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PROLOGUE

Larry Tamblyn is the founder and original lead singer of the Standells. Best known for their hit ‘Dirty Water’, The Standells released a string of snotty, aggressive garage singles in the mid to late 1960s which are now regarded as proto-punk classics. The Ramones, Sex Pistols, Stooges, Guns ‘N Roses are among the many rock performers who cite the Standells as an inspiration. ‘Sometimes Good Guys Don’t Wear White’, ‘Why Pick on Me’, ‘Riot on Sunset Strip’ – the songs of the Standells have been covered by everyone from Bruce Springsteen, Aerosmith and U2 to Spacemen 3, Minor Threat and a million punk bands. “Dirty Water” is listed in The Rock ‘n Roll Hall Of Fame’s 500 Songs That Shaped Rock And Roll. The song is the official victory anthem of the Red Sox, played at every home game win. The Standells have left an indelible mark in the history of Rock ‘n Roll.


INTRODUCTION

On Sunday, October 24th, the Standells performed at Game 2 of the 2004 World Series between the Boston Red Sox and the Saint Louis Cardinals. Just a few hours shy of game time, it was a chilly 46 degrees at Fenway Park, the birthplace of legends Babe Ruth, Ted Williams, Cy Young, and Johnny Pesky. Red Sox fans were beginning to drift into the stadium, oblivious of the frigid weather, always the most vociferous baseball followers, their most joyous times tied directly to Red Sox wins, anxiously awaiting their team to begin warm-ups, and gazing in pride at the Green Monster, the fabled edifice that was part of the original park erected in 1912. How could you not love Fenway Park? Unless, of course, you are a Yankees fan.

We’ve always had quite the following in Massachusetts. Most every sports team in that state uses our song when they win a game. In fact, on my wall, I have a declaration signed by the Massachusetts General Court declaring “Dirty Water” to be the “undisputed victory anthem of the Boston Red Sox.” We’re even mentioned during the Duck Boat tours. The cruises go along the Charles River, and tourists learn about the historical landmarks of the city like Faneuil Hall and the Freedom Trail. They also hear about famous residents, such as John F. Kennedy, Samuel Adams, Alexander Graham Bell, Henry David Thoreau, and Oliver Wendell Holmes. To be spoken of in the company of such prolific historical Bostonian figures is an honor. Not one of us had ever imagined our group would reach a position of prominence again, let alone one of historical significance. Not bad for a bunch of musicians from Los Angeles.

It was an honor of a lifetime to accept the Red Sox’s invitation to perform at the game. In addition to me, all of the original performers of “Dirty Water” were in attendance: drummer and lead singer Dick Dodd, bassist Gary Lane (real name Gary McMillan), and guitarist Tony Valentino. As we stood beneath the Green Monster, anticipating the thrill of stepping into baseball history, my thoughts drifted to how we had all changed over the years. Our outward appearances were different, of course; we all had gotten rounder and grayer. For myself, I had long before outgrown the carefree young bandleader and original lead singer who couldn’t be bothered with the business of music. While I once had placed too much faith in others who made promises they failed to keep, I was now fully involved in the business and booking of the Standells.

In the sixties, Dick Dodd was a tall, good-looking dude with an ample head of dark hair, self-assured, reliable, and a great friend — someone who would give you the shirt off of his back. The former Mouseketeer and teen heartthrob was now in poor health, overweight with thinning hair, undependable and mendacious. After decades of heavy smoking and performing in small smoke-filled bars his once crisp, sexy voice had become gravelly. Years of drug and alcohol abuse had also taken their toll; he had become a shadow of his former self. Now when Dick sang “Dirty Water,” it sounded like a completely different song, sung by a raspy lounge lizard.

Next to Dick was shy, aged but still handsome Gary Lane. The years had been more kind to him. He was happily married to his first and only wife, Edie. Being a barber agreed with him. An avid baseball fan, Gary was thrilled beyond measure to be in Fenway. At least, that’s what we were told. With Gary, emotions were always a bit tricky to read. Along with his many other attributes, including his capable bass playing, Gary maintained his wry sense of humor.

Lastly, eyeing the attractive women in the stands, was bushyhaired Tony Valentino. Even after fifty years in this country, Sicilian-born Emilio Bellissimo (his real name) still spoke with a thick broken accent. Tony was certainly not the same good-natured, self-effacing friend who had co-founded the group with me in 1962. The once-suave Casanova who never had a problem enticing even the most virginal young woman into bed was now left only with reminiscences of past conquests. The happy-golucky, fun-to-be-with friend I had known had grown into a quarrelsome pain-in-the-ass to work with, and a constant complainer – most definitely not good company to be around. He had long ago lost his affable youthful appeal and was now burdensome with his persistent obstinance. Perhaps there had been hints of this all along, if so, I’d chosen to ignore them.

I remembered much happier times with Tony... like the day in the early sixties when we were driving up the California coast and some guy pulled up next to us at a stoplight, rolled down his window and asked, “Hey, do you know where Sonoma Beach is?”

Tony’s dark profuse eyebrows rose in bewilderment. “Whaaaat?”

The guy spoke a little louder, “Sonoma Beach.”

Tony’s face reddened. “No!” he shouted. “You are sonomabitch! Vaffanculo!”

And with that he raised his index and little finger at the man, the European symbol for “fuck you.”

The guy looked rather puzzled, opened his mouth as if to say something, but decided instead to drive off. When I told him that the guy was only seeking directions, Tony smacked his head in sudden realization, saying “Stupido!”

We both began laughing so hard we had to pull over to the side of the street.

The laughs and fun times were years behind us, along with our friendship.

As the memory faded, the excitement and anticipation building for our entrance, a curious thing happened. I was standing next to the event manager who held a copy of the show schedule. As we were going over the performance details one last time, a large drop of blood suddenly and mysteriously plopped onto the schedule, highlighting the Standells’ name in red. We looked up in shock, not knowing what we would see. Sure enough, high above us atop the Green Monster sat a hawk in the midst of consuming his dinner. His meal? One of Fenway’s finest – a large rat. I understand they are quite plentiful at Fenway – any local Red Sox fan will attest to that.

Oddly enough, it typified many of the bizarre incidents that happened to us over the years. It brought to mind one particular adventure that occurred over forty years earlier, in 1962.

At that time, the Standells consisted of Jody Rich, the eldest member, on bass, Benny (King) Hernandez, a handsome Latino youth, on drums, Tony on guitar, and me, the 19-year-old keyboardist/guitarist and lead singer. Tony had only been in the country for five years, but with his thick wavy head of hair, he was as suave as they came.

One of our first gigs as a band was at the Oasis Club in Honolulu, Hawaii. We did two shows every evening, following a Japanese burlesque show complete with actors, dancers, a comedian, and, of course, a stripper. Believe me, Miki Moto was a very tough act to follow. Boos and catcalls were quite common early on; the raucous male audience vociferously resented us for interrupting their masturbatory fantasies. As time passed, though, we began to build up a following for ourselves, especially among women.

The four of us lived in an apartment building in Waikiki Beach. Jody and Benny shared one bachelor apartment, Tony and I shared another. Unbeknownst to Tony and me, there was a third member of our household; one with four legs and fur who didn’t take kindly to late-night partying. He was a small Pacific Rat, Rattus Exulans, whom we later named Fred. Little Fred presented us with a BIG problem. He got into our food and made quite a pig of himself. Regardless, we could have come to some sort of detente with him if food had been the only issue. The biggest hindrance was regarding the girls. Fred intruded into our sex lives, and that was inexcusable. Tony and I had no problems meeting local and tourist women on the beach and inviting them up to our room. However, getting them into bed was another story completely – our furry roommate made that an impossibility. Fred intruded into our sex lives, and that was inexcusable.

It took Tony and me considerable time and effort – and scheming – to cajole the wahines into entering our small, rundown apartment. Approaching them as young, confident studs on the sandy Waikiki beach was the first step. Inviting them to our room for Mai Tai’s was the second. Once inside, we would surreptitiously dim the lights and then turn on the record player, already stacked with pre-selected seductive music – with “This Magic Moment” by the Drifters always on the bottom of the stack. The Mai Tais were expertly mixed and served. Our every move was timed to perfection. Soft lights, romantic music, sweet drinks, giggles... It was at this critical juncture that things would take a turn for the worst. Like clockwork, Fred would emerge from his hole behind the built-in oven and brazenly strut across the room, creating total havoc in the process. The now-terrified girls would then make a hasty retreat out the front door, leaving us profoundly frustrated, horny, and seething in anger at this pernicious little beast.

Over a period of two months, Fred’s ill-mannered and illtimed appearances continued, always at the most inopportune moments, always with the same results: the girls’ speedy exits and us yelling obscenities at Fred. There was very little we could do; inevitably, he always scooted back to his safe hole-in-the-wall behind the stove.

However, his good fortune was about to change.

Tony, like me, had grown weary of Fred’s behavior, and on one particular evening after the gig, a curvaceous red-headed tourist invited him to spend the night with her in her hotel room. I returned home from the club alone. After grabbing a snack from the fridge, I disrobed down to my skivvies (Jody insisted that we refer to all such clothing in military terms). With nothing better to do, I flipped on the TV and happened to catch the movie The Girl Can’t Help It, starring Tom Ewell, Edmond O’Brien, and the titular Jayne Mansfield. As a teenager, I was inspired by almost every black R&B performer, including Little Richard who performed the title song, and had wet dreams about Mansfield, so I couldn’t resist watching it.

To this day, I can’t fathom how Fred was enticed to come out of his hiding place during the hard-driving rock song theme from the movie The Girl Can’t Help It. Perhaps he thought things were getting a little racy with Little Richard belting out, “And if she’s got a figure made to squeeze,” thinking it was time for him to once again break it up before things got hot and heavy. Regardless, Fred made what I considered to be a fatal mistake. He chose this moment to make his appearance from behind the oven. Bolstered by his past performances, he had become more emboldened than ever. This time, though, he overstepped his boundaries. Fred raced right by me and ran into Tony’s side of the room. A built-in sliding divider conveniently separating our two beds (a major selling point to us when we found the place) presented me with a golden opportunity.

Fred must have counted on the usual hysterical distractions to make his getaway. However, unlike the previous occasions, I was alone. My attention was now focused entirely on him. I quickly slammed the divider shut, isolating the rat bastard from his safe hidey-hole. Fred had entered No Rat’s Land. My loathing of Fred had grown into an uncontrollable rage over those past two months. I dashed into the kitchen, grabbed a butcher knife, and then ventured into Tony’s side of the room, sliding the divider shut behind me.

This was it, I thought, the final conflict. After months of raw emotions and raging hormones, it was Larry vs. Fred: Mano a Rattus. Fred was the prey and I was the great white hunter. He had tormented me in the worst possible way; he’d deprived me of my manhood. Now I would deprive Fred of his rathood. It was payback time!

With the partition closed, Tony’s side of the room was dark. At first I wasn’t able to see where the little demon had fled. Where would a sneaky, conniving rodent hide? In one motion, I flipped over Tony’s bed. Sure enough, Fred scampered out and darted under a dresser. Aha! The game’s afoot! I was a primitive warrior in tight white loincloth, saber in hand, wailing like a banshee in fevered pursuit of this four-legged cretin. I was on a mission of vengeance and honor – nothing was going to stand in my way. I pushed over the dresser. Fred scurried out, disappearing under an end table. This too was toppled. The rat frantically sought shelter under every nook and cranny he could find. All hiding places were either sealed off or overturned. With nowhere left to go, Fred raced into the bathroom and across the tile floor to the bathtub... where his last hope of escape ended. He could go no further.

Trapped like a rat, Fred turned to make his last stand. Raising the knife overhead, I lowered myself into a primal squat, coming face-to-face with my whiskered nemesis. I menacingly waved the blade at Fred, who, in turn, defensively flashed his razor-sharp incisors at me, in sort of a menacing grin.

It was at this point that I realized with a shudder my absolute vulnerability – my groin was completely exposed, with very little to shield me from Fred’s fangs! While Fred was a considerably small target; I, on the other hand, presented the rat with a comparatively large and opportune target; I was in immediate danger of a ratsectomy.

Slowly I backed out of the bathroom, and closed the door, leaving it cracked open a tiny bit, and began re-thinking my battle plan. While I was pondering my next move, Fred made the decision for me, a momentary lapse in judgment on his part that would prove to be Fred’s undoing.

Unaware that I was stealthily observing him, Fred climbed up on a small table next to the toilet and crawled inside an empty Kleenex box. Here was the moment I had been waiting for! The coup de grâce! Revenge was at hand! I rushed into the bathroom, grabbed the container and threw it into the toilet. Yes, I knew that the thin cardboard box would slowly dissolve in the water, and yes, Fred would be forced to sink or swim. Unfortunately for him, the only exit was down the drain and into the sewer where he belonged. I shut the lid, triumphant in the knowledge I was the supreme victor in this battle; Fred would eventually meet his maker in Davy Jones’ Locker!

With a satisfaction that I hadn’t known in quite some time, I straightened the place up, walked back through the divider, and crawled into bed. It wasn’t long before I fell into a peaceful slumber, dreaming of other conquests to follow, now that Fred was no longer an issue.

Several hours later, I was soundly awakened by the most wretched scream I’d ever heard. Admittedly, I must take the blame here. I could have at least left him a note on the refrigerator. With his pants down around his knees, Tony stumbled over my bed in absolute hysteria.

“Somteeng’s in the toilet!” he screamed. “Eet’s alive!”

To say Tony was an emotional Italian was to say that the Pope is Catholic. When Tony sat on the pot, he’d felt movement from below, sending him into a full-blown frenzy. It took some soothing assurances and encouragement of deep breathing to calm Tony down enough to explain to him my jubilant conquest of Fred. After much cajoling I finally persuaded him to return to the bathroom to see for himself.

Slowly we crept up to the toilet. Sure enough, during the night the carton had slowly lost its viscosity. There was only a corner of the box left protruding from the water, on which Fred’s two hind feet were perched. The remainder of his body was stretched to the side of the bowl, his body barely clearing the water. There were teeth marks all around the underside of the lid, through which Fred had frantically and vainly tried to escape. Fortunately for Tony, his ass was a little out of reach for the little fiend to sink his chops into. Oh, how Fred must have suffered; oh, how I should have felt complete satisfaction and vindication at this delicious turn-of-events. But after looking at those two sad little eyes, I just couldn’t force myself to flush the toilet. Yeah, I was a soft touch, especially with animals... even malicious ones.

I wrapped my hands in a towel, and when I reached for Fred he almost leapt into my arms, relieved that his hellacious night of torture had come to an end. Tony and I then carried him outside. We walked a good distance from the building before releasing him. He skittered off down a walkway, and before rounding a corner, stopped, turned, and bared his teeth. He seemed to say, you may have won the battle, but I’m going to win the war.

I never actually saw Fred again, but on more than one occasion when I had a female overnight guest, I could have sworn I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. Of course, it may have been my mind playing tricks on me, but I remembered the sneer Fred gave me as he rounded the corner.

I’d hate to think the hawk at Fenway was somehow exacting his revenge for the wrath of Fred. I mean, now that I’ve aged a bit, I kind of have a soft spot in my heart for the little guy.

Besides, who else could say that his moral compass was Fred the Rat?


CHAPTER 1

Nothing can compare to the old Broadway musicals of the 1930s – lavish sets, extravagant costumes, and sometimes hundreds of performers on stage. Back then, my father Eddie Tamblyn was a well-known stage actor and dancer. Because of his youthful exuberance, he mostly did juvenile roles in such musicals as Good News and the Fanchon and Marco traveling unit of Follow Thru. It was on the latter that he met Sally Aileen (Triplett), a chorus girl. Later, in between shows, they did “follow thru” and were married.

Dad went on to act in many early low budget movies, such as College Cuties, Sweetheart of Sigma Chi and A Shot in the Dark (not the same story as the Peter Sellers movie of the same name). Eddie also had a small, uncredited dance scene in the first Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers film Flying Down to Rio. This is perhaps why I am so enchanted by the old musicals. It’s in my blood!

Gradually the performing jobs became more and more scarce, to the point where Dad would sit by the phone every day, waiting for it to ring. It seemed that New York stage musicals were drying up; Dad was getting older and the juvenile roles were no longer being offered to him. Days and even weeks went by without so much as a call. By then my oldest brother Warren had been born. Finally, Mom and Dad decided to move to California, where many other actors had migrated. Soon afterward, in 1934, my other brother, Russ, was born.

Unfortunately, things didn’t get much better as far as Dad’s career. He finally decided to learn a trade, eventually working as an electronics inspector at Hughes Aircraft.

On February 5, 1943, about eight-and-a-half years later, Lawrence Arnold Tamblyn was born in Inglewood, California. Also born that month was George Harrison of the Beatles (February 25th). World War II was still raging in Europe, and US General Dwight D. Eisenhower became the Supreme Allied Commander. It was also the year that the All-American Girls Professional League was created due to the shortage of male baseball players, many of whom were fighting in the war.

I was later told that after having two sons, my parents wanted a girl, and were going to name her Constance, Connie for short. Fortunately, after I was born, they decided not to return me, especially after winning a baby contest sponsored by the hospital. My family life was quite normal – with a few exceptions.

My brother Russ began to show an inclination for acting at an early age. Because of my dad’s bad experience in entertainment, he had said, “No child of mine is going to be in show business.” Of course, later on, Russ became the actor that my dad always wanted to be. Ironically, many years later Russ prematurely said the same thing about his daughter, Amber Tamblyn, who like her father was brimming with talent. Both had destinies to fulfill. For that matter, so did I. There was no way on God’s earth you could stop any of us. Also, as fate would have it, my mother had the wisdom to encourage all of us to fulfill our destinies.

One of my earliest memories was blissfully sitting in a bathtub at the age of one with my two brothers watching me while I played with my rubber ducky. In a child’s eyes, the small bathtub was seemingly the size of an Olympic swimming pool. Russ and Warren were not overly thrilled at the task of soaping up their bratty little brother, whose full attention was on his ducky as it exhibited its mysterious ability to emerge from the frothy water and float upright no matter how many times I pushed it under the water. Even at that age, I was vaguely aware that the country was at war with Germany and Japan. My grandfather, Thomas Triplett, and his second wife lived in Oceanside, in the vicinity of Camp Pendleton Marine Base. Often on our visits, I observed a lot of soldiers on leave and even saw a fistfight between two marines, probably over a woman. I also recall some military aerial maneuvers over the ocean. In 1945, Harry Truman became president; Hitler had committed suicide in April, and the European war ended on May 7, 1945. Nuclear bombs were detonated over the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the Japanese surrendered later that year, on August 14th, V-J Day.

At that time, I was two years old. We lived in a very small rented home, located at 572 1/2 East Florence Avenue in Inglewood. I vaguely recall the crowds celebrating in the streets.

I also recollect Dad having a pet duck. Everyone loved our feathered pet – except my maternal grandmother. Every time that duck saw her, he would launch an attack, and mercilessly nip at her ankles while chasing her down the street. A terrorist duck! We also had a Rhode Island Red rooster, who was discovered by Russ’ agent and was in a several movies. I was told that he was the rooster featured at the opening of the early movie newsreels, but I have a hard time believing that. There are no IMDb listings for roosters. Dad had a thing about birds!

Much to my dad’s ire, Russ was constantly doing crazy-ass things as a kid. As Mom once described it, if there was a tiny piece of glass in an empty lot, Russ would find a way to fall on it and cut himself. One time, Dad took us fishing. He went to cast his line, and as he swung the rod back the hook caught on Russ’ hand. Of course, he had to be rushed to the hospital to have it removed. It followed suit that Russ took to gymnastics at an early age. He had no fear! He could do front and back flips, handstands, and like a simian do any number of maneuvers, leaping from one tree branch to another. He was always covered in cuts and bruises.

Then there was the time we went camping, and my father decided to take the three of us and our dog, Tuffy, out on a lake in a small rowboat. We were a short distance out when Russ stood up in the middle of the boat holding an anchor. Dad, who I liken to Jackie Gleason’s character Ralph Kramden in The Honeymooners, reacted in his usual fashion.

“Put that down!” he barked.

Startled, Russ immediately let dropped the heavy anchor into the water. In doing so, it knocked some of the floorboards loose. As the boat began to take on water, Dad grabbed me. Everyone, including the dog, began to swim toward the shore – except for Russ, who was still in the middle of the sinking boat.

“I can’t swim!” he cried out.

To his dying day, my father always jokingly claimed that he actually had to think twice about going back to save my brother.

Because of Warren’s reoccurring bouts with bronchitis, the doctor recommended that he live in a drier climate. The San Fernando Valley seemed to fit the bill. We moved to our new home located at 6937 Ben Avenue in North Hollywood when I was about three years old. It was a small two-bedroom house, for which my parents paid $7,000. Today, the same home would probably be worth over a half-million dollars. Mom and Dad had one bedroom, and all of us boys had the other. We had a large yard with plenty of fruit trees.

Back then, neighbors were a lot more sociable than today. Everyone knew everyone. Coincidentally, our neighbors on either side were in show business. To our left, was Sunny Clapp who, in 1927, wrote the classic song “Girl of My Dreams.” He lived all of his life collecting songwriter’s royalties off of that one song. Sunny was an early inspiration for me, leading me to dream that perhaps I could write that one big hit song. On the other side was Martin Garralaga, a well-known film and TV actor who was featured in such movies as The Gay Cavalier (1946). It’s fascinating how the meaning of the word “gay” has changed in my lifetime. Martin was perhaps best known for his portrayal of “Pancho” in the early Cisco Kid films. Our other neighbors were the Hayes and the Johansens. They both had daughters, Cookie Hayes and Linda Johansen, who became friends and playmates.

Early on, Mother became aware of Russ’ innate talent and made sure that he took dancing lessons. He was also a natural acrobat. Willie Covan, the famed African-American actor and tap dancer, became his teacher. Willie, who was featured in the 1938 movie The Duke is Tops, integrated my brother’s gymnastics into the dance routines. I still remember watching some of his lessons – Willie rhythmically pounding his cane on the hardwood studio dance floor, keeping perfect time to the pianist, shouting out the moves, while Russ did his routines. One thing I was convinced of at such a young age was that ol’ Willie knew his stuff! 1

There was a neighborhood movie theater, and on Saturday mornings Russ would do impromptu skits onstage in between movies, which the kids in the audience loved. On one particular day in 1947, a talent scout was in the audience and asked Russ to audition for a play. The show, The Stone Jungle, was being directed by Lloyd Bridges. Rusty Tamblyn, as he was known back then, landed the starring role, opposite Bridges. Lloyd’s two sons, Jeff and Beau Bridges, were even younger than Russ, and both came to many of the performances. So impressed was Bridges by Russ’ performance, he sent a letter to mom and dad telling them that he thought Russ was a great actor and would be a major star someday. His talent at such a young age landed him on the Ed Sullivan Show. This led to his first small role, a non-speaking part in the 1948 film The Boy with the Green Hair, starring Dean Stockwell. Dean would become Russ’ lifelong friend, and years later, the godfather of his daughter Amber. After that, the rolls started coming in regularly. Russ was immediately launched into stardom with The Kid from Cleveland in 1949, and Father of the Bride, and its sequel, Father’s Little Dividend, starring Spencer Tracy and a young Elizabeth Taylor.

My closest childhood friend was Anthony, who lived on Agnes Avenue, the street directly behind us. To visit each other we merely hopped over a few fences and walls. There was always something very different about Anthony, which of course I didn’t recognize as a kid. He turned out to be a constant source of trouble and seemed to bring out the worst in me. But he and I were almost inseparable. Since he was one year older than me, he showed me a lot of things I never knew before but was absolutely the worst person to do so. For instance, he introduced me to the difference between boys and girls in the most shocking way.

One day when I was about four years old, Anthony came over in a state of alarm. He told me that doctors had removed all of the penises from girls. That’s why they behaved differently than boys. Of course, I didn’t believe him – until we went to another childhood friend’s home. The girl lifted her dress, pulled down her ruffled panties, and revealed the area of the missing appendage. There was even what I observed to be an apparent gash where the penis used to be.

I was absolutely horrified. I ran home screaming and straight to my bedroom, not discussing the shocking discovery with my mom or dad. I had nightmares that evening, afraid that our family doctor would bring the scissors and do the same to me! I really didn’t want to wear a dress or play with dolls. It bothered me to such an extent that I finally got the nerve to discuss it with Russ. He was always someone I could go to without judgment or repercussions. To my relief, I was told that girls were born that way; the difference was for a reason. The graphic explanation still left me puzzled for many years to come.

As I said, Anthony wasn’t the best person to learn about matters of sexuality. Like the time we were walking in a nearby neighborhood street and I saw a man strutting in a very feminine manner. In asking Anthony about this, he told me that the man had stepped on a land mine in the war. For years after that, every gay man I came upon was perceived as a war hero. Today, I realize that perhaps some genuinely were.

I grew up watching TV shows like Ozzie and Harriet and I Love Lucy. However, my biggest influence was viewing old Laurel and Hardy, Three Stooges, and Marx Brothers movies and shorts, multiple times. There was something about slapstick comedy that stuck with me, perhaps because a lot of it originated on the Vaudeville stage where my father and mother met.

For me, life was full of adventures and discoveries. There was an empty lot up the street, filled with weeds and crabgrass. It was perfect for the neighborhood kids to play war, tossing dirt clods at one another, pretending they were grenades. It was also an opportune place for underground tunnels. We would dig gullies, cover them with wood, and then shovel dirt on top; complete stealth from unwanted visitors. Unfortunately, on one occasion our mailman decided to take a short cut across the lot and accidentally stumbled into our underground hideaway. In the process, he caused a massive cave-in. Fortunately, he wasn’t hurt, and no one was in the tunnel at the time. When our parents found out, we were made to fill in all of the gullies, which stretched from one end of the lot to the other. We also had to apologize to the mail carrier who had to spend a great deal of time digging up and dusting off his mail. But Bob the mailman was a friendly sort. He realized that he was on our turf, and mostly laughed about his experience. Playing in the dirt is what kids did back in those days. Doctors now claim that being exposed to bacteria in dirt keeps children from allergies and asthma later on in life. But what the hell did we know? We were just kids being kids.

There were some other adventures of a different kind, like the time Anthony and I decided to investigate an old run-down shack nearby on an adjoining street. The only reason the shack was still standing was that the termites were holding hands. The entire structure had a pronounced tilt to it. We climbed in through a window and began to explore the interior. Rather than being barren, we found some boxes filled with old photographs, all dating back to the 1920s, one of which was a baseball team of that period.

While digging through the photos, I began to feel an eerie sensation and the hairs on my neck stood up. I slowly turned and was startled to discover an old man staring at us through the window. His pallor was ghostly white, and although he said not a word, he had a most menacing scowl on his face. I could have sworn I had seen his face on one of the photos.

The only way out was through the other window next to him. Anthony leaped out first, and I quickly followed, diving headfirst and rolling over on the outside dirt. As I jumped up and began to run, I turned to look back. The old man was nowhere to be seen. We both saw him, so I can’t attribute this to childhood fantasies and imagination. However, I’ll never really know if he was real or an apparition.

That wasn’t the only supernatural experience I had.

I went through a period of having recurring nightmares. Each dream was always the same: A demented clown—definitely not the kind you saw at the circus — entered my bedroom from the closet. He crept up to my bed, spread his arms wide, and fiercely growled at me. Wide awake and terrified, I dove under the covers. After some time, I emerged to discover that the clown, like the old man outside the shack, had completely disappeared.

These serial episodes continued for several months.

Finally, one night I decided I’d had enough. Right on cue, the clown made his usual entrance from the closet, and his usual menacing walk up to my bed, and his usual hair-raising snarl. But this time I acted first; jumping up and spreading my arms in a most fearsome manner, I growled at him with everything I had. Surprised and shocked, the clown screamed in fear, turned around, and made a hasty retreat back into the closet. After that, I never saw him again. Years later when I read Stephen King’s book It, I noticed the remarkable resemblance to Pennywise the clown. As a child, King must have had the same nightmares that I did. Paradoxically, years later King was known to have been an admirer of the Standells and mentioned us in at least one article.2

Recently I was invited to a lecture by author Stephen LeBerge, who along with Howard Rheingold wrote the book Exploring the World of Lucid Dreaming. LeBerge was addressing the issue of serial nightmares. Through his research at his Stanford University laboratory, he formulated the concept that you can significantly influence the outcome of your dreams by confronting whatever the demon is. Of course, as a child, I had no concept of Lucid Dreaming, but that’s what I had unwittingly done when I had conquered the clown. Pretty damned brazen for a five-yearold.

Were the old man and the clown real? They were pretty damn real to me, but then again, imaginary monsters could easily exist in a child’s eyes. My persistence in overcoming obstacles, supernatural or otherwise, would pay off much later in life. 3

I was enrolled in Kindergarten at Victory Elementary School. I took to art almost immediately, painting on anything and everything. Unfortunately, I chose the school wall upon which to paint my most awesome masterpiece, a green sea monster. Back then, corporal punishment was used when an offense such as this occurred. The career of a budding graffiti artist came to an abrupt halt with a few swats from a two-foot paddle. OUCH!

My parents decided that I would get a much better education in a parochial environment, so I was placed in Laurel Hall Lutheran Elementary school. Part of our curriculum was Bible study, much of which was rather confusing, and brought out the skeptic in me. Like... how was Jonah able to be swallowed by a whale, when those animals were incapable of doing so? And... how did Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego get thrown into the blazing furnace without getting burnt to a crisp? Of course, the standard answer was “God can do anything.” There was a part of me that wanted to believe this since I’d always dreamed of sprouting wings and taking flight. One can always wish for the impossible. I attempted to do so on many occasions – with cardboard wings, I tried to sail off of the shed in our backyard, only to fall flat on my face. Saturday mornings we used to go to the morning matinees and watch the serials like Superman and Rocket Man. I tried emulating both with the same failed results.

My first-grade teacher was Miss Gooch. She had an uncanny resemblance to Margaret Hamilton, the Wicked Witch of the West in The Wizard of Oz. She had the meanest grimace I’d ever seen on a teacher. Gooch had a particular method for dealing with class clowns like me. She’d pick me up by my hair and hold on until I promised to behave, which was almost immediately. I always expected her to threaten me with, “I’ll get you and your little dog too.” I thought I had solved the punishment problem when I decided to get a buzz cut, but she then picked me up by the ears. DOUBLE OUCH!!

Laurel Hall was also where I met my first girlfriend, Pamela Stewart. Actually, she was the girlfriend of my best friend Buddy, but Pamela liked us both. Friends always shared, and at that age, girlfriends were just as sharable as toys and baseball cards. Eventually, Pamela dropped Buddy and we became exclusive. Pamela also had the distinction of being the first girl I ever kissed. I was invited to her home one day after school. Her mother went out to pick up the mail, and Pamela pushed me into a hall closet and laid a huge kiss on me. It was the sweetest, most precious gift I had ever received, and it gave me a tingling sensation from head to toe. It was an experience that shook me to my core, one that I remember to this day. After all these years, Pamela and I found each other on Facebook, and we often reminisce about that special moment.

Speaking of shaking, in 1952 I was sleeping alone in my bedroom when at about 4:00 in the morning, my bed started to violently shake, and then proceed to dance across the room. At first, I thought it was the clown coming to torment me again, but then I noticed that the entire house was shaking. Through the bedroom window, I could see the dark sky lit up by electrical sparks from downed power lines. I screamed and was relieved when the shaking finally stopped, and my family came rushing in to check on me. That was the 1952 Bakersfield earthquake, magnitude 7.7. I have since lived through three of them, and, quite frankly, would rather face a California shaker than a hurricane or a tornado. 4

Anthony and I were still very close. However, I noticed he always came to my home to play; I never went to his. My mother regularly had him over for lunch or dinner. It wasn’t until the day when he didn’t show up that I got curious and climbed over several walls to visit his home. I found him in the backyard tool shed covered in bruises. His father, Salvatore, had beaten him, and had done so regularly for quite some time. I’d never noticed it before because the bruises were unseen. In those days, child abuse was rarely reported to authorities. I suppose that this was the cause of Anthony’s constant knack for getting me into trouble, to try to equal the playing field.

When I finally met his father, Sal scared the shit out of me. A large, imposing man with a ruddy face, he had a foul mouth and obvious short fuse.

Anthony’s mother, Rose, was equally strange, but in a different way. For instance, she professed to have received messages from God in the clouds and spoke of Martians living amongst us. She also babbled about “the Lady in White,” which I attributed to her lunacy. One day, Rose finally went completely off her rocker, walking down the middle of the street, stripping off her clothes, and giggling like a child. After that, she disappeared for a while, and I later learned that she had been placed in the Camarillo State Mental Hospital. After an extensive stay, which included shock therapy, she finally returned home – still weird, but more subdued. I never again heard her talk about the Lady in White, but later learned that she wasn’t so delusional after all.

One useful thing that Anthony had learned from his father was carpentry. He and I built a very elaborate tree house in an apricot tree on the side of my family’s home. It had a shingled-roof with two kid-sized rooms and an attic. By running an extension cord out through the bathroom window, we had electricity – all the comforts of home. Anthony and I would spend many nights camping out in the tree house being gently rocked back and forth and listening to the lilting rustle of the leaves around us.

By then we better understood the difference between boys and girls, so the tree hut was the perfect place to explore those differences. We would often bring Linda and Cookie up there and play doctor with them, more out of curiosity than anything else. We also had ringside seats for the show in the window of Sunny Clapp’s backyard rental cottage next door. The inhabitants were newlyweds and rarely closed their window shades. Anthony and I rather enjoyed the nightly performances. We were shameless voyeurs, but the show was worth it.

Having grown up in a show business family, I think it was in my genes to be a performer. At first, I wanted to be an actor like Russ. At the age of seven, Russ got me a small part in an episode of the TV series Big Town. He was supposed to star in it, but because he was under contract with MGM, they wouldn’t allow him to do it. The particular episode was called “Tough Guy.” I think that was just the working title because I never could find it in the IMDb listing. In the scene, I said a few lines and shot my little brother with a squirt gun, which I enjoyed, especially since we had to do several takes to get it right.

Unfortunately, I never got to see the episode. On the date of the broadcast, my family and I were on a vacation which had been planned for quite some time. We were driving through Seattle when we decided to stop for the night. Back then, when you went to see a movie, they usually had some kind of intermission show. Such was the case when we went to catch a movie at a small theater. During the intermission, they asked for volunteers for a talent show, and wouldn’t you know it, I raised my hand. As I confidently walked toward the stage, I noticed that both of my brothers shrank down in their chairs and my parents both sat with their mouths agape. Accompanied by a small band I sang the song “Four Leaf Clover,” and a song I learned from my dad. Surprisingly, I took first place in the contest, perhaps more for my cuteness than anything. My prize was a $1.00 bill, and it was more money than I’d seen in my whole life! I ended up buying a toy sailboat with my fortune. This was actually my first paying gig as a singer – and perhaps the birth of my career.

Russ drove a cool maroon Mercury convertible, the rear-end lowered with fender skirts or “spats,” as they used to call them. They were the rage back then but were the prime target of thieves. My brother decided to stay one step ahead of them by attaching razor blades to the underside of the skirts.

Well, it didn’t work out quite the way he thought it would. We all walked out to the street one morning to find blood spattered on the ground next to his car. The skirts were still there alright, but the rear side of his car was kicked in. I guess the razorblades were not such a sharp idea after all.

In addition to his acting, Russ was a natural at gymnastics in high school. He was able to compete in lots of competitions at sporting events and took the All-City championship. When he came home from school, he would walk up the driveway on his hands, open the front door, and go into our bedroom. Russ once accepted a dare to do something only a circus performer would attempt. He denies this ever took place, but along with other neighborhood kids I saw it with my own eyes. There he was, almost defying gravity, doing a handstand atop a telephone pole.

I did stupid and dangerous things myself. My family decided to purchase a new 1954 Buick Century. Dad learned he could save money by picking the car up at the factory in Flint, Michigan, right off the assembly line. We took the Santa Fe train to Flint, and checked into a hotel, in a room near the top floor of a twenty-five-story hotel. One morning, I snuck out of the room and took the stairs up to the roof. Slowly I walked to the ledge. But didn’t stop there. I proceeded to climb it, and dangled the lower half of my body over the side. Nothing was stopping me from falling to the street below.

Why did I do this, you ask? Because I was a stupid kid, that’s why. To this day I shudder at my lapse of common sense. Yeah, that was me – always testing the limits. Like brother, like brother.

My mother played a very strong role in my upbringing. She was mostly the one to discipline me and set me straight. She also provided one of the most embarrassing moments in my life. Our house had only one bathroom. Without telling me, Mom had painted the toilet seat. After sitting on it, of course, I had a perfect white “O” emblazoned on my ass. Back then, we had only leadbased paint, so putting turpentine on my rear end was the only remedy – and not the most pleasant experience. For some time afterward, I was the butt of all the family jokes.

Mom was also responsible for teaching me how to stand up to bullies. Most every day I’d walk to and from school, which was about a mile-and-a-half. On the way back, a couple of kids began to harass me. Their strength was in their numbers since neither of them was bigger than me. On one particular day, Mom drove up on the scene. She quickly realized that the boys were ganging up on me and intervened. To my surprise and horror, she volunteered that I would be glad to take them on one-at-a-time, and then dared them to fight me. After a few moments’ consideration, they both chickened out.

It was my mother who taught me not to allow my problems to gang up on me.

The neighborhood where I lived had a bully whose name was Doodie Miller, and he terrified all of us kids. He was pretty big for his age, always dressed as an Apache tribal warrior with war paint and carried an authentic-looking tomahawk. Even more menacing than that was the sound he made as he chased us: SHHH shhhh shhhh shhhh, SHHH shhhh shhhh shhhh, rhythmically done as though he was beating a tom-tom drum while shaking turtle shell rattles. Although he never seemed to catch us, we truly believed that if he did, he would scalp us. These terrifying encounters with Doodie took place for several years. One day when I was alone, I was walking through an alley, completely unaware of the ominous presence behind me – until I heard the terrifying SHHH shhhh shhhh shhhh, which sent chills up my spine. I began to run as fast as I could, with Doodie in hot pursuit and gaining on me, the rhythmic SHHH shhhh shhhh shhhh increasing in speed and intensity. I knew my ass was grass because the alley ended with a high wall and no other means of escape. When I finally reached the wall, I attempted to climb it, but Doodie by now had caught up to me.

Oh God, this was it! I was doomed! My towhead locks were to become a permanent fixture on the handle of Doodie’s tomahawk! What happened next is inexplicable, and uncharacteristic of me. I grabbed Doodie’s outstretched hand and bit it as hard as I could. With a wretched, painful yowl Doodie dropped the tomahawk he had been holding with the other hand. But... there was no discernable clunk as the ax hit the ground. He quickly retracted his bleeding hand, gazing at it in disbelief, then tearfully screamed out the first actual words I ever heard him utter: “Why did you do that?”

To which I truthfully replied, “I didn’t want to get scalped.”

What he said next was something I didn’t anticipate.

“I was only foolin’!” he bellowed, as he picked up the rubber tomahawk with his good hand. Then he turned and ran in the opposite direction, howling like a wounded dog all the way down the alley and around the corner.

I don’t think I or any of the other kids saw much of Doodie after that, but we did hear rumors that he had a rather
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