of 1995 is the story of this book.

[image: image]

If you were to trace my father’s lineage forward from his ancestors, family, birth, and childhood, it’s unlikely you would expect the trail to lead to Beverly Hills, California. That Dean Martin, a man whose celebrity appeal was rooted in a charming lack of pretension, would make his home in the epicenter of status symbolism was one of the many ironies I came to recognize growing to adulthood.

Dad was named Dino Paul Crocetti (pronounced “cro-chetty”) when he was born June 7, 1917, in one of the oldest communities in Ohio, a town called Steubenville. The steel-mill burg across the Ohio River from West Virginia was named after Baron Frederick William von Steuben, a Prussian soldier who trained the militiamen of the American colonies in the Revolutionary War. Its residents mixed heartland patriotism with scraped knuckles and a dirt-under-the-fingernails work ethic. And at the end of the day, they knew how to have a good time.

Dino was the second son of a barber who came to America in 1913 from Montesilvano, a small town on the calf of the boot of Italy, nestled on the coast of the Adriatic Sea. I don’t know if my grandfather, Gaetano Crocetti, ever became accustomed to the fame and fortune that would befall his son Dino. Pop, as we called Guy, was a simple man who enjoyed his family and his ravioli, the latter always homemade by my grandmother Angela. She and Pop were married in 1914, a year after his ship from Italy docked at Ellis Island. He was 20 and she was 16 on their wedding day.

Guy and Angela would occasionally come and stay with us on the weekends at the big house in Beverly Hills. About one Sunday a month, Angela would make an Italian feast at our home with homemade ravioli, sausage, and gnocci, filling the kitchen with delicious smells.

I remember one evening, shortly before his death in 1967 at age 73, Pop announced he was ready for bed. I was asked to help Pop to his designated guest room at the end of one of the wings of the house. By that time, our home had sprawled from the original fieldstone and wood dream house of about 5,000 square feet that Mom and Dad had bought in 1954 for $120,000 cash, to a 12,000-square-foot manor. A second-story extension had been added over the garages for a separate wing of bedrooms for the girls. As I led Pop down the long hallways, he frequently wanted to veer off into one of the already occupied rooms.

“No, Pop, this way,” I would say, tugging at his arm to correct his course.
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Dean at I7.
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Lost in space. The Martin digs at 601 Mountain Drive in the early 1960s, after Mom and Dad added on a new wing and tennis court.

Finally, exasperated, he called a halt and asked me, “What room number am I in?”

In spite of its size, we never thought of 601 Mountain as a mansion, but more as a ranch house, harking back to the days not that long before when Rodeo Drive was pronounced Ro-dee-oh, not Ro-day-oh. The L.A. Basin floor of Beverly Hills was once a field of lima beans, and the gently undulating foothills rimming Coldwater, Franklin, Benedict, and Higgins Canyons were planted with wheat, or grazed by cattle or sheep. As the city became the preferred address of movie stars—spurred by Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford’s “Pickfair” estate in 1919—the farms gave way to beautiful mansions, architectural wonders of elegance and ostentation.

Farmhands used to herd cows, sheep, and horses down Santa Monica Boulevard, and the bridle paths that crisscross the city used to be dirt, not grass. They were horse trails rather than jogging paths. Even in the late 1950s, with a population just less than 30,000, the town retained that rural flavor. We would ride our Stingray bikes to Morley Drug Co. on the corner of Beverly Drive and Santa Monica. Nearby was Birdsal’s, the store where we were outfitted in uniforms for Beverly Hills Catholic School, just off Wilshire.

It was a town where everybody seemed to know everybody else, or knew someone who did, which made it very hard as a kid to get away with anything without a concerned citizen filing a report with Mrs. Martin.

I was just a year old when we moved into 601, and at the time, most of the two-and-a-half acres of grounds were covered with a grove of unkempt orange trees, a dark jungle that created a canopy beneath the taller palm, acacia, eucalyptus, and pepper trees. The house was built on the brow of a hill above Sunset Boulevard, just below Greystone Park, at the junction of Mountain and Loma Vista.
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Mom and Dad were married August 26, 1949.

After their marriage in 1949, my father and my mother Jeanne (pronounced as in “I Dream of . . .”) had lived in Los Angeles’ Westside before settling into the house at 601 Mountain in 1954, which would be home for nearly two decades. The place was big from my earliest recollections and seemed to grow as the family did.

In spite of the celebrity circle that swirled around my father and mother, the heart and soul of our house were shielded from the glare of Hollywood. When Dad got full custody of my brother Craig and sisters Claudia, Gail, and Deana from his first wife, Betty, we grew larger and closer as a family.

Growing up, I never considered any one of them a “half,” as in half-brother or half-sister. Even much later, when Dad and Mom divorced and he remarried, adopting his new wife’s daughter, Sasha, I never referred to her as my “step-sister” or my “adopted” sister. Through three marriages and eight kids, we were always one family. The Martins.

Dad had married Betty—her full name was Elizabeth Anne McDonald—in 1941, while he was climbing the ladder as a crooner, singing at nightclubs around Ohio. They had four children: Craig, born in 1942; Claudia, born in 1944; Gail, born in 1945; and Deana, born in 1948. Their marriage was faltering when Dad met my mother, Jeanne, on New Year’s Eve 1948. Dad and Betty were divorced a few months later. After Mom and Dad’s marriage, our family at 601 Mountain quickly grew to include three children: my older brother Dean-Paul, who was born in 1951; myself, Ricci, born two years later; and my younger sister, Gina, born in 1956. Mom insisted that Dad seek full custody of his four children by Betty, and in a court request, she pledged to raise them as her own. In 1957, a judge granted Dad’s petition for full custody. When Craig, Claudia, Gail, and Deana came to the house, they were my brothers and sisters. That’s just the way it was and, seemingly overnight, we coalesced into one boisterous herd of kids.
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Dad was granted custody of my brother Craig, and sisters Gail, Deana, and Claudia in 1957, putting the entire Dean Martin family under the same roof.

Today, the popular term to describe us would be a “blended” family. But my brothers and sisters and I never made any distinction. Dad was Dad, Mom was Mom, and the big house at 601 was home.

As you walked into the house at 601 Mountain through the big wooden front door, you entered a large foyer decorated sparingly, dominated by a mirror to the left, an antique with lacy pewter veins in the glass and a ledge adorned with scrollwork at the base. Mom loved antiques and we had several beautiful pieces in the house, but the appeal was lost on Dad. He used to joke, “Honey, I make enough money. You can buy new furniture.”
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The Martin invasion: (left to right) Dean-Paul, myself Deana, Mom with baby Gina, Dad, Gail, Claudia, and Craig in front of 601 Mountain Drive.

To the right of the foyer was the entrance to the living room. This was the hub of activity in our house, whether it was an evening of watching TV, a cocktail party, or a gin rummy game presided over by my dear grandmother Peggy, Mom’s mother. More than 30 feet long, the room was divided by a see-through fireplace that separated the television viewing area from the sunken terrace bar that looked outside over the tennis court.

Walking into the living room, you would see the back of a chair that faced the sunken bar, while along the right wall was the couch where Dad would always sit to watch television. His spot was at the left end of the couch, next to an end table that always had an ashtray and a coaster for his drink.

In front of the couch was a small, low coffee table, and if you walked past the coffee table, you would reach three wide stairs of terrazzo, polished marble chips set in cement, that led down to the lower level and the curving bar. The wall at the end of the room was floor-to-ceiling picture windows and sliding glass doors, looking out behind the bar onto a terrazzo patio framed by large planters and the tennis court fence just beyond.

There was a spinet piano in the bar area, used by guests and us kids, never by Dad. Seating was built into the ledge surrounding the bar area, and a game table with chairs perched in the corner opposite the bar.

Just down the main foyer from the living room entrance was a small door that led into the den. This room was used as Dad’s office, although I seldom recall ever seeing him in there, let alone sitting behind the desk. On weekdays a secretary worked in the office, answering the phone.

Most of the calls that came in on that line were for Mom. It was a fact of life that Dad seldom had anyone call him at home, and he rarely used the phone to call out. When he was home, he was incommunicado, avoiding contact with the outside world so that he could relax with the family. Dad was the kind of guy who left his work at the office, and everybody who worked with him knew not to try to reach him at home.
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Dad showing off his juggling skills in our living room, 1967. Myself, Dad, Deana, Gina, Mom and Dean-Paul.

Directly through the foyer was a projection room that doubled as a playroom for the kids. There was a billiards table in the middle of the shoebox-shaped area, between the two L-shaped couches that stretched across the room and the screen on the far wall. The billiards table was situated so that it didn’t interfere with the line of sight, and the three lights that hung above the green felt surface were rigged on pulleys that could be raised to the ceiling when the show began. The walls were lined with Dad’s gold and platinum records, more than a dozen, in an orderly parade around the room.

Dad was a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, an honor that allowed him to vote for the Oscars and also to receive first-run films for his personal viewing. The two couches in the projection room were separated by a large antique trunk that served as an end table. It held a lamp, a telephone, and a metal intercom box next to where Dad would sit. We would all assemble on either side of him and Dad would press the button on the intercom and say, “Roll it, Lowell.” That was the signal for the union guy in the soundproofed projection room behind the rear wall to electrically lower the screen at the opposite end of the room and start one of the two huge 35-millimeter, heli-arc movie projectors.

Since it was a true home theater, the equipment at the time dictated that a professional show the movie. Each projector was the size of a 55-gallon drum laid across the top of a stove, and columns of galvanized steel ducting sprouted from the projectors to channel the intense heat outside. The projectionist had to constantly adjust the ivory handle that controlled the two carbon rods feeding the heli-arc to produce the brilliant light, much as a welder has to regulate his torch. We watched most of Dad’s later movies, from the mid-1960s on, in this projection room that, at the time, was state-of-the-art.
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Myself, Dad, Gina, Mom, and Dean-Paul upstairs at home, about 1956. Morn and Dad’s bedroom is to the left and Grandma Peggy’s room is to the right.

His earlier films were less complicated to screen. Before the living room was enlarged to include the sunken bar area, it served as our projection room. In those days, the movies that Dad and Jerry Lewis made were rented on 16-millimeter reels. You’d get a catalog in the mail listing the available movies, and they would arrive in oversized pancake tins. The projector was mounted in a closet-sized room behind the wall of the old living room, concealed by a painting that was hinged on one side to swing open when it was time for a movie. I was the one who usually manned the little 16-millimeter film projector for those early black-and-white shows, and while I pined for a chance to fire up the monstrous heli-arcs when those were installed later on, running the two big projectors was off-limits to us kids. Union regulations, I guess.

When Mom and Dad remodeled the playroom and added the new movie theater system, they also had a low-rise stage built beneath the screen. The stage was used frequently as we grew up, from impromptu family skits and mimicking of Dad’s stage antics, to rehearsals for my brother Dean-Paul’s band, Dino, Desi, and Billy, and later, for a couple of my fledgling bands.

To the left of the foyer was the dining room, which led into the kitchen and a breakfast nook. A circular staircase wound up to the second floor from the foyer, and directly across from the top landing was the entrance to the master bedroom, where Mom and Dad slept.

Just to the right of the master bedroom entrance was another door, the entrance to a separate, smaller bedroom where Mom’s mother, Peggy Biegger, slept. Peggy, my maternal grandmother, lived with us and had as much a hand in raising the seven Martin children as did Mom.

As we kids grew up, we gradually recognized the irony in the proximity of Peggy’s room to Mom and Dad’s bedroom. Dean Martin was portrayed around Hollywood as a rakish Casanova, winning the charms of beauties from Marilyn Monroe to Ursula Andress. Few would imagine he slept with his wife one wall away from his mother-in-law.

It was not the stereotypical son-in-law/mother-in-law relationship. Dad had a deep, abiding affection for Peggy, a bond that was as close as with his own mother. She had the same refined features that had made her daughter a beauty queen, although Peggy’s hair had a deeper strawberry tint than the golden blonde of my mother’s hair. She adored Dad and he would regularly do several minutes of shtick about her in his stage act in Las Vegas.

The routine would usually begin with him picking up a drink from a table of an audience member seated closest to the stage. This was a pre-arranged gag, with the waiter usually bringing his scotch-and-soda out to the table of guests right before the show and telling them that it was Mr. Martin’s drink for the opening of his show.

[image: image]

Dad and Mom on a date in the early 1950s with Mom’s mother, Peggy, who was one of Dad’s biggest fans.

Dad would saunter out, do his opening song, and then scan the room, asking, “So, does anybody have a little drinky poo for me?” He would lean over the designated table, swipe the drink, and take a sip, much to the surprise of the rest of the audience, who didn’t realize the drink was a prop. Then he would offer a sip to Kenny Lane, his longtime pianist, who would politely decline. Dad would badger Kenny a little, reminding him that Prohibition had been repealed, then place the drink on the piano and turn back to the audience to begin his next song.

Just as Dad would turn around, Kenny would chug the drink, bringing guffaws from the audience. Dad would wheel around, retrieve the empty drink, pluck a lemon twist from the glass and ask, “Don’t the band want none?”

Then he would launch into a series of drunky jokes, including a few about Peggy.

“Oh, Jeanne’s mother Peggy lives with us and Peggy is an amazing woman,” Dad would say. “She’s 80 years old and she doesn’t need glasses. She drinks right out of the bottle.”

It was about twenty minutes of his show, the whole routine that began with snatching the drink from the audience. One night, however, there was a minor problem. I had gone to see Dad’s show with some friends and we had gotten the designated drink table, right up at the front of the room, so
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