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Introduction

Dean Martin, “the King of Cool,” came into this world on June 7, 1917, as the beloved son of Gaetano Alfonso Crocetti and his wife, Angela Crocetti. As the names of his parents might suggest, Dean Martin came from a long line of Italian ancestors. In fact, he was born Dino Paul Crocetti, and it was only when he went into show business that he changed his name to Dean Martin. Back in the days of his early career, it was typical for performers who weren’t from an English-speaking background to anglicize their names. Since America comprised a predominantly English-speaking audience, it was assumed that performers with English names would be more successful.

Nevertheless, being raised in an Italian-American household, Dean’s first words were indeed in Italian. He did not even learn English until he began grade school at age five, and it’s said that the other kids poked fun at him for struggling to grasp the language. It’s hard for any child to be picked on for any reason, but Dean was able to take this first taste of adversity and do something with it, becoming determined to chart his own course from a young age.

Dean spent his early years kicking around northeastern Ohio in the working-class town of Steubenville. He rose above the dreary backdrop of this steel mill town with his own comical outlook on life. No matter what happened, Dean learned never to take anything too seriously. While others may have tried their luck with guns and bullets, it was with a grin and a light-hearted laugh that Dean Martin would one day conquer the world.


Chapter One

The Rise of Dino Martini

“Milton Berle is an inspiration to every young person that wants to get into show business. Hard work, perseverance, and discipline: all the things you need—when you have no talent.”

—Dean Martin

During his early days in school, Dean often proved to be much more eager to entertain than to learn; he was always full of jokes and comedic antics. His peers from Steubenville would later recall one incident, in particular, when a young Dean Martin decided to suddenly jump up on top of a desk and engage in an impromptu dance that seemed to be something akin to an Irish jig.

The teacher came into the room to find the classroom in an uproar of laughter as Dean pranced around on the desk. The teacher attempted to retain order and was about to discipline Dean, but it wasn’t long before the teacher was doubled over laughing as well. Even back then, Dean Martin was a natural entertainer, and no one could be upset with him for very long.

Because Dean was apparently more interested in clowning around than doing his schoolwork, by the time he was a sophomore, he had ditched his studies at Steubenville High School altogether. Instead of going to school, he ended up getting a job at the local steel mill. Dean Martin was in for some tough work at the mill. It was his job to hammer molten pieces of steel into shape before they were loaded up for transport.

Although Dean was a big, strapping kid for his age, it was exhausting work all the same, and it wasn’t long before he decided that hauling steel wasn’t the life for him. In fact, he quit after a hot piece of steel nearly fell right on top of him. Dean could have been seriously injured or even killed if he had been struck by this falling piece of metal. He decided that enough was enough and quit the steel mill that very day and immediately began looking for work elsewhere.

After hanging out at a local casino, he managed to get a job there as a dealer. Dean Martin was most certainly underage at the time, but both the laws and the local oversight were much more relaxed in those days, and so he managed to get away with it. Another thing he got away with was passing himself off as a boxer. He began making money as a prize fighter, getting paid to prance around in the ring as the dynamic “Kid Crochet.” In reality, he wasn’t that great. Looking back on all this, Dean Martin once rather famously remarked that out of his 12 bouts, he “won all but 11.”

After growing weary of boxing, Dean got a regular job as a clerk at a local establishment called the Rex Cigar Store. The place did indeed sell cigars, but all that cigar selling was just a front for the main attraction of the joint, which was gambling. Here, Martin would try his hands at the craps table, the roulette wheel, and with blackjack. As Dean Martin demonstrated his ability, he was soon made a regular dealer. It was early experiences such as these that would make Dean so comfortable later on in life as a performer on the Las Vegas Strip.

In his downtime, he would hang out at local bars and pubs to take in some of the local musical talent. It was here that Martin, known to have a decent voice, was occasionally asked to step up onto the stage himself. He soon joined a local music group and started performing under the name of “Dino Martini.” He was around alcoholic drinks such as martinis often enough, so it seemed fitting for him to take this moniker on for himself. The name was also rendered in honor of a singer for the Metropolitan Opera named Nino Martini. It was kind of a lark for Dean to adapt his own name accordingly as Dino Martini, but one more adjustment in the near future would bring us the Dean Martin the world would come to know and love.


Chapter Two

Marriage and Children

“The thing I notice first about a woman is her walk. A beautiful woman is like a race horse-slim, sleek, and with a beautiful carriage.”

—Dean Martin

Dean Martin seemed to be a natural when it came to singing, and he managed to gain attention for his work quite early on. Soon, he was being invited to perform for a local musical kingpin, Ernie McKay, as a regular part of the Ernie McKay Orchestra. Just like a young Frank Sinatra around the same period, Martin would cut his teeth as a crooner, with the backing of big band music.

Dean toured and worked hard, and by 1940, he was recruited to perform for another big bandleader named Sammy Watkins. It was actually Sammy who convinced the young singer to change his name from Dino Martini to Dean Martin. Dean then toured with Sammy’s band over the next few years.

It was during this same time that Dean would meet a woman by the name of Elizabeth MacDonald. She was just an 18-year-old college student at the time, taking a break from her studies when she happened to see a then 23-year-old Dean perform at the Hollenden Hotel. Dean’s daughter Deana Martin later recalled this event from family lore, claiming that it was a clear case of love at first sight. As she put it, “The mutual attraction was instant, and Dad fell for the Irish twinkle in Mother’s eyes.”

Irish twinkle or not, Dean Martin was apparently captivated by the young woman, and it was just a matter of months after their first meeting that he proposed marriage to her. Dean had introduced his new love to his parents in the meantime, and they were charmed as well. They were also quite relieved to hear of Elizabeth’s strong Catholic faith. Back in those days, there was much more hesitance of Protestants and Catholics marrying, so the fact that this Irish Catholic woman was marrying an Italian Catholic man was deemed an important part of the matchmaking process. No one would have to convert to anyone’s religion or face any of the other drama that might have otherwise ensued.

At any rate, the happy couple officially wed on October 2, 1941, at St. Ann’s Church in Cleveland Heights. They then went on to spend their honeymoon at the very place that they had met—the Hollenden Hotel. Apparently, right after their brief honeymoon came to a close, Dean went on the road with his new wife, as he toured alongside Sammy Watkins and company. By the time of Dean’s second tour with the band, however, Elizabeth was ready to stay home; she was already pregnant, and in 1942, she would give birth to the couple’s first child: a boy named Craig.

This was followed by more good news as Martin secured his debut on radio. In 1944, he was given a slot on a New York radio station called WMCA in which he aired a program that had been dubbed “Songs by Dean Martin.”

It wasn’t long before Elizabeth was pregnant again, and in 1944, she decided to head back to Pennsylvania, where she stayed with her parents until her and Dean’s new addition arrived. That year, their daughter Claudia was born. It was a happy addition, but the young family’s lives would soon be interrupted by the ongoing World War II. Like many other young men of this time period, Dean Martin received his draft notice demanding that he fight for his country. He would serve for little more than a year in Akron, Ohio, before he was discharged due to the complications of a chronic hernia.

Martin just barely had time to gather his thoughts before he was once again touring, traveling all over the eastern seaboard. As much as Dean and Elizabeth cared for each other early on, these long absences inevitably put a strain on their relationship. The arguments soon became more frequent, and Elizabeth, in particular, was known to explode. It’s said that on one occasion, she even slapped her husband in a fit of rage before telling him that she was through with him. Dean, to his credit, did not do anything to escalate the situation. Knowing that peace was preferable to chaos, he calmly disengaged and allowed Elizabeth to cool down before he returned with a bouquet of flowers. The couple’s break-ups and make-ups were now a fairly routine experience.

In the midst of this turbulence, Elizabeth gave birth to yet another child, Gail, who was born on April 11, 1945. Dean would later joke about his wife seeming to get pregnant every time he turned around—so much so that he was afraid to call home for fear that he would hear the inevitable, “I’m pregnant.” Fortunately, by this point, Martin’s success on the radio and while touring had brought him to the attention of Diamond Records, and in 1946, he was signed to their label. This enabled Dean to get a steady paycheck of $150 every week. With this new revenue source, he put his family up in a small New York apartment.

Life seemed to be an up-and-down struggle for Dean Martin and his growing family during this period, but they made the best of it. By both Elizabeth and Dean’s accounts later on in life, despite all of the difficulty, in many ways, these were the happiest days of their lives.
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