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Preface

Why Now?

I had just gotten off the elevator on the floor of the School of American Ballet with Doris Jones, my dance teacher, when a door flung open and a female dancer came running out of a room crying and screaming, “I can’t! I can’t! I can’t!”

I was all of sixteen at the time, and this outburst didn’t do anything to calm my nerves about auditioning for placement in the school. I figured if she—tall, blond, and gorgeous—“can’t,” then I—short, brown, and wide-eyed—certainly couldn’t. I turned to Miss Jones and asked why the young lady was bawling.

“Never you mind, Dolores,” said Miss Jones. “Just stay in your own lane and look straight ahead.”

Looking straight ahead was an early lesson I learned not only from Miss Jones but also, by example, from my mother, Katherine Rosalia Anderson. When my father, Pedro Julio del Rivero, died suddenly in 1940, she forged ahead with one goal in mind: to care for her five children. I was only seven at the time. Mother was helped in this by my maternal grandmother, Sarah “Sallie” Anderson, who was also widowed young. So I grew up in a household on Flagler Place in Washington, DC, led by two very strong, generous, and resilient women who never looked back in self-pity or regret. Their only agenda was to look to the future, teaching us to be citizens worthy of America’s promise and good Catholic kids, worthy of heaven, even though I was one hellion of a kid myself. “Get on with it” might as well have been a motto stitched into the del Rivero coat of arms. I’ve followed it all my life.

So I don’t mind admitting that this book you hold in your hands is a surprise to me. Just as that scared sixteen-year-old couldn’t possibly have imagined how the next seventy-plus years of her life would turn out, it seemed impossible that my personal history would ever be put within a memoir. Oh, sure, from time to time, friends encouraged me to write about my life.

“Would anybody care?” I responded.

This isn’t false modesty. It’s a typical answer from someone who has always thought of herself as more of a dancer than a Broadway musical star. The natural inclination of dancers is to keep to themselves. It’s the work that matters. We are always looking ahead to the next challenge, the next assignment, the next discovery. That explains, in part, why the one song I could never relate to was “I’m Still Here.” It’s brilliant, like all of Steve Sondheim’s work. But I had always been “here.” Never looking back. So how could I still be “here”?

Then Covid hit and, like the rest of the world, there I was. Maybe it was time to look back? Still, what would make my memoir matter? I have been incredibly lucky to have had the benefit of some of the best teachers and mentors in the business. The list is endless. Surely there’d be some value in passing on what I learned from them to succeeding generations? The idea of taking them into “the rooms where it happened,” as Lin-Manuel Miranda so cleverly put it, was appealing.

I knew at the same time I’d have to lift the veil on my personal life. That, I wasn’t too wild about. But I knew that was what readers would want. And maybe my crazy-quilt of a life, stitched together on fate, faith, impulse, and hope, could be of value as well. Like how I managed to balance a busy career, a husband, a child, lovers, family, and friends. How I tried to navigate, for better or worse, the creative conflicts, triumphs, flops, and vulnerabilities that are part of a life in the theater. I’d have to be as honest as I could when it came to the people I’d worked and played with, and that made me nervous. What helped me to come around was a question posed at the very beginning of the project:

“After seventy years in the public eye, what is it that people don’t know about you, Chita?”

“I’m not nearly as nice as people think I am,” I answered. So a solution to my hesitation to spill the beans was born. Prepare to meet Dolores. My given name, what my mother called me when I caused trouble, and, now, my alter ego. She is a side of me that few people have glimpsed. As I note in this book, Chita is sweet and kind; Dolores is a bat out of hell. She’s the one who rises up, eyes flashing, smoke coming out of ears, when, as my daughter, Lisa, says, “Mom goes Puerto Rican.” Not hard to imagine, right?

Like most actors and performers, I have lived a lot of my life in my imagination. In that sense, this book is a work of imagination, recalling and writing about people who blessed my life going back—way, way back—to the golden age of Broadway musicals. They still live within my heart as if it were yesterday and resurrecting them in these pages has been a singular pleasure. If time has dimmed the memory, then I have relied on the remembered emotions to fill in the gaps of fact. Writing this memoir has not been easy but it has been one of the most rewarding experiences of a life full of them.

Another reward is one that I could hardly have expected when this adventure began. In the course of researching my family history came an astonishing fact: the bloodlines of my mother’s family included African American roots. As my siblings and I grew up, we were very much aware of our father’s Puerto Rican heritage. He was Boricua, born on the island into the del Rivero clan. As far as the Anderson family was concerned, my mother, Katherine, and grandmother Sallie told us that we were of Scottish and Irish descent. That was true but only part of the story. A 1910 North Carolina census identified my maternal grandparents, Sarah “Sallie” Rand and Robert Anderson, as “mulatto” then, a mixed-race designation often used for the children of once-enslaved people.

My mother and grandmother never spoke to my siblings and me of this ancestral path. Was my mother, who was born in 1905, even aware of it? How much did Grandma Sallie know of her mother, Susan Rand, who, according to government records, had possibly been born in 1840 in North Carolina? I wouldn’t presume to judge as to why this was never divulged to us. It was likely their desire to spare us the indignities and limitations of an ugly racism as so many other mixed-raced families had done for their own children.

I am proud to embrace this newly discovered part of our family’s history. To learn of it has been a blessing. I wish I’d known about it earlier; it would have deepened through blood my abiding affection for the many Black friends and colleagues you will read about in this memoir, especially Sammy Davis Jr. and Doris Jones, whom I always considered a second mother. Without Miss Jones as an early mentor, I don’t think there would be a Chita Rivera. She not only recognized and nurtured my talents as a dancer but, like the greatest teachers, also taught me character and discipline.

As my life unfolded throughout the many interviews over the past two years, patterns emerged, memories were awakened, loves were rediscovered, and passions reignited. Time has allowed the “fits, fights, feuds, and egos” to be placed within a perspective that came with a whole lot of laughs and a whole lot of gratitude. In the course of a long career, I’ve never lost my sense of play. In some ways, even now, I’m still like that sixteen-year-old that stepped off the elevator holding on to Miss Jones for dear life, wide-eyed and ready for whatever the future had in store.

What came about surprised the hell out of me. Here’s hoping it will surprise you, too.
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Anita’s Gonna Have Her Day

West Side Story

Early in the summer of 1957, I approached the Osborne, the fancy apartments on the corner of Seventh Avenue and Fifty-Seventh Street, right across from Carnegie Hall. The doorman motioned me inside the foyer.

“Hi, I’m Chita Rivera,” I said, hoping that my voice didn’t betray any nervousness. “Mister Bernstein is expecting me.”

That was Mr. Bernstein as in Leonard Bernstein—or as in Lenny, which is how I would eventually think of him. All I knew then was that he was the maestro—a star conductor, the TV host of Omnibus, a classical music series, and the Broadway composer of On the Town. And he had summoned me, Dolores Conchita Figueroa del Rivero, to his apartment.

“Ah, yes, Miss Rivera,” said the doorman. “He said to go to his music studio. It’s on the third floor. 3B.”

The summons had come as something of a surprise. But when you’re twenty-four, life is full of surprises. The surprises had started five years earlier when, on a whim, I’d accompanied a friend to an audition for the national touring company of Call Me Madam and I was cast in the chorus. I was only nineteen.

I grew up fast. After all, Elaine Stritch—blond, beautiful, brassy—was the lead in that production. I was planning a career in classical ballet and suddenly I caught the theater bug. Or it caught me. And I rode it into Guys and Dolls, Can-Can, Seventh Heaven, and Mr. Wonderful. Now I was in the middle of auditions for a new musical that had been the buzz of Broadway for months: West Side Story. Every actor in New York was longing to be part of it since Variety had announced that the great Jerome Robbins was working on a show with the writer Arthur Laurents, Lenny Bernstein, and a young lyricist named Stephen Sondheim.

Living on the Upper West Side at the time with my brother Julio, I read everything I could about the show in the dog-eared, coffee-stained copies of Variety that were passed around our group of scrappy, poor, and ambitious chorus kids. The musical was a loose retelling of Romeo and Juliet, and Laurents had updated the book, creating a plot ripped from the headlines of the day: gang warfare on the West Side of Manhattan. He had named his gangs the Sharks, who were Puerto Rican, and the Jets, who were white.

When auditions for West Side Story were finally announced, I was pretty confident that my ballet training would give me a literal leg up on the show’s dance requirements. Maybe, just maybe, that would get me into it. But I was nervous when the callback came for the singing audition. Could I carry a tune? In those days, dancers danced. Singers sang. This show would be different.

To make matters worse, the singer who came right before me in the auditions at the Chester Hale studios was Anita Ellis, whose brother, Larry Kert, was up for a major role. She had a powerhouse voice and knocked her song out of the park. I had to follow that?

“Chita Rivera, we’re ready for you,” the stage manager said.

I walked into the studio and handed sheet music to the pianist. He took one look and said, “That’s brave.” I peered out to the table of judges at the end of the long room, which included Robbins, Bernstein, Laurents, and that young kid Stephen Sondheim, not much older than us, who’d written the lyrics.

“And what will you sing for us today?” asked the maestro.

I replied, “‘My Man’s Gone Now.’ By Gershwin. Y’know, Porgy and Bess?”

“We know,” came a voice from the back of the room.

I couldn’t tell who said it. Auditions are always an out-of-body experience. And, Mother of God, so was this one!

You may well wonder at this point, “What was Chita thinking?” What in my naïve little brain possessed me to choose as my audition song Gershwin’s lament sung by a grieving widow?

Blame Sammy.

Sammy was the pianist in a bar in Chicago where we gypsies (as we chorus kids were called), on the road with Call Me Madam, would gather after performances. We’d drink, flirt, and sing our heads off. I always hung back, too timid to solo, until one night, as I was about to sneak out, one of the chorus members grabbed me.

“Oh, no you don’t, Chita,” he said, blocking my way. “We know that you’ve been studying with Sammy. You’ve got to sing or you can’t go home.”

Weeks earlier, Sammy had heard me singing along with the rest of the group around the piano and said, “Chita, you can sing. If you want, I’ll give you lessons while you’re in town.”

I could sing? Really? This was news to me. But I was always looking to improve myself. I jumped at the offer for the two weeks remaining in the Chicago engagement. It was Sammy who taught me to sing “My Man’s Gone Now.” It was nothing like my usual audition songs, light comic numbers such as “Take Back Your Mink.” But when West Side Story came up, I thought, why not? The show was about something dark and soulful. And so was Porgy and Bess.

Now, my choice was being put to the test in front of one of the most accomplished groups in musical theater. I made a sign of the cross, whispered a brief prayer, and said to myself, “Okay, Chita, you’re in it now!”

My man’s gone now

Ain’t no use a listenin’

I heard some muffled laughter and stopped.

“Do you want me to go on?” I said.

“Thank you, Chita.”

I grabbed my dance bag and was on my way out the door when the stage manager stopped me. “Hey, wait a minute,” he said. “Lenny would like to see you tomorrow at 10 a.m. At his place, the Osborne, Fifty-Seventh and Seventh. It’s right across from Carnegie Hall.”

I knew exactly where that was. I had by this time been to jazz classes at the rehearsal rooms at Carnegie Hall with Peter Gennaro, a wonderful choreographer and teacher. I’d already worked with Peter on Seventh Heaven and loved being able to study with him, going through routines with a roomful of other young women in tights. Their attention was as much on Peter as it was on the guy playing bongos in the corner of the room, Marlon Brando. The Wild One was wildly flirtatious with everyone, and the girls were beside themselves. I paid him no mind. I was too shy and scared. Maybe at a later time, Dolores—which was my first given name but better known to me as my sensual, dark, and renegade alter ego—would have returned his sultry stare. But not then. Not when my career depended on absorbing everything the city had to offer, including a dazzling array of mentoring talent.

The door of 3B opened and there he was, Mr. Leonard Bernstein, handsome and welcoming with his thick mane of black hair and beautifully dressed in a white shirt under a gray cardigan and navy blue pleated pants.

“I liked your ‘My Man’s Gone Now,’” he said smiling. “I admired your audacity. I think you just might be right for the role.” We both laughed. But in my mind, I was stuck on the word “role.” Role? What role? I’d have been glad just to be cast as one of the dancers in the show.

He took me by my hand and led me into the room, which had windows facing Carnegie Hall and which was dominated by a large black grand piano. Stubbing out his cigarette, he motioned for me to join him at the piano, on which was some music, sketched out in pencil. Then, his long fingers crashed down on the piano keys and the hair on the back of my neck rose. I had never heard music like that before in my life. Nor, I was sure, had the world. I was listening to the opening chords to “A Boy Like That,” the first notes I would hear from a show that would change Broadway, and America—and me. All I knew then was that Mr. Bernstein was pouring his heart out singing of Maria’s betrayal.

A boy like that who’d kill your brother

Forget that boy and find another

The music blew my mind! The rhythm hit me in the face! When I came back to earth, I wanted to be part of that rhythm. I wanted to live in the world of that music. It made me want, so badly, to fly.

* * *

In the course of that extraordinary morning, I had a master class in dramatic singing from the master himself. I was nervous as hell and had butterflies in my stomach, so all I kept thinking was, “Please, Chita, don’t throw up on Leonard Bernstein!” After one of my feeble attempts, he said, “Chita, your boyfriend’s just been killed. You’ve just found out that your best friend, Maria, has slept with the boy who stabbed him. Give it a little heat!”

With patience and generosity, he pulled the role of Anita out of me. My confidence grew as the hour wore on, stirred by the fierce beauty of the music and the lean, smart lyrics. Together we went over Anita’s songs and, more important, the turbulent emotions within them. Mr. Bernstein enjoyed playing the part—all the parts, for that matter—and he conveyed them with passion and purpose.

I drank it all in. When I came down from the heights and it was time to gather up my dance bag, I felt that I was saying goodbye to Anita as much as to the composer of West Side Story.

Let me correct that. I was saying “hello” to Anita. ¡Hola, Anita, mi hermana! It dawned on me for the first time, after six or seven auditions, that my ambition just to land in the chorus was aiming too low. I was actually being considered for the role of Anita, the lover of the Sharks’ leader, Bernardo, and best friend to his sister, Maria. Holy shit! Was a little bit of Dolores peeking through? Maybe. Because if you then happened to be walking on Seventh Avenue in front of the Osborne as I left the building, you would have seen a young woman in a light summer dress with a dance bag slung over her shoulder, levitating a foot off the ground and thinking to herself, “That song is mine! That role is mine!”

* * *

As it turned out, the role was mine after a few more nerve-racking auditions. Thanks to my ballet training and to Peter’s classes, I had aced the dance audition. And now, thanks to Lenny, I had passed the singing audition. (Could I now call Mr. Bernstein Lenny? Well, maybe. But only to myself and to you.) I couldn’t wait to tell my brother Julio, who since I’d arrived in New York had shared every triumph and lamented every disappointment of my career. Getting the role of Anita was especially sweet because West Side Story was so close in blood and temperament to who we were as a people, as a family.

“Let’s call Armando and tell him, Chita,” said Julio, referring to my other brother. “Hang the expense!”

Armando was then serving in the Air Force in Germany and toll calls were costly. But I didn’t hesitate. I loved my sisters, Lola and Carmen, but Julio and Armando were closest to me in age and capers. Growing up, the three of us had put on shows in the basement of our house in Washington, DC, collecting pennies from the neighborhood kids for admission. Through the crackling, transatlantic wires of the phone, I could hear Armando yell for joy.

In quick succession, the roles were handed out: Carol Lawrence was cast as Maria; Larry Kert as Tony, the former Jet who captures her heart; and Kenny LeRoy was Bernardo, her brother and my lover. Mickey Calin won the role of Tony’s friend, Riff, leader of the Jets. Eight dancers and eight singers rounded out the major roles, and we were a cast of nearly forty altogether. Larry was among the last to be chosen so he joined us late as we were celebrating in a bar near the Winter Garden Theatre.

“I got it! I got it!” he yelled as he danced through the place. “And it’s just my luck that I’ll walk out of here and get hit by a bus!”

Rehearsals were intense, grueling, and always stimulating. Did I mention it was Jerry Robbins who was directing and choreographing? The usual four-week period was extended to eight weeks at Jerry’s insistence, and once we got scripts and started running through the score, we realized this would be unlike any show to ever hit Broadway. What was expected of us was also unique. Jerry was strict, disciplined, and quick to temper. You always hear about how mean and nasty he could be. Evil, in fact. If that was what it took for his genius, so it was. But he was never that way with me. He was difficult, sure. Demanding? Absolutely. He was asking us to do things that we never, ever thought we could do. And yet we ended up doing them. The toughest part was making some of the most challenging and complicated choreography look easy. But we were eager to do it because, well, dancers? Dancers always want to please.

There were newspaper clippings of the latest gang warfare on the bulletin board in the halls where we were rehearsing. We read the stories and thought, “We’re doing a musical about us.” Okay, we were more about leg warmers than switchblades. But we felt a kinship with the characters who were near us in age and who, like us, were hot-blooded, hormonal, and competitive.

That was particularly true for those of us who were playing Sharks. I was one of the few in the cast with Puerto Rican blood. My father, Pedro Julio Figueroa del Rivero, was Boricua, island born. I was only seven when he died, but my mother, Katherine, told us stories about how this handsome man, dashing in his white suit, played the clarinet and saxophone in the big bands. I felt I was honoring him by bringing all I could to Anita. The congas, which were always going during rehearsals of West Side Story, were beating out rhythms that lay deep in my DNA. I felt it in my bones, and when the songs, with their fusion of Latin, jazz, and classical, put flesh on those bones, I was transported into a Spanish-inflected immigrant world that was familiar to me but that had never before reached the stage. It was gritty and real but elevated to artistic heights by the music and choreography.

Jerry demanded that we completely immerse ourselves in our respective worlds, and it was his particular talent to give us the freedom to find our place in those worlds. During scene rehearsals, it was very odd for us to hear him say, “Do what you feel!” Dancers are so used to doing exactly what we’re told to do. But it was the mid-1950s, and the Lee Strasberg approach, known as “the Method,” was just flexing its muscles as an acting style. In fact, I’d heard that Montgomery Clift, who’d studied at Strasberg’s Actors Studio, was the one who’d suggested to Arthur Laurents that he write a musical about New York gangs. Arthur and the team had also first thought to cast James Dean, another famous actor from that school, as Tony in West Side Story.

I didn’t know much about the Method. It hadn’t penetrated into musicals as much as it had in plays. But Jerry expected us to know everything about our individual characters—where they lived, their families, their entire life story. One day, after rehearsal on a hot summer day, he asked me to join him in the hallway for a chat. It was like being summoned by the Pope.

“Who is Anita?” he asked.

“She’s a rock,” I replied as the sweat dried on my go-to rehearsal outfit of black leotard, tights, and skirt. “She’s proud, a leader, brave. She’d step in front of the enemy to protect her own.”

Jerry went on. “What’s her relationship to Maria?”

“She’s like a mother to Maria. She wants her to be happy but feels the need to keep her away from danger. She’s a fixer. Anita just wants everything to be okay.”

Slyly, Jerry then asked, “In rehearsal, Anita turned her back on Francisca. Why did she do that?”

I did some quick thinking. “Well, she pissed me off!”

“How?”

“Because Francisca doesn’t believe in America, and I do.”

“When you think of Anita, what color comes to mind?”

“Purple.” I continued, “Anita is a tease. She’s coquettish. I like her sensuality.”

“You’ve got that down,” said Jerry. “But Chita, you’re missing something.”

I wasn’t sure what he was getting at.

“Anita’s a killer,” he said, “when she has to be.”

My relationship with Jerry was one of respect, trust, and even warmth. As warm as you could be with someone so single-minded. I, along with everybody else, knew that if we didn’t measure up, we could get fired. He did have his favorites in the company—as well as his targets. One of Jerry’s pets was an Italian guy with a gorgeous head of black hair and an even more beautiful dance technique. That guy, Tony Mordente, played A-Rab, one of the Jets, and he was a show-off and flirt. He caught my eye. I caught his—and kept it. You’ll be hearing more about him later.

I have to admit that I was one of Jerry’s favorites as well. Perhaps that was why I felt emboldened on one occasion to come to the rescue of one of the cast members. I could read Jerry’s moods pretty well by then. From the beginning, I was always able to pick up on the temperature in a room. So when I saw Jerry starting to do a slow-boil, I looked over to see who he was looking at: Mickey Calin, who played Riff, making time with the girls. As Jerry passed me on his way to chew out Mickey—something he did often—I impulsively whispered, “Jerry, don’t.” To my amazement, he stopped. He stared at me, not quite sure what he had heard. Finally, he said, “Chita, you’re a witch!” We both laughed. To this day, I’m not sure why I did it. Maybe it was Dolores, who hates a bully, coming through. And why didn’t he just yell at me, too? He probably thought I was, in that moment, more Anita, the instinctive protector, than Chita, who always kept her nose to the grindstone. That’s how much the roles grew on us in time.

Jerry expected our immersion into the world of West Side Story to be complete and unbroken. The members of the gangs were strictly forbidden to socialize with each other. Not even during breaks or at lunchtime. It would sharpen our hostility, not to mention give us a competitive edge when we got to the dance at the gym. It was another story after 6 p.m. when rehearsals ended. But until then we were pretty keen about staying in character.

I was paired with Kenny LeRoy, who played Bernardo. I liked him. With his long sideburns and curly black hair, he was the epitome of a leader—tough, assured, and strong. Someone Anita could certainly get her kicks with. And someone whose buttons you didn’t push.

Carol Lawrence learned that the hard way.

Immersing herself in the role of Maria, Carol decided that she wanted to do something to bring the boys playing the Sharks closer together. So she gathered some black felt materials and cut out silhouettes of sharks that she gave to each of the gang members to put in their boots. Carol and I shared a dressing room during rehearsals, so I was present when Kenny came in and lit into her.

“I’m the leader of the gang! I make all the decisions!” he told her. “Now, you go out and collect those sharks you handed out and toss them in the trash.” That was my Bernardo. Hot.

During dance rehearsals, Jerry, a perfectionist, worked us relentlessly. He took his background in classical ballet, fused it with hip and frenetic street energy, and created drama. I suspected that he and Peter Gennaro, his co-choreographer, had haunted the dance halls of Spanish Harlem before they started choreographing West Side Story. Jerry was never just about the steps. It was always about feeling. The mambo became an erotic pas de deux; the cha-cha, lively and playful.

Nothing was more exciting to us than working on “The Dance at the Gym.” The music was galvanizing. When I heard it for the first time with the full orchestra, I became teary. So did the cast. It was the most beautiful combination of book, lyrics, and music we’d ever heard. Each day, we were like racing thoroughbreds at the gate, hyped up and raring to break out. Never more so than when we started working on that number. What Jerry emphasized above all else was clarity. No fuss, no clutter, no distraction. He dealt in the essence of dance, conveying emotion to an audience through incredibly complex and detailed steps. “Let me see you!” he often shouted. And by that, he meant, “Show me who you are as a person, as a character.” Style, yes, but more important, substance. And even more, awareness.

In communicating that to us, no one was more crucial to Jerry than Peter. While he choreographed the Jets, Peter was in charge of the Sharks. They made a great team, although they were like night and day. Jerry was very analytical in his approach to dance. Peter was all instinct. Jerry was serious, always dressed in black, and you didn’t dare fool around when you were with him. Peter was light, Southern, sweet, funny, and kind. He spoke with a lisp, which invited us smart-ass kids to mimic him: Shweethearts, it’s on the sheventh, not the eighth. I had gotten to know Peter earlier when he choreographed “Sheventh” Heaven and also through taking his jazz dance classes. I loved and admired him. Working with him was pure joy.

Peter had grown up in New Orleans, where he not only picked up on the Black rhythms of the streets but also learned dance from the Black kitchen staff in his Italian family’s restaurant. His movements were hip, jazzy, and improvisational, and he translated all that into the sensual signature of “America.” Peter could invent a combination on the spot, do it again ever so slightly, and then do it yet again. To my mind, each one was as good as the next, but he was looking for the best fit and he worked—and worked us—until he found it. Peter also had the fastest feet on Broadway, and my ballet training helped me keep up with him. Ballet also allowed me to learn the dances much more quickly. It wasn’t unusual for Peter to say, “That was good. But let’s try it faster.” Or, “You get the gig if you can jig!” And “jig” we did.

“America.”

You’re probably asking yourself, “Did Chita have a problem with the lyrics to ‘America’”? In the decades since, some people have felt the original 1957 lyrics to be denigrating to Puerto Ricans (they were toned down some for the movie version): Puerto Rico, you ugly island— / Island of tropic diseases.

I’m very proud of my Puerto Rican heritage. But I saw nothing wrong with Anita and the women joking around by comparing their new home with the one they’d left behind. Most of the Sharks were from families who had recently moved to the United States. They were enthralled with the new possibilities it presented for their lives in the teeming tenements. In the mid-1950s, there weren’t many stories about Latinos on film or in theater, and West Side Story opened the door for a lot of us. It was revolutionary, telling our story with raw honesty and tenderness. For one of the first times on Broadway, the show channeled the hopes and challenges for a Latino culture that Anita loved and defended. So, smoke on your pipe and put that in!

Peter first worked on “America” with both the boys and girls in the number. As was always the case, he then showed it to Jerry. After he presented “America,” we were excused while the two men conferred. When we regrouped the next time to rehearse; the boys had been cut, and it became a number for only the girls. That was an inspired move. It made a statement about the central role of women in the musical. We were empowered by the change, and it showed just how perceptive and smart Jerry was as a storyteller. Later, when the movie was made, they reinserted the boys into the number, and it became cloudy and weaker.

Jerry ruled the roost in the rehearsal rooms. The producers, Hal Prince and Bobby Griffith, and the rest of the creative team were allowed in only at specific times. All of them deferred to Jerry. All, except one. Lenny was the only one who could overshadow him. When he entered the room, the waters parted. Not that he demanded it. He was much too casual in manner. That just made Lenny, this shining creature, more attractive to a bunch of dancers falling all over themselves. It was a privilege to watch him at the piano, with a cigarette in one hand and a pencil in the other, sketching out a score on staff paper. I might be exaggerating, but just a little, to say that there was an erotic charge between the company and Lenny when he came in to teach us his glorious score.

And the “Quintet”! Every character is singing with anticipation of what turns out to be the most momentous night of their battle-scarred lives. Lenny just drew it out of us, eyes closed, coaxing, imploring, putting the fine points on the surging music. There he was standing on a chair, stomping his feet and flailing his arms. He got so lost in his score that he went straight through the chair. He totally disappeared into the orchestra pit. A moment of shock was followed with a burst of laughter. The rehearsal stopped cold until we could extricate him from the chair. Everybody simply fell in love with Lenny. He was not only this world-class maestro and New York social lion. But he could also delight young kids with Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf. Lenny, larger than life and brimming with it.

Among the quietest on the creative team was Arthur Laurents, who had yet to gain his reputation as the smartest, meanest, and loudest guy in the room. Since he was nearing age forty at the time, we considered him one of the old guys, along with Lenny and Jerry. They were all of thirty-eight. Harold Prince, the coproducer, wasn’t even thirty, but he seemed like a veteran even then. The cast was never privy to the discussions among the creators. They would go off into other rooms, have their conferences, and then the next thing we knew we were handed new pages or new songs. They did occasionally pull us aside and offer some advice. In secret, of course. If Jerry had found out, he would have blown his stack. In comparison, chewing out Mickey would have looked like child’s play.

One afternoon, Arthur took me aside. I thought his book for West Side Story was spare, honest, and smart; it was easy for me to believe the words. But I was just feeling my way through rehearsals when he asked for a private chat. We had been rehearsing the scene after the rumble in which Bernardo is killed by Tony. Anita is returning with her dead lover’s jacket to the tenement where Maria lives with her family. She is bereft and numb and steeling herself to tell Maria that her brother has been killed. Stage directions called for me to place the jacket on a hook upstage and then knock on the door of Maria’s room where she has just made love with Tony.

“Chita, take your time with Bernardo’s jacket before you place it on the hook,” advised Arthur. “Feel the jacket. Feel him in the jacket. Smell the fragrance of his tonic, that tonic he always put too much on.” That was a superb little clue into where I was supposed to be emotionally. It got me through the scene and also provided a foundation for whatever happened onstage during performances. Such as a door getting stuck.

At one matinee, after I had hung up the jacket, I then knocked on the door of Maria’s bedroom.

“Maria? Maria?” I said. “Maria, it’s Anita. Why are you locked in?”

The problem? I was locked out. For real. I knew I couldn’t break character. The audience could tell that the door was stuck, but if they laughed, we would never be able to recover one of the tensest moments in the musical. That’s when, stunned by Maria’s honesty (“I Have a Love”), Anita agrees to help her and Tony. Faced with a jammed door, I added another “Maria” and improvised a line, “Please, Maria. I have something to tell you.” Still, the door wouldn’t budge. In that moment I knew I would have to maintain my tearful state as I moved downstage and walked clear around the proscenium to get into Maria’s bedroom. It worked. I kept my composure, and so did the audience. Those tense moments, when anything can happen because it’s live, can be hair-raising for an actor.

Arthur’s note also inspired me to devise a private ritual between Kenny and me each night after the curtain came down on the first act. The rumble had just ended with the bodies of Riff and Bernardo lying prostrate in death. Shielded from the audience by the fallen curtain, I came in from the wings and walked through the darkened stage, over the body of Mickey’s Riff, and toward Kenny. Silently, I took his hand and lifted him up off the floor and we walked back to our dressing rooms together. We repeated this night after night. Theater is so much about ritual, whether it’s seen or not. It’s sacred in that way. And West Side Story imbued in us a respect for what was holy about it.

Each day was a new discovery about the roles and, in the process, about ourselves. That could be painful. It was Gerald Freedman, Jerry’s directorial assistant, who opened a door to Anita that I never wanted open. While Jerry and Peter worked on the dances, Gerry worked on the book scenes with those of us playing leads. One day we were rehearsing the scene leading up to “A Boy Like That.” Lenny had stoked the heat during that first master class on the song. But Gerry thought something was missing.

“That was great, Chita, but let’s explore it more,” said Gerry. “You’ve got brothers, right? Armando and Julio?”

I laughed. “I know what you’re trying to do,” I said, shaking my head. I wasn’t ready to go there. I didn’t want to think of my brothers as gang members who might be killed in a rumble. Was he really asking me to imagine my brothers in place of Bernardo and Riff, who lay dead on a playground? That was just too “method.” I had never worked that way before, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to. I feared I didn’t have it in me.

“Can’t I just dance the role?” I joked. That I could handle.

“Why don’t you try it?” said Gerry. “Start singing and think of your brothers. Let’s see where it goes.”

That was just the problem. I was afraid of where it might go.

“Chita, you’re stalling. Let’s go,” said Gerry.

I started to sing and thought of Armando and Julio, imagined the expression on my mother’s face as I told her what had happened to them. I began to cry and stopped.

“I can’t do this!”

“Keep going, keep going!” said Gerry. For the first time in my career, I felt ripped apart, exposed. As I sang, I started to back away from Gerry, farther and farther. By the end of the song, I was actually at the exit door of the room. As I retreated, someone was coming forward. Something broke in me that afternoon. A part of me was being born. Gutted. Sad. Angry. Defiant.

Anita, yes.

But also Dolores.

I had learned how to be a killer—when I had to be.

That energy came in handy when Jerry gathered the Jets and me to rehearse what I had been dreading: the “taunting scene” in which Anita is almost raped. She has been told by Maria to go to Doc’s drugstore with a message for Tony. There she encounters the Jets, who begin grabbing at her clothes and calling her “lyin’ Spic,” “Bernardo’s pig,” “garlic mouth,” and other insults.

Jerry allowed us to find our own momentum at first. He mapped out the drugstore and our relative positions in it. Then he said, “Feel free to start moving when you want to.” There was a tense silence, and then the boys began to encircle me, calling me names. I felt like trapped prey. By the time I reached the door trying to get away, I was hysterical.

Since it was a tough scene, we rehearsed it sparingly. But once in performance, I was grateful for the challenge. It made me summon acting muscles I didn’t even know I had—and some real muscle as well. If somebody grabbed my skirt, I kicked, shoved, and scratched them in the face if I had to.

Some nights that scene hurt more than others. Anita’s degradation seeped into me personally, and I felt emotionally stripped. But what was important was to control my tears. If I sobbed, as I wanted to, then the moment would become about me and not about what was happening. Had there ever been a near rape scene in a Broadway musical before this? I wanted the audience to be more upset than I was. And I sensed they were.

* * *

After tryouts in Philadelphia and Washington, DC, where the response to West Side Story grew more and more enthusiastic as we neared New York—“America” stopped the show nightly—we finally arrived at our opening night at the Winter Garden: September 26, 1957. At the end, the curtain descended on the tableau of Maria cradling a fatally wounded Tony in her arms and the tender strains of “Somewhere” mingled with the quiet sobs of some in the audience. It really didn’t matter what the critics wrote, though most of them were positive, but qualified; we knew that we had delivered something original and daring to Broadway.

My agent, Dick Seff, picked me up backstage to go to the opening night party at a hotel near the Winter Garden. We came downstairs from the dressing room after almost everybody had left the theater and I was surprised to see Jerry, the man who had commanded it all, standing alone onstage. Looking out at the empty theater, he looked sad. I turned to Dick. “Please ask Jerry to come with us to the party.” Jerry accepted the invite quickly, and off we went to join the cast, producers, and guests.

What I didn’t realize at the time was that the creative team had endured such fights—about billing, credit, and other things—that nobody was talking to Jerry. We actors never knew about the drama surrounding the creative team. We were working so hard that we didn’t have time for backstage gossip. A rarity, let me tell you. Once we arrived at the party, Jerry took leave of us, and we didn’t see him for the rest of the night. That was Jerry. But if anybody had reason to be happy that night, it was the man who’d brought so much pleasure into so many lives.

West Side Story became a landmark musical, but the mythology around it was yet to come. The Music Man won the Tony Award for Best Musical over it that year. (More on that later.) Our first run lasted nearly two years but West Side wasn’t for everyone. It didn’t land on Broadway with a massive explosion. The true aficionados knew that they were seeing something amazing. But the regular audiences found it easier to respect us than to love us. Our show was dark, violent at times, and real. Each act ended with a death. Maybe it was just too much, too soon, too close to home. Hal Prince had often said, “I’m not interested in giving audiences what they want. I’m interested in giving them what they didn’t know they wanted.” And that realization takes time.

With West Side Story setting such a high bar in my career, I took myself a little more seriously for what was to come. (But not too seriously. Do that, and you become a bitch!) I am often asked, “How did it feel to be in West Side Story?” The simple answer? Ecstasy. I realized early on, even in rehearsals, that this show was a gift from God. I felt a tap on my shoulder and heard a voice, not unlike that of James Earl Jones, saying, “Chita, I’m now going to give you this present. Just do what you have to do—and be worthy of it.”

Ever since then, I have tried my best to honor that promise. As Pedro Julio Figueroa del Rivero would say, Gracias a Dios!

This one was for you, Daddy.








Entr’acte

The Skirt Remembers

People often ask, “Chita, weren’t you disappointed you didn’t get to play Anita in the film of West Side Story?”

And I suppose I might answer “yes,” except that when the movie came out in the fall of 1961, I was in a smash hit on Broadway: Bye Bye Birdie. Working on that musical, playing Rosie Alvarez opposite Dick Van Dyke’s Albert, helped soothe the pain. I’d add that you really have to roll with the punches if you’re going to be in this business. Helen Gallagher created the role of Nickie in Sweet Charity on the stage, but I played her in the Bob Fosse film. And yes, Janet Leigh played Rosie in the film of Bye Bye Birdie. Um, well, yeah. If you react at all, you have to laugh. I recall driving with Larry Kert past Hollywood’s Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, where the film of West Side Story premiered. Looking up at the marquee, Larry, who lost the film role of Tony to Richard Beymer, and I would “bawl” for a couple of seconds—and then go right back to what we were talking about.

However, when I first watched the movie of West Side Story, I have to admit that I did feel a pang of resentment. That was when Rita Moreno, as Anita, first made her appearance on the screen. I could feel Dolores welling up in me: “How dare she! That is my dress! That is my earring!”

Okay, you’re probably saying to yourself, “Really, Chita? Over a dress?”

Yes. Really. Because it was so much more than just a dress. It always is. When you talk about costumes for any show, but especially West Side Story, you are talking about character. And also about genius. In this case, the genius of Irene Sharaff, who designed the dress. And the genius of Barbara Matera, who created it.

When you’re standing in front of three mirrors having a fitting, you have enormous respect for the person kneeling down at your feet, invariably with pins between their lips. When they murmur this and that, you listen because you are totally in their hands and because they are smarter than you. Their discerning eye appraises you at your most vulnerable, often without a stitch on. How does the fabric flow and fall off the body? How does it drape and fill out the silhouette? What is the fusion of actor, character, and fabric so it becomes greater than the sum of its parts?

By the time I went to Irene Sharaff’s workroom for the fitting for Anita, I had already been exposed to a costume designer’s excellence: Marcel Vertès dressed my Fifi, the hooker in Seventh Heaven. He’d made her adorable, accessible, and very sexy; and Bob Mackintosh had made the Capri pants and blouse for my flirtatious Rita Romano in Mr. Wonderful.

But I was on my way to meet with the Irene Sharaff. By that time, she was world famous for having won her first of many Oscars for An American in Paris and for designing the luxuriant pale pink silk ball gown for Gertrude Lawrence in The King and I. She was commanding and authoritative when I walked into the studio—a handsome woman with a prominent nose and facial expressions that were made all the sharper with her favored black eyeliner. The day we met, she wore her hair in a bun and was dressed in black, over which she wore a blue smock.

Jerry Robbins knew her from the dance world, since Irene had designed his Afternoon of a Faun after having sketched out costumes for the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, American Ballet Theatre, and the New York City Ballet. I wondered whether Jerry had told her about our conversation regarding Anita and that the color purple had popped into my head. He didn’t have to. Irene’s palette was dominated by her love of reds, pinks, and oranges, in varying shades.

“I think the Sharks should be in sexy shades of cherry red, and Anita in purple,” she told me as I stood in front of the mirrors. Colorful bolts of fabric were everywhere in the studio. I was a bit taken aback by her forceful presence. Irene was talking to someone who’d never thought of herself as a fashionista in any sense of the word. Before I arrived on Broadway, I had been a tomboy in everyday skirts and blouses who’d then graduated to a basic uniform of dancewear for ballet classes.

For West Side Story I had three changes: a robe in the beginning, a blouse and skirt for the drugstore scene in which I was nearly raped, and before that . . . the dress, the one I wore to the dance at the gym. You can imagine my excitement when an assistant brought it out and I put it on for the first time.

“Wow!” I said. “Did Jerry tell you I liked purple?”

“No,” she quipped. “Anita did.”

I peered into the mirror and looking back at me was Anita in all her pride and “don’t-mess-with-me” glory. The tight bodice extended over the hips, and the skirt flared out to an edge of three rows of mini-ruffles masking the skirt seam. The underskirt had a pleated ruffle, and the net petticoat had red piping at the edge of the hem. I felt like a million bucks. The costume flattered my assets and diminished my flaws. The dress felt like a second skin. I loved every square inch of the fabric.

I twirled, flipping the skirt around, the rhythms of Lenny’s mambo dancing in my brain.

“Be careful, Chita,” said Irene. “Don’t waste it. Don’t be shaking that thing all the time. Tease out the colors. Wait for the right moment in the show. When you flip that skirt, the audience should see a world, an emotion, a taunt.”

I understood what she was talking about. My impulse was to throw it all out there right away: “See how fierce I look!” But Irene was, quite subtly, teaching me how to wear a dress for a maximum effect—an extremely valuable lesson that would continue to be useful throughout the rest of my career. What it came down to was this: Chita, never forget that the dress is a living thing with its own demands and personality.

Irene asked me to do some dance steps, intimate and small at first, then grand and flashy. She wanted to make sure that the dress would follow each move in just the right way, a choreography of body, fabric, and silhouette. Then an assistant brought out two hoop earrings. I placed them through the pierced openings in my ears. Irene eyed them critically from every angle.

As she walked around me, I boldly suggested, “What if I take one of them off?”

Irene paused for a moment. “Why?”

“Anita’s kind of a pirate, don’t you think?”

“Which one?” she asked.

“The left one,” I said, taking it off. We both looked into the mirror. She smiled.

“There, that’s Anita!” she said.

* * *

Decades later, in January 1980, I got a call from Jerry, asking me to come down to the Minskoff Theatre, where he was in the midst of rehearsals for a revival of West Side Story. Debbie Allen was taking on the role of Anita while Jossie de Guzman and Ken Marshall were playing Maria and Tony. Jerry explained that he had been teaching Debbie the steps to the mambo in the dance at the gym and had blanked on an eight-bar section of the piece.

How did I feel coming into the theater, hearing once again the fast and furious drumming of feet to Lenny’s throbbing music? Well, when you originate something, especially in a West Side Story, you always feel proprietary toward it. The originators of any show deserve that respect. But the cast could not have been more welcoming, and Debbie was adorable and open for me to teach her the steps.

I could remember some of them but got confused at what might have been my movements for the previous couple of bars. I tried again. But I still hit a wall.

“Jerry, let me come back tomorrow,” I said. “I’ve got to go home and get something.”

That “something” was a black skirt hanging in my closet that I had worn in rehearsals for the original production. It still fit like a glove. And the next day, Anita was back in business. I knew the minute I put it on that the skirt would remember the steps. And it did. All of them. Jerry and I shared a good laugh over the fact that the skirt, like the ballet slippers in The Red Shoes, had a life all its own.

“Why don’t you leave it here, just in case?” Jerry said. “It’s got a better memory than the both of us.”

The memory of that purple dress is certainly never far from my mind. There are constant reminders. At almost every Halloween or Gay Pride Day in New York City, I can be walking down Ninth Avenue in New York’s Hell’s Kitchen and what should be coming toward me but, well, the dress. This time on the body of a strapping six-footer with a black wig, purple heels, and prominent Adam’s apple.

I look to see if he’s got the accents right. Yup. Just one earring, unlike in the film when Rita wore two. (A mistake.) I think of these homages to Anita as a helluva compliment. As we pass, I give him a wink—“You go, girl!”—and I also want to tell him, “Don’t waste it!”

* * *

A P.S. on Irene Sharaff and her Tony and Oscar awards for The King and I. The star of the musical, Gertrude Lawrence, tragically died at age fifty-four, in the midst of the Broadway run. She was buried in the ball gown in which she had waltzed around the palace with Yul Brynner in “Shall We Dance?”—one of the most goose-bumpy moments in Broadway history. I can’t say that I’d want to meet my Maker in the purple dress of West Side Story. But I do know that wearing it was a moment of pure heaven.





Entr’acte

Tony Mordente: A Not-So-Quiet Thing

There is a lovely ballad, “A Quiet Thing,” from the musical Flora the Red Menace, by my friends John Kander and the late Fred Ebb. I often sing it in my cabaret act. When I do, I am taken back to the many loves of my life through its beautiful lyrics:

When it all comes true

Just the way you’d planned

It’s funny but the bells don’t ring

For the most part, love has come into my life on tiptoes. That is, with the exception of the first time. It came roaring in. Loud. Passionate. Crazy. His name was Tony Mordente.

Remember that guy with the gorgeous head of black hair and sideburns I told you about? The one who was Jerry Robbins’s pet because he was such a dazzling dancer? The one who was such a sexy flirt and show-off? That was Tony. From the moment we saw each other on the first day of rehearsals, there was a bolt of current running between the two of us. Which was kind of dangerous, since Jerry forbade the Sharks and Jets to socialize, and Tony was playing A-Rab, a Jet. We weren’t even supposed to look at each other. For dancers, that’s a tough rule to follow because we love to congregate, mix, and mingle. But like that moment in West Side Story when Tony and Maria come together in the dance at the gym, Tony M. and I would sneak glances at each other, and the rehearsal hall would fall away.

“Isn’t he cute?” said my friend Frances Taylor when she saw me looking at Tony executing some difficult steps with ease. “And, Chita, he’s straight.”

“You don’t say,” I replied nonchalantly. “He’s such a beautiful dancer. I can’t stop admiring his technique.”

“Uh-huh, his technique,” said Frances with a smile. “Is that why his nickname is ‘Buns’?”

Okay. I’ve always loved me a good, solid, round rear end on a man. But I was first hooked on Tony’s talent. Honest. He was always among the first to learn the combination. And when he started to move, he soared. That won my heart. And Tony let it be known among his buddies in the cast that he admired my dancing. Good to hear.

After we exchanged a few surreptitious looks, Tony got the nerve to chat me up. He had a boyish charm filled with “youse” and “heys” and “woudjas.” Such as “Wouldja like to join me for lunch at the Midtown Pharmacy?” You bet. That was followed with more invitations, which I was always happy to receive (and to reciprocate).

As Peter and Jerry continued to build the mating dances in West Side Story, Tony and I began a less-than-discreet courtship. Word got around the company fast that we were dating. We never heard anything about it from Jerry, but Tony’s fellow Jets chided him for transgressing policy. That only added to his boisterous
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