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			Foreword

			I want you to know about two guys from Hackensack, New Jersey . . . because they’re both me.  I’m not a schizophrenic and I don’t hear voices from God telling me to kill people, but I’m definitely two different guys with two different mind sets and abilities within the same cranium, and each guy has had a very rewarding and satisfactory career.  Their careers have kept me totally anonymous and yet have allowed me to work at the heart of the entertainment world for (and sometimes against) some of the biggest names in show business.  I’ve encountered the poor and the unknown as well as the rich and famous, including Benny Goodman, Gene Krupa, Andre Previn, Norman Lear, Buddy Rich, Frank Sinatra, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Carroll O’Conner, Jean Stapleton, Bob Hope, Charlton Heston, Lenny Bruce, Jack Benny, Eddie Fisher, Don Adams, Robin Williams and tons of others.

			People are amazed when they learn about the two careers the guys in my head have had, although it doesn’t seem the least bit amazing to me.  I’ve been nagged for as long as I can remember to write a book about my lives and now I’ve finally caved, and here it is.  The viewpoints are the sole property of the two guys from Jersey and, by the way, I’m never both of them at once.  They have to take turns.   When I’m playing  jazz music, it’s the greatest and when I’m writing, it’s the greatest and if you ask me which guy I prefer, I don’t have an answer.

			Speaking as Gordon Mitchell, the writer, everything I’ve reported is exactly the way I remember it and I’d like to think it’s pretty close to reality.  I hope you find this book about the two guys from Jersey a feel-good, amusing account of my life because, let’s face it, I’m a feel-good, amusing kind of guy.  Whitey, the musician, adds “So am I”

			Gordon ‘Whitey’ Mitchell

			Palm Desert, California

			September 1, 2007

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Star Day in Palm Springs

			February 20, 2006 was a perfect day in downtown Palm Springs . . . bright sunshine, palm trees along the quaint historic main drag with a backdrop of the highest mountains in Southern California. For me, it was a day I’d anticipated and dreaded for several months. There was to be a dedication and unveiling of my star on Palm Springs’ famous Walk of Stars, presented to me and sponsored by the Walk of Stars Board of Directors. To get one of these you have to be approved by the Board, plunk down $10,000 for the cost, and then wait a month or two for the whole process to be publicized and set into motion. But the big deal is to get that Board approval. You don’t have to be a celebrity who doesn’t wear undies while posing for crotch shots (although that helps) and then get bizarre tattoos, run over a few people with your car, marry bearded, riveted unkempt dudes and flee to rehab. But you should be outstanding in your field, whether you’re an entertainer, radio/TV personality, actor, musician, writer, director, producer, philanthropist, humanitarian, Medal of Honor winner, or a former President of the United States. And you’re supposed to be a person who has contributed to the charm and world prominence of Palm Springs. I qualified in the writer and musician categories, but I still have some work to do in the charm and world prominence of Palm Springs area. 

			But I’m a walking, talking, one-man band, Chamber of Commerce and huge fan of Palm Springs and the surrounding desert communities. Especially since moving here twelve years ago after Hollywood declared me senile and drooling at age sixty-two. Of course, Hollywood will declare you senile and drooling long before you’re forty if you’re a television writer, but I’m getting ahead of myself.

			Several hundred people had gathered around a roped off area on the sidewalk in front of the Plaza Theatre on Palm Canyon Drive. The theatre, home of the Fabulous Palm Springs Follies, has been a part of local history since its opening as a movie house in the early 1930s. Decades ago, it was home to the big-time network radio shows of entertainers like Jack Benny, Bob Hope and Bing Crosby.

			My wife, Marilyn, the love of my life (who knows more about me than I’ve ever bothered to learn), produced this star dedication as well as a DVD of my life and two careers for the after-star party, and I’m still enjoying it more than a year later. She knew that I’d always admired from afar, but had never had a ride in a Hummer. And since her good friend, Carole, owned one…SHAZAM! I arrived at curbside in a brand-new, gorgeous (if a little effeminate) dark-red Hummer, chauffeured by Carole, after hanging out in a parking lot a couple of blocks away so as to get there at the exact moment Marilyn wanted.

			The Hummer pulled up, I emerged from the rear passenger door and stepped out into the sunshine and into the crowd amid music, loud cheering and screaming from friends old and new, family members, dignitaries, fellow Board members, and a few people who were there by mistake, but liked what they were seeing. At that moment I had an inkling of what it must be like to be Brad Pitt. Except this happens to him if he just goes out for a Krispy Kreme.

			Although nobody tries for this, some star dedications can get a little stuffy, overly long and tedious. Not Marilyn’s production! Longtime friend and emcee of the event was writer/producer Allan Blye, who got things off to a perfect start when he said, “We’re here today to honor a great man” and then mentioned the name of a talented but egocentric, pompous, and far-from-beloved local celebrity. When the laughter from that opening joke subsided (and it took a long while) the program blossomed into a warm, funny, sentimental affair that seemed to whiz by too quickly. Other speakers included a golfing buddy and kindred spirit, Patrick Evans, a CBS-TV2 local television personality, who was properly disrespectful, followed by Bob Hope’s head writer and producer for thirty years, Mort Lachman, then eighty-eight years old, who made the trip from Los Angeles for the occasion. Or maybe for the party that followed. Mort just gets funnier as he gets older. Then came jazz pianist/singer Frankie Randall, a Frank Sinatra protégé, who got laughs just reading from my bio/resume and bitching the whole time that his name was nowhere to be found. I was hoping I’d be as funny as the other guys, and I’m told that I was. But what I was really hoping for was just not to throw up on my star.

			But it wasn’t all just laughs. My beautiful daughters, Lesley, Karen, and Michele, all said wonderful, heartfelt things that brought tears to my eyes, as did a surprise letter Marilyn arranged from my hero, Norman Lear, extravagantly praising my writing career. There were also letters from the President of the New York Musicians’ Union Local 802, the President of the Writers Guild of America, and a Proclamation from Palm Springs’ Mayor Ron Oden declaring February 20, 2006 as Gordon “Whitey” Mitchell Day! Quite a momentous day for a guy whose midwife-assisted birth in a log cabin on the Illinois plains seventy-some years earlier led to all of this.

			Okay, I lied about the log cabin and the midwife and Illinois. It was a hospital in Hackensack, New Jersey, and the medical help was probably all licensed. But it started me thinking: maybe people would find it interesting that it’s possible to be at the heart of show business in two successful careers and at the same time be virtually unknown. And maybe if this could somehow be captured in a book and written in a semi-amusing way, with lots of references to personal contacts with showbiz greats and not-so-greats, such a book might be welcome. But, where to start? Here’s a thought: At the beginning.

		

		
		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Radburn . . . I Show Up

			As my parents took me home to Radburn, New Jersey from nearby Hackensack Hospital where I was born, the big story of the day was the bungled kidnapping and death of the Lindbergh baby. They were relieved that, since they weren’t celebrities, they’d never have to go through such an ordeal. And since they weren’t celebrities there was nothing in the paper about the birth of Gordon Mitchell, but they did notice an item about the birth of the newest Kennedy son, Edward M. Kennedy. It was news because of the prominence of the Kennedys and because Rose Kennedy was forty-two at the time, medically risky back in those days. Mom passed on the information to me that Ted Kennedy was born (in the same time zone) at the exact moment as I was, and I can’t think of a more devastating argument against astrology.

			I joined a family already in progress. Dad, William D. Mitchell, was an engineer who worked for AT&T in their New York City headquarters at 195 Broadway. Ma Bell took him right out of college and he had a steady, if not terribly enjoyable, job for the next forty-five years until mandatory retirement. He’d wanted to be in Research & Development because he was a creative guy interested in almost everything, but was stuck in Operations & Engineering, a less imaginative department. But he didn’t really speak up or fight for what he wanted, was frustrated by his career in the company and paid a high price medically. It was a great lesson he inadvertently passed on to his sons: do what you’re good at and what you have the most fun doing in life and speak up when the time comes. Dad may have been an engineer in O&E during the day, but in his off hours and in his soul, he was a singer, choir director, accomplished musician, and church organist with a self-designed classic pipe organ in our home.

			Mom, Grace J. Mitchell, was a poet, a dreamer and a former newspaperwoman with a lot of spunk and the ability to speak up loud and clear. She more than made up for Dad and not many people put anything over the Mitchells and lived to brag about it. She had a lifelong love of words and every month we all had to endure the Readers’ Digest Improve Your Vocabulary Test, or whatever it was called. It was usually humiliating and certainly improved my vocabulary as well as my hatred for tests. Although the gift of music was evident throughout her family, it had apparently bypassed Mom and she was, in fact, tone deaf. She was only able to recognize with any degree of certainty two melodies: “The Star Spangled Banner” and “Danny Boy,” and she would promptly stand up with her hand over her heart if she thought she heard either one.

			[image: ]

			My brother, Keith “Red” Mitchell, was four and a half years old when I arrived. He was a skinny kid with orange hair, freckles, prominent nose and teeth, and was extremely self-conscious about his looks. Later on in life the freckles took care of themselves and he did something about the nose and teeth, but as a kid he seemed to avoid mirrors. I was considered blond and good looking, and it didn’t help brotherly love much that Mom’s best friend kept referring to me as Little Lord Jesus. 

			I adored and admired Keith and spent at least half of my life trying to get closer to him, which never seemed to happen outside of family vacations. He enjoyed his own peer group and I was mostly outside looking in. His first conscious act was to pee all over the attending physician, and that set the tone for his lack of appreciation of authority throughout his life. His relationship with our parents was largely adversarial, something that puzzled me at the time and ever since. And so he became the difficult, rebellious kid and I became the nice kid who never gave them trouble. Well, hardly ever. Years later, when we managed to spend five minutes together alone, Keith (by this time he was Red and I was Whitey) said that he grew up thinking, a la the Smothers Brothers, that Mom and Dad always liked me best. I grew up thinking, sure, that’s because I was nice to them. They may have liked me better, but they revered him. There was just something worshipful in their facial expressions at the mere mention of his name. I forgot to mention: he was a certified musical genius. More about Red later.

			Radburn sounds like one of those names made up by real estate people, and I guess it was. If you’d just created America’s first Planned Urban Development, you probably wouldn’t want to call it Secaucus, for example. Every house had a garage, every neighborhood had a community swimming pool, and every kid could walk to a nearby school without crossing a street. That was unprecedented and was a big deal in the late 1920s. It’s hard for me to imagine that my parents were ever hip and modern, but they were, and they bought a house in Radburn. By the time I came along the Great Depression was in full swing and the projected city population of 50,000 became frozen at around 5,000, and Radburn was eventually swallowed up by the large neighboring town of Fairlawn.

			It was great growing up in Radburn. In the morning all the dads went into New York City on the train, and all the moms got their kids off to school and spent the rest of the day, presumably, much in the manner of The Stepford Wives. If there were bizarre extramarital activities or drug and alcohol orgies going on, it never trickled down to my innocent ears. Or to the ears of my even more innocent mom. I’m told that the wonderful vocal group The Modernaires, of Glenn Miller fame, lived in Radburn, although I didn’t meet them until I played their act at the Paramount Theater with Tex Benecke & the Glenn Miller Orchestra about three decades later.

			My long-term memory goes back to age two, but don’t feel jealous. My short-term memory only goes back about twenty minutes. When I was three, my Grandfather Mitchell died in our house, where he’d spent his last months. It was carefully explained to me that although we wouldn’t be seeing Grandpa around anymore, he was okay because his soul was on its way to heaven. I’m not sure if the concept of soul reached my three-year-old brain, because later that day I was outside in the yard with my playmates and noticed thin wisps of smoke curling up from our chimney and told the other kids with a degree of certainty that that was Grandpa’s soul.

			Saturday was Metropolitan Opera day at the Mitchells’ home and Dad could sing along in French, Italian, or German while he heard his favorite arias on the radio as he (and sometimes we) worked on the pipe organ, which was a tunnel with no light at the end. Dad, never a rich guy, bought pipes made by European craftsmen from the previous century from torn down mansions on Fifth Avenue for pennies a foot, as well as other organ parts, and somehow got them to New Jersey and eventually into his home pipe organ. Some of the pipes were as much as thirty-two feet long, and so the household males were constantly digging under and around the house enlarging the chambers and making room for them. The digging and the opera are so connected in my memory that even today, if I hear opera music, my nose begins to twitch and I swear that I smell the distinct musty odor of deep earth tunnel excavation.
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			Mom and Dad were socially liberal, fiscally conservative, without any detectable prejudices, and were deeply religious people. But they didn’t beat you over the head with it. They simply lived the message that was too radical for the Mid-East 2,000 years ago and is still too radical today: love thy neighbor. They would have to be listed as Republican and Christian, though they would be appalled at what passes for either one today.

			Keith started piano lessons at age five and in spite of kicking and screaming and resenting it, was quite accomplished as far back as I can remember. When it was my turn for lessons, I had a few until the teacher died and no replacement was ever named. So I played by ear, learned a couple of simple boogie-woogie pieces and left it at that. I thought music was no big deal and that everyone came from a house like ours where everybody was gifted and could play. I remember saving up for a clarinet that a neighbor had for sale for thirty dollars, a lot of money back then. Dad had established the concept of matching funds, so all I had to come up with was fifteen dollars. But they were hard-earned paper route dollars, since I was then way past the days of getting money just by being cute. So even if I didn’t really play the piano, I could rattle off some boogie-woogie or toot the clarinet well enough for school shows and the clarinet came in handy when it came time to join the Fairlawn Junior High School Band.

			Keith was in constant demand to play at parties and dances and even in his awkward teenage years was considered a catch. I recall one incident when perhaps the least attractive girl in his entire school invited him to be her date at some function and he was amazed/repelled and (in a pathetic attempt not to hurt her feelings) stammered a little and then begged, “Give me twenty-four hours to think it over.” He called the next day to say “No.”

			Family get-togethers with the aunts, uncles, cousins, and favorite near-relatives were a lot of fun, with charades, music, jokes, and the highlight of the evening, The Finding Game. Sometimes called Camouflage (but not by us), the game consisted of searching for a long list of hidden ordinary household objects (pre-prepared by the evening’s hosts), which were placed in plain sight but cleverly situated so as to blend in with the background. Whoever found the most objects was declared the winner, and children were playing on a level field in this game. We all used to dread the evenings Uncle Cuyler was the host because he hid things so well it bordered on sadistic behavior. After he gleefully hid a pencil lead from a mechanical pencil in a crack on a piece of antique furniture which could only be seen looking straight down on it with the help of a flashlight and a magnifying glass, there was mass Mitchell outrage and The Finding Game was put on hiatus, then quietly disappeared from the party agenda. But there was still plenty of fun, such as when Uncle Roy taught the children who were interested (the boys, of course) how to burp. I think the responsible adults present were relieved that that was the only disgusting bodily function wisdom coming from Roy that evening. I remember only two jokes from this era. One was my dad’s and one was mine. Dad’s joke: A guy named Franklin Delano Stink went to court to change his name. To Joe Stink. My joke happened when I was about four, and everyone around the table was naming his or her favorite vegetable. When it was my turn, I announced that my favorite vegetable was MEAT. Not a big joke, but a deliberate joke, and I got some bonus money just for being cute. 

			So it was a great childhood. But, of course, not everything was wonderful. Mom, who had a lifelong thyroid deficiency (which wasn’t discovered until very late in her life), got into the hands of some up-to-the-minute Doctor Feelgood, who put her on amphetamines, which led to her spending a lot of time either crying in a dark room or being whacked out and eventually having psychotic problems, which led to a stay in a mental institution. Keith and I were farmed out to two different friends’ homes and endured some cruel taunts from our peers while the little men in the white coats tried to figure out what was wrong with Mom. Lo and behold, as soon as her medication was stopped, so did the weird behavior. She was soon declared normal and allowed to come home. Dad’s problem was duodenal ulcers, probably psychosomatic in origin (holding everything in, not speaking up), that required radical surgery when he was forty. He had two-thirds of his stomach removed, survived his less than fifty-fifty chance of making it, and went on to live twenty-five years past his retirement age. My turn. I almost lost my right eye in a stupid chemistry set accident, but luckily it was on a Saturday. Dad was home, gave me first aid and rushed me to the doctor . . . who was also home and lived next door.

			[image: ]

			Other things must have gone wrong, including my mechanically ungifted mother’s habit of wracking up the family car several times at one particular intersection, which came to be known as Gracie’s Corner. But no big downers, except for World War II, and when that came along, the Mitchells pitched in. Dad was our neighborhood’s Air Raid Warden, Mom was a Red Cross Volunteer, Keith was a Boy Scout, and I was a Cub Scout. We had the cellar set up like a bomb shelter, grew a Victory Garden, stored food and water, obeyed the rationing laws and, like most Americans of that era, joined in the war effort. It was an amazing time in this country’s history never before (or since) seen.

			With the house constantly full of words and music, hilarious family get-togethers (pay no attention to the two jokes I mentioned), vacations on Fire Island or long motor trips, or visits to a farm in New England, it was a great way for a kid to grow up, and I survived childhood with the firm conviction that life should be filled with music and humor and is supposed to be fun. I still believe that. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Ridgewood . . . The Short Fat Kid with the Tuba

			All the contributions we Mitchells made for the war effort, such as saving cooking grease (used for explosives), recycling tin cans, growing our own veggies, blacking out the headlights on the family car, buying war bonds, etc., really paid off big time in the spring of 1945 and caused Germany to collapse and Hitler to die. By this time I was, in effect, an only child. Keith had left home for Cornell University the year before, then decided that the piano was more fun than the slide rule, and now was in the army.

			Like The Jeffersons series three decades later, my parents decided it was time to be “Movin’ on Up,” and bought an old large house in Ridgewood, New Jersey, a few miles farther away from New York. Both parents had gone to high school there, had lots of relatives and friends around, and there were plenty of churches, all in need of choirmasters/organists. But the real reason, friends, was that there was no place else to dig for organ chambers at the Radburn house and endless room for excavation to accommodate Dad’s ever expanding pipe organ in Ridgewood. And now that I was a teenager, the shovel was handed to me, further cementing my hostile relationship to opera music.

			Among the first troops to occupy post-war Germany was big brother Red Mitchell. His dangerous army gig was to play piano and arrange music for a band and show unit which had lots of talented people in it, including Anthony Benedetto, who later on became Tony Bennett. I don’t know how it happened, but Red had suddenly discovered the joys of playing string bass, and soon wanted to do nothing else. With his lifelong connection to music he brought lots of musical knowledge, as well as ability and passion to the study of the instrument and soon became (and I’m not the only one who thinks so) the best jazz bass player ever. Of course this created giant footsteps for me to attempt to follow, but more about that and my career-long shadow dwelling later.

			During his months in Germany, Red found a little old violinmaker who made him a bass from scratch with pre-war wood. The price? Fifteen cartons of cigarettes! With the black market running the way it was in those days, everyone figured Red was swindled. Those fifteen cartons, traded off judiciously, got the violinmaker an entire new machine shop. Some swindle! Red had paid seventy-five cents per carton for them at the PX. Soon after that the army, in its wisdom, changed the rules about buying cigarettes in the Post Exchange and when it came time to ship the bass home, the shipping crate cost much more than the bass.

			When Red left for Cornell, at Utica, New York, then the Army, it still hadn’t dawned on me that we’d never again be living under the same roof. I was always pretty good at writing funny letters and I sent him quite a few. But nothing came back from Utica except occasional cardboard suitcases full of dirty laundry which were addressed to Mom. Sometimes I’m a slow learner. It took years for me to figure out that I was never ever going to get a letter from Red, and neither was anyone else. It just wasn’t his thing. But I was determined that, once and for all, he should send a letter to his kid brother. My final effort banked heavily on humor and involved a questionnaire and a stamped, self-addressed envelope. The questionnaire was a few frivolous and (I thought) funny questions, with multiple-choice answers. A no-brainer. All he had to do was check off a few answers, put it in the envelope and drop it in the mail. It never came back and for years I never tried again. Then I had some monetary crisis, which I described as a hopeless financial morass, and sent him a letter begging him to loan me “all available loot” so that I could survive the next month. About a month later I received a postcard from him, which started “Enclosed is all available loot” and ended with some insightful thoughts on hopeless financial morasses.

			I didn’t like high school. I was a year younger than my classmates, short, fighting weight and pimples, and getting anywhere with girls wasn’t in the cards. Ridgewood girls were trained well by their mothers. They all wore invisible psychic chastity belts covering all-important parts of their bodies which were not penetrable or removable until their wedding night, give or take a day or two. Bear in mind this was cold northern New Jersey and years before the Sexual Revolution changed America’s bedroom habits forever. By the way, the Sexual Revolution is due to hit Ridgewood any day now.

			But the biggest drag about high school was sitting in class after class waiting for the dumbest kid in the room to grasp the lesson of the day before we could move on. I have a low threshold of redundancy and used those wasted moments (while things were re-explained to the slow ones) to do my homework from that or some other class. I took pride in the fact that I never brought books home and never did homework at home. But never took pride in the fact that I ended up graduating about 315th out of a class of 350. I had some nice, patient teachers, including a wonderful English teacher who liked my sense of humor, encouraged my primitive efforts and saw to it that I wrote some humor pieces for the school magazine, which was fun and which foreshadowed half of my life. God bless you, Mr. Darby!

			Then came a life-changing event. Suddenly the marching band was without a tuba player. I guess the kid who played it either quit or moved out of town. So somebody had to switch to tuba (actually, sousaphone, that tuba that wraps around your body) and fast. The bandmaster cast his beady eyes on me, Mr. Quickstudy, and even though I was perhaps the shortest, plumpest kid in the band who would look the most ridiculous climbing into a sousaphone, I agreed to play his damned white tuba . . . on condition that I could be taught to play string bass in the orchestra and learn both instruments at the same time. I’d always loved the sound of the bass and realized how musically important the bottom note of any chord can be. So I took some quick instruction on both instruments, and from then on I marched with the band at football games and played with the orchestra at their occasional concerts. I soon began to play weddings, parties, and dances with bands . . . for money. Sixty years later I’m still playing with bands for money. God bless you, Mr. Cook!

			It’s December of 1946, a few days before New Year’s Eve, when Red shows up unexpectedly. He’s out of the army now, and starting to have a career as a bass player. Seems he has a New Year’s Eve gig in Paterson, New Jersey, he took a long time ago and would like to get out of, because a much better paying one had come along. He was delighted to learn that I’d started to play bass a few weeks earlier, and gave me his job. He didn’t even have to make a phone call to find a sub. Poor Dad would have to drive both of us to both gigs, but he seemed to like the idea.

			My first New Year’s gig and professional debut was with The Irving Cohen Trio at The Halfway House in Paterson. I was not yet fifteen and may have been playing bass for only a few weeks, but trust me, I was the best player in the band. Irving’s wife, who seemed to have far too many thumbs, played piano, if you can call it that, and Irving screeched away on a violin. There’s no sound much worse than the sound of one violin in the wrong hands, and believe me, the hands of Irving Cohen were the wrong hands. I would have hidden my face in my hands, but they were both busy with the bass, trying to keep time and trying to play notes that might tie the whole thing together. But no. We were God-awful. After the first set, the owner came up to Irving and said, “I know I promised you guys eighteen dollars apiece for playing three hours, but if I paid you six dollars would you go home right now?” Irving quickly agreed, and I got the feeling that he must have received lots of offers like that in the past. 

			But thanks to the disappearing sousaphone player, I became a professional musician in high school and started my lifelong love affair with the bass. The painful teenage years were almost fun, once I was a bass player and I began to play with better and better musicians. I played a lot of my own high school proms with The Duke Edwards Orchestra for ten dollars a night, but unfortunately had to wear the jacket of the previous bass player, who was a lot older and bigger than me. And there were lots of Italian/Polish weddings (I still don’t know why that was such a popular inter-cultural event) and I joined a Gilbert & Sullivan Operetta company orchestra, quietly dropping out of Mr. Cook’s school bands (that’s gratitude for you). 
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			When I became a high school senior at sixteen, I still wasn’t “Whitey” yet. I was either “Mitch” or “Satchel-Ass,” depending on how well you knew me, and I wasn’t a licensed driver yet. So, if you wanted to hire me for your band, you had to provide round-trip transportation from Ridgewood. I took it as a good sign that so many bandleaders were willing to do that. In the “Don’t Try This at Home, Kids” category, I heard from my brother about a den of iniquity in Paterson called The Club Ely. They had B-Girls, ladies who would hustle drinks from would-be Johns that probably had no alcohol in them. If the bartender accidentally put booze in their drink, they would discretely spit it back. Also, there were actual hookers who operated independently. The club had several nightly shows featuring a comic/emcee, a singer, lots of strippers, and, best of all, the band: Slim and his Trio. These were three beautiful black guys from New York who had played with everybody and were a little tired of the road and settled down at Club Ely for some steady (if low-profile) employment. They had piano, drums, and tenor sax . . . no bass. And when I first sat in with them after some dumb wedding gig, they welcomed even an inexperienced ofay bassist like me. By the way, “ofay” is a very old term used by some African Americans as a noun meaning “white person.” It’s simply Pig Latin for the word “foe,” but Slim and his guys never called me that and Club Ely became my home away from home.

			I’d “borrow” the family car after my parents were asleep, cruise over to Paterson and Club Ely and indulge in depraved sights and sounds that any sixteen-year-old red-blooded boy would appreciate and play music all night with terrific, experienced musicians. As a bonus, since we were playing by ear, it was always possible to sneak a peek at the strippers. I was working for free, but I was earning my BA in Jazz. I should have paid Slim, Herb and Gene for the privilege. They’re the guys who started calling me “Whitey,” by the way. It was to differentiate me from my brother whom they nicknamed “Red,” when he’d worked with them a year or two earlier.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Syracuse . . . Higher Education?

			In 1949 I ran away from home at age seventeen. Well, I really didn’t run away, I was driven . . . by Dad. He took me to Syracuse, New York, where I was to start at the university’s excellent School of Communication. I didn’t know at the time that I was leaving the nest for good. 

			We took a slight detour and drove to Rochester, New York, where Dad had a couple of long lost cousins he wanted to look up. We found them at a country club where one of them was the Head Pro. Two decades earlier the cousins were great golfers and used to win tournaments, breaking par and shooting scores in the sixties, which nobody did in those days, and were known as The Mitchell Boys. I’d love to meet them now, but was too dumb to be interested back then. The Golf Bug wasn’t due to bite for another seventeen years and my head was full of be-bop.

			A couple of years earlier when I was fifteen, Keith smuggled me into The Three Deuces, a jazz joint on New York’s fabulous 52nd Street, to hear Charlie (Yardbird) Parker and Dizzy Gillespie and their combo. My brother had discovered them and wanted me to have the chance to appreciate them too. So we found an old suit of Dad’s and a hat that could be pulled down over my eyes and into the city and into the
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Me on the left, age two, with Mom and Keith.
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