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  AUTHOR’S NOTE

  

  



  “Show business is a ball!”—DEAN MARTIN

  

  

  



  Who was the real Dean Martin? A skirt-chasing, heavy drinking, wholly insensitive, minimally talented philanderer and mob pal who dropped friends and wives as casually as he’d discard a candy bar wrapper? Or an underrated, highly amiable, top-flight singer and actor who was loyal to his pals and remained friends with his wives even after he divorced them and who much preferred an evening at home watching a western than a night out drinking with the boys?


  Frequently depicted only as a hard-playing, hard-boozing Rat Packer with a dark side, the truth about Dean Martin is much more complex than that portrait, however accurate for the period of the Rat Pack’s heyday, might suggest. As more and more of his recordings hit number one on the charts—Volare, You’re Nobody Till Somebody Loves You, That’s Amore—Dean Martin achieved his greatest fame as a motion picture star, rising to become a top-ten box office attraction several years in a row. This book doesn’t ignore the wild parties, the multitude of shapely lovers, the three marriages (the third to a twenty-four-year-old when he was fifty-five) that ended in divorce or any of the racier private side of Dean Martin, but it is also a balanced portrait of a gifted man who gave some fine performances in memorable films such as Toys in the Attic, Career (as a shoestring theatrical director accused of being a Communist!), Bells are Ringing, Howard Hawks’s Rio Bravo, and many others.


  It is oddly commonplace today for celebrity biographers to write only about the personal lives of their subjects while almost completely ignoring the very work that made their subjects famous in the first place. One often gets the impression that some biographers don’t even bother to actually watch the movies that their subjects have appeared in! In Martini Man I have attempted to put Dean Martin’s work—as well as his life—into perspective, scrutinizing his film roles and how he approached them and subjecting to in-depth analysis the major films in which he appeared—as well as looking into his most famous recordings—all for the purpose of achieving a better appreciation of what kept him on top for so many decades.


  Therefore, this book can be seen not only as a study of the personal life of a complex individual but as a contemplation of his professional and long-lasting artistry.


  —William Schoell, February 1999
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  Steubenville

  

  

  

  



  The Italian barber, Gaetano Crocetti, a nice-looking mustachioed man of average height and build, had come to America with his bride, Angela, on the advice of his two brothers, who had each made the trip some years before. The world was on the verge of the first Great War, and it was said that America offered opportunities that could not be found back home. Gaetano, who later Americanized his name to Guy, opened up his shop in the town of Steubenville, Ohio (population 20,000), where his brothers also lived. Immigrants were attracted to the place because of all the steel mills on the nearby Ohio River. The mills needed workers, and the workers needed all the amenities: grocery stores, bars, churches, prostitutes, even barbers. Thus Guy Crocetti found a place for himself in this new world.


  Angela was a plump, pretty brunette with a large nose. Guy and Angela’s first child was a boy named Guglielmo (William), who was born in 1914. The second child, also a boy, was named Dino Paul Crocetti, and this dark-haired baby with the big smile and bright if wary eyes would eventually metamorphose into the big-time entertainer known as Dean Martin. It was nearly midnight on June 7, 1917, when he popped into the world, unaware, as were his parents, that one day he’d put sleepy Steubenville on the map.


  Gaetano and Angela Crocetti’s life was fairly quiet, but the town of Steubenville, while it never exactly transformed into Manhattan, did not stay sleepy forever. As Bill and Dino grew into youths, the town began to supply in ever greater numbers what the hardworking steelworkers and their families were demanding. More gin mills. More pool halls. More houses of ill repute. Many more gambling dens. And when Prohibition kicked in, the cry went out for illegal speakeasies with their bootleg liquor.


  “I had a great time growing up in Steubenville,” Dean said years later. “There was everything there a boy could want. Women. Music. Nightclubs. Liquor.” Then he joked: “And to think I had all that when I was only thirteen.”


  Actually, at thirteen Dino looked several years older, as he was nearly six feet tall and well-built. Girls were already giving him the eye, this in spite of his extra-large and rather crooked proboscis inherited from his mother. (It wouldn’t be until years later, however, that he would become especially self-conscious about his honker.) He lived a rather stereotypical and uncomplicated middle-class childhood with few privations. His father made enough at his barbershop to provide the family with their own house and car, and good, regular meals were cooked with love and care, if no great culinary skill, by his mother.


  As his teen years proceeded, Dino proved that he was as good at sports as he was terrible at academics. (In contrast, his brother William was always a good student.) He paid so little attention in school that it was years before he could speak proper English. (In the Crocetti household he had spoken only Italian until he was five.) He felt at home with the fellows, playing football or basketball, trading curse words and dirty jokes, but in these early years he was rather ill at ease with women. Never really shy in the truest sense of the word, Dean knew he lacked poise and sophistication, that confidence so necessary in the pursuit of the opposite sex. He also backed out of conversations with girls because he felt that he had little to say to them. Throughout his life he would seem quiet and even bashful to some people, even though he could be boisterous at parties, because he simply didn’t have much to say. In his early years, in particular, he was embarrassed by his bad grammar and the common way he sounded. In any case, Dean never had an interest in talking about the world situation or other weighty matters.


  He did have an interest in music, however, and apparently loved to sing even at an early age. “Even when he was a small baby, his mother—my aunt Angela—was sure he was going to be a singer,” said his cousin Mary Crocetti. “He sort of crooned all the time. Then, when he was older, you could hear him around the house, always singing. And he always wore a hat, an old soft, slouchy one. First thing in the morning, he put on this hat. He wore it indoors and outdoors and took it off only when he was going to bed.” She added, “Dino somehow acquired a record player, an old one, the kind that you had to wind up after each record. His favorites were Bing Crosby and Russ Columbo. He’d play [their] records over and over and sing along with them.”


  Mary’s brother Archie Crocetti remembered, “Dino and I were in the Steubenville Boy Scouts, troop ten, together; Dino was troop drummer. He took lessons; said they’d come in handy when he played in a dance band.”


  Dino managed to graduate from Grant Junior High and enter Wells High School in the early 1930s, although he didn’t stay for long. Like many youngsters who grow up to become entertainers, Dino was the class clown. Private conversations with girls may have been difficult, but he had no trouble showing off: dancing, singing, making a fool of himself for the amusement of the class and occasionally his teachers.


  Mary Braxton (née Morelli) knew Dino in high school and confirms that he had the odd mixture of brashness and bashfulness. “He had no trouble getting up in front of a lot of students and acting out a scene or cutting up, singing, that sort of thing, and he would come over to a bunch of us girls and tell us the latest stories in this kind of rat-a-tat-tat delivery. But he would stumble all over himself and look kind of trapped whenever he was in a one-on-one conversation with a girl that he liked. The more he liked ’em, the shyer he got. I guess big audiences didn’t bother him but little ones did. I’m not surprised he got out of Steubenville—I certainly did at the earliest opportunity—and even less surprised that he became a big movie star. They always have that certain something, even at that age, don’t they? And least surprising of all is that he became such a ladies’ man. He may have stammered a bit when we were around, but so many of us had a crush on him—including me.”


  Girls—and a ready-made audience for his hijinks—were not enough to keep Dino in school, however. He accepted the fact that he would never get good grades; what came easy for brother Bill and his cousins was terribly difficult for Dino, who could not read well and therefore didn’t get any pleasure out of books. Whether his father and mother were really as open to his suggestion that he quit school and find a job, as he later intimated, or whether they hoped a dose of good hard work would bring him to his senses is not known. Perhaps they accepted the fact that Dino was not cut out for the discipline of school and didn’t have the right kind of head on his shoulders. In any case, he left high school for good during his sophomore year and never graduated. He must have had some good memories of the place, though, because for many years, after he became famous, he sent “a one hundred dollar check every year for an ad in our yearbook,” remembered John Maltese, the director of publishing and a teacher of journalism at what was eventually known as Steubenville High. “Just a fall page with one word, ‘Dino,’ in the center,” Maltese recalled. (In 1951, when Steubenville’s population had swelled to over 30,000, Dino returned to the school with his then-partner Jerry Lewis for “Dean Martin Day,” but he was never seen there again.)


  Dino was lucky enough to find a number of Depression-era jobs, but like most people destined for show business, he was pretty lousy at all of them. He clowned around too much at the filling station as far as the owner was concerned and was fired within a matter of days. He then begged his uncle Joe, who worked for a milk company, to make him a milkman, but this, too, proved disastrous when Dino’s irresponsible tomfoolery, juggling milk bottles and the like, splashed a little too much milk—and glass—on customers lawns and stoops. Lying about his age, he then managed to get a job at one of the steel mills, but he found this too dangerous when a bundle of hot coiled steel nearly flattened him when it fell from a forklift. At least, this was the episode he used as an excuse to quit—he had already decided that working in the noisy, hot, stifling, steamy, and highly uncomfortable confines of a steel mill was not for him.


  So the basic pattern for many years to come was established: Dino would not work at or do anything that would in any way numb or deaden his natural exuberance for life, that would suppress or dampen in any fashion the sheer pleasure he took in being alive. If that made him irresponsible in some ways, he didn’t care. It was his life, and he was free to do with it as he pleased.


  Some of the things he was pleased to do did not please his father, who by this time was promising to put in another barber’s chair so that his son could join him and his employees in the shop, which had been expanded over the years. There were worse ways, Guy reasoned, to make a living, and Dino didn’t seem to be making good at anything else. However, the thought of it was enough to make Dino break out in a cold sweat. He wasn’t certain what he wanted to do—except sing, which was a pipe dream at that point—but becoming a carbon copy of his father, no matter how much they might have loved each other, was not an option. Dino didn’t want to be just anybody, someone ordinary; he wanted to be special and do something exciting. Becoming “the Barber of Steubenville” was not in the cards—although everyone who knew him at this time pretty much figured that that was to be his ultimate fate. He might as well accept it and be grateful that he had his father’s business—and career—to fall back on.


  His mother, Angela, had her own fears. Her brother, Dean’s Uncle Leonard, had been a restless dreamer who’d gone into show business; now he was a vaudevillian named “Bananas” who did a zany specialty dance act and eked out a living in third-rate theaters. He’d later get a female partner and become a bit more successful (many years later Dino would have him on his TV show), but for now his was an uncertain life of disappointment and privation. Angela didn’t want that for her son.


  Walking by the local gym one day, Dino wandered in and watched the fighters for a while, sizing them up and coming to the conclusion that he was as well built and athletic as any of them. Now, this was more like it. This was exciting, something that not just any joe could do. He talked to a manager named Tony Romano, who urged him to take some boxing lessons before he would sign him up. It wasn’t long before Dino was fighting a few amateur matches as a 146-pound welterweight of sixteen.


  Although there have been reports that Dino became known as “Kid Crochet,” during this period, if the moniker isn’t unlikely enough, it’s certainly unlikely that his career lasted long enough for him to have become known under any kind of nickname. According to Joseph Pirone, whose father was one of the men Dino fought against, “My father talked about winning a fight with Dino every time someone mentioned his name, but he never said anything about him being called Kid Crochet. Maybe Martin or somebody made that up years later. [My father] said Dino’s heart was never in it. He used to flinch when he got hit in the face. He just had a few fights, lost most of them, and that was it. He had bigger fish to fry.”


  Guy and Angela weren’t crazy about the boxing, but at least it was more or less honest work. The Crocetti family took their religion seriously, and there were some things a good Catholic boy did not do. But while Dino may have believed in God, as he did all his life, that didn’t mean he had any interest in being a literal or figurative choir boy. So in his quest for vocational excitement, he next went to work for first bootleggers, then gamblers.


  But first there was an automobile trip to California with a friend. A stopover in Chicago widened Dean’s eyes as to the possibilities of living in a big city. When they finally got out to Los Angeles, Dean drove out to the Paramount Studios in Hollywood, parked across the street, and stared wonderingly at the gates and beyond, little knowing that one day he’d be making pictures on the lot. When he returned to little Steubenville, there was no way he would ever be satisfied cutting hair as his father did. There was no limit to his imagination or his ambition.


  Still, he was very young and would have to bide his time until he had the money and wherewithal to follow through on his nascent dreams. In the meantime, he worked. Dean recalled shuttling bootleg whiskey from Ohio to Pennsylvania with two of his buddies on more than one occasion. “We could have run the car on that shit instead of using gasoline!” he said. It was lucky that hauling hootch was only a part-time, extra-few-dollars sort of thing because the end of Prohibition shortly afterward meant such overnight, after-dark excursions would no longer be necessary. And though by that time the Crocettis had moved to a bigger house in a better neighborhood, for Dean there would definitely be no handouts. Either he worked, his father told him, or he went back to school. He chose work.


  This time he settled on the infamous Rex’s Cigar Store as his place of employment, which was home to a notorious gambling den. His parents had no idea that the cigar store was just a front for one of Steubenville’s most successful illegal businesses. Years later he would say that he got his parents to consent to his remaining at Rex’s because he assured them that while he worked there in virtually every capacity—running the roulette wheel, dealing blackjack—he himself did not indulge in the evil vice of gambling. The story is assuredly apocryphal: Not only did Dean gamble, but his parents would never have approved of him working in an establishment that could have been raided at any time—this in spite of Dino’s generous salary, which, including tips, was up to twenty dollars a day. It is more likely that they simply couldn’t force him to quit, or he told them he was a clerk in the front room, the legitimate tobacco business that served as a front for the gambling operation and where Dino couldn’t, therefore, get in any trouble. Whatever he said, it worked—for a time.


  Dino really took to working in a gambling parlor. The rush of the roulette wheel, the thrill of the crap game, the snap of cards being dealt, then the swish of them being just as quickly swept away along with the players’ wistful hopes of winning—it all seemed so exciting and magical to him that he was in seventh heaven. There was the heady combination of the smoke and the boozy conversation, the tension in the air, the electric charge that permeated everything, the constant sense of anticipation and apprehension, the intimation of fear and a certain danger. The fact that it was all illegal, illicit, only made it more compelling to Dino. This was not an ordinary job, this was not dull and complacent—the very things he couldn’t stomach—this was the real world. He added to his income by occasionally sneaking a silver dollar or two into his loafers, until the boss caught on and told him to cut it out or else.


  Dino’s associates in these early days were not the kind to warm the heart of any teenage boy’s worrying mother. Dino would later remark that many of them wound up in jail or went to an early grave. His early years at Rex’s were responsible for making him feel more comfortable in the presence of “shady” characters years later than the average person might have been. Dino was still too young to be served in a bar, but his friends would get him liquor when he wanted it, and he made an early acquaintance with many of the ladies working in brothels in the red-light district. He had also developed a glib, smooth way with the women that was in sharp contrast to his stumbling, puppylike maneuverings of just a year or two earlier.


  He also broke the hearts of many a nonprofessional lady. Dino had developed a new sophistication working in a place like Rex’s. He had “important” friends and was being whispered about by all the right people. Young women saw him as dangerous, interesting, someone they wanted to know without their parents ever finding out. Dino was not heartless, but he had no interest in going steady with anyone, and whenever a girl got too proprietary, Dino would disappear, leaving some of them embittered and heartsick for years to come.


  Gambling—and the opposite sex—stayed in Dino’s blood for the rest of his life.


  But this was only the beginning.
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  The Sound of Music

  

  

  

  



  Although it would be a couple of years before he could drink legally in the clubs, Dino was no stranger to Steubenville’s nightspots during the years he worked at Rex’s Cigar Store. A number of gin joints and roadhouses were in the area—many of them owned by mobsters—and Dino made his presence known in all of them. From his teen years on he enjoyed the smoky, convivial atmosphere of bars and lounges, although he was to tire of them by the time he was middle-aged.


  Dino had grown up listening to Russ Columbo and Bing Crosby records, and it was the latter who most influenced his own style. He had no singing or musical lessons of any kind and never could read a note of sheet music. He learned by imitating “Der Bingle.” It wasn’t long before he was doing his Bing impressions in front of the open mike at some of the joints, urged on by his pals and doe-eyed young women. On a dare he had already gotten up to sing with a band at Craig Beach, a resort near Youngstown where he had come with some friends on a day trip, and he was already getting cocky about his performing skills. Still, he would at least wait until his buddies started nagging him to get up and sing. He also took to the microphone at all the social clubs and community centers in Steubenville and its environs, singing with the two-bit orchestras who were at least gratified that the guy could actually carry a tune, even if no one foresaw great things in his future. Before long he was a familiar figure on the circuit, hitting spots like Walker’s and Reed’s Mill and the Half Moon Club—and dozens of others that catered to a less tony crowd—as well as the more respectable places like the Catholic Community Center, the Polish Hall, and the Capital Ball Room. It wasn’t long before he was spotted in clubs and social centers in nearby Columbus and Youngstown. He was an attractive, likable youth who easily made friends among both sexes, winning over both young and old. By this time he was of age and could handle a few beers, and imbibing them only added to his natural insouciance.


  A bandleader named Ernie McKay, who was hot stuff for Ohio in those days, caught the now twenty-two-year-old Dino doing his thing on more than one occasion and decided his band could do worse than have a young, good-looking male vocalist who, despite his amateur standing, already seemed to be garnering quite a following. One night he went up to Dino and asked him if he’d like fall-time employment as a singer with his band. Dino was excited by the offer, even though the salary McKay dangled was nothing to write home about. He was making more than that at Rex’s.


  Legend has it that when the mob owners of Rex’s heard about Dino’s predicament, they offered to pay him the difference in salary on a weekly basis. Others have suggested that the gang in the back room took up a collection to send him on his way. While provocative, neither is very likely. The first anecdote suggests, of course, that Dino was somehow subsidized by the mob in his early days and forever after indebted to them, but there’s no real factual substantiation for this. As for the collection, it’s more likely that the other croupiers in the back room saw Dino’s singing engagement as a step up and were hardly likely to give up any of their hard-earned incomes to bolster his own. As Dino became more and more famous, many people who had once known him only slightly came forward to talk about how they’d once “helped him out” and so on, perhaps hoping he’d read about it and send them a generous, sadly belated thankyou check.


  Ernie McKay took it upon himself to change Dino’s name to Dino Martini, figuring it would summon up comparisons with a popular romantic singer of the time known as Nino Martini. McKay was forever trying to figure out ways to get his group out of the small-time and make it a real winning proposition, so he experimented with different names and vocalists and on occasion hired novelty acts to perform with the band. By the time Dino made his professional debut at the State Chinese Restaurant in Columbus, he was singing with “The McKaymen” and a “Singing Strings Trio.” Ambitious to a fault, the three Yee brothers who owned the State hired other acts of all types and varieties so that they could present fall-blown vaudeville shows as if they were Chinese Ziegfelds. In the meantime Ernie kept tinkering around with his own act to blow the ballroom dancers and trained dogs they were in competition with out of the water. At one point Dino’s billing was as big as Ernie’s; a few weeks later he had been demoted to being part of the “Three Well-Wishers Trio,” which consisted of him and two other now forgotten male vocalists.


  One night singer Lee Ann Lee, the pretty wife of a bandleader named Sammy Watkins, caught Dino at the State and liked what she saw. She sent Dino a note backstage and asked to speak to him. She suggested that he make a record—which could be done relatively cheaply in those days—and forward it to her husband. “I didn’t know if she was serious or this was some sort of come on,” Dean said years later, “but I figured it was worth a try. I was tired of tripping over those damn dogs [in the canine novelty act] every time I left my dressing room.”


  Sammy Watkins heard the record and thought his wife, a singer herself, was onto something. Sammy wasn’t the first to note that Dino had an absolutely marvelous, easygoing, totally unforced way of singing, a breeziness and spontaneity that other trained singers could strive for but could never quite attain. He was still very much in the Bing Crosby mode, but that was hardly a problem considering the latter singer’s popularity at the time. Watkins had little trouble convincing Dino to jump ship from the “McKaymen” with their trios and changeable billing and the State Chinese Restaurant with its dog acts and move to Cleveland and one step closer to the Big Time.


  Watkins was tops in Cleveland, where he held court at the ritzy Vogue Room in the Hollenden Hotel. Since Dino had failed to move Ernie McKay into the limelight as the bandleader had half hoped, McKay let him go with reasonably good grace. Dino’s salary with Watkins would be thirty-five dollars a week; by the time he was twenty-four, he’d received special billing with the Watkins band and was making nearly twice as much. He decided the name “Martini” was too silly—besides, he was not an operatic tenor like Nino—so he shortened it to Martin, keeping a connection to the name he had started out with as a professional. Dino was Americanized to Dean.


  “I don’t really remember why I changed the name,” he said years later. “I guess there were enough Italian singers around, and most of them sang opera. I wanted to do my own thing. ‘Dino’ was fine for a boy in a small town, but I wanted to sort of cut my ties—not with my family but with those early days when I couldn’t stick to nothin’ and wasn’t gettin’ anywhere. I guess ‘Dean Martin’ was the new me.” It sounded classier, more grown up, less ethnic. He made the name change at least a year before the United States and Italy were on different sides of a world war, but there was still a lot of prejudice against Italian-Americans at this time, and almost everyone felt that the U.S. entry into the conflict was inevitable; Dean didn’t need a vowel at the end of his name, not during this uncertain period. Lastly, the new moniker helped establish him as an individual, someone with his own fresh style and attitude.


  Along with the new name, Dean wanted a new contract and more money. Watkins seemed happy to oblige—Dean was popular with audiences—but there was a price to be paid for the increase in salary. Watkins’s contract stipulated that Dean would have to turn over 10 percent of any money he made through outside venues, meaning any singing he did without the band. Dean couldn’t foresee such a likelihood on the horizon—he was Watkins’s lead vocalist and liked it that way—so he had no second thoughts when signing the contract, his mind concentrating on the extra dollars he’d make per week.


  Meanwhile a young lady named Elizabeth McDonald had more on her mind than a name change—although that, too, was to happen sooner than she expected. Elizabeth—known to all as Betty—was a shapely, attractive brunette with dark Irish good looks who appeared little like the expert athlete that she was. Due to her athletic achievements she had gotten a scholarship to Swarthmore in Ohio, but she had neglected the academic side of her education and was promptly expelled.


  Betty was disconsolate, certain she’d let the family down and afraid of what her father might say, but his reaction was milder than expected. To take her mind off things and to cheer her up, Mr. McDonald decided to take her with him on a business trip to Cleveland. Besides, he had just learned from the liquor firm he worked for that he was to be permanently transferred to Cleveland, so he and Betty could check out the housing situation while Mrs. McDonald held down the fort. Betty looked forward to seeing the sights, staying in a big hotel, enjoying her father’s company.


  Betty and her father stayed at the Hollenden Hotel, and on that fateful first night in Cleveland, they had supper in the Vogue Room, where Sammy Watkins and his orchestra were entertaining. Out came their male vocalist, a good-looking slender chap, six feet tall, with dark curly hair, bedroom eyes, and an infatuating grin that worked its instant magic on Betty. For his part, Dean could not fail to notice the intoxicating charms of Betty McDonald. During the following days, as Betty’s father went to meetings and looked at houses, Betty and Dean began their courtship. Both later claimed that it was the proverbial love at first sight. Dean squired her to some of Cleveland’s more interesting attractions by day, and in the evenings Betty would sit at a table in the Vogue Room and listen, enraptured, as her handsome troubadour sang love songs only, it seemed, to her.


  Things moved very quickly. Dean was about to go on a tour with the Watkins band, which would keep him out of Cleveland for several months. Thinking it would be a shame to let things cool down just as the two of them were heating up, Dean took Betty to Steubenville for a visit with his folks and friends, who liked her as much as she did them, then popped the question when they were back in Cleveland. Betty gave him an enthusiastic, unhesitant yes. Getting special permission from the church to have an immediate wedding, they got hitched on October 2, 1941, with both families and members of the band in attendance. After a blissful night in which Dean and Betty gave full expression to the passion that the two had ignited in each other from first glance and which had been simmering for weeks, they both got on the bus with the other musicians and, devoid of much privacy, headed for the first stop on the long, uncomfortable tour. It was a hell of a way for them to begin married life.


  As madly in love as Dean was, it was Betty who had to learn to put up with the privations and cramped conditions on the bus, the endless series of cheap motels, her mind still agog at the sudden 180-degree turn her life had taken. She had gone from college athlete to married lady in virtually one quick step. She felt with certainty that her being expelled was the best thing that could have happened to her. Dean was proud of his pretty young wife, whose company and wedding ring, cheap as it was, made him feel even more grown up, if not exactly special or unconventional. During the early days they were still awash in their special romantic glow that miraculously airbrushed all the imperfections and nagging doubts out of the picture.


  Despite their obvious fondness for and physical attraction to each other, it’s likely that Dean and Betty got married for the wrong reasons—or at least at the wrong time. Betty was still reeling from the unexpected blow of being expelled; suddenly there was a gap in her life that needed to be filled, and Dean was there to fill it. Brought up in a warm, nurturing, Catholic family environment, Dean knew—or thought he knew—that there were some girls you tossed aside and some girls you married. There had never been any doubt in his mind that, like his father before him, he would one day find the right girl, the marrying kind, whom he assumed was Betty. But he was still very young and, unlike his father, had appetites that had not yet been, might never be, satiated. The idea of marriage appealed to him; it was part of the growing up process, it was what one did. But he wasn’t really ready for it. In some ways, he never would be. For Betty, however, the idea of marriage was never enough; there were certain standards and disciplines that had to be maintained, and it was with standards and disciplines that Dean had always had his trouble. He loved Betty, he wanted to be married, but he wasn’t ready to give up being a bachelor. This was essentially how Dean felt throughout his life. Stifling, suffocating things—be they wives, partners, or jobs—should not interfere with his pleasure in life. If life couldn’t be fun, what good was it?


  Although she was defeated right from the start and didn’t realize it, Betty persevered as the bus jolted and bumped from one dreary town to the next. She would watch the band perform most of the time, but when the show was over, Dean would leave her alone in the motel while he had a few more drinks or played poker with the boys. Then he’d come in early in the morning and expect her to have instantaneous sex with him, even though she was half asleep. Dean preferred talking and playing with the guys in the band to quiet conversations with Betty, and the boys would play practical jokes on her that she put up with like a good sport but only served to demoralize her. She told herself that once they were back in Cleveland, things would be different.


  But things weren’t very different in Cleveland. And Betty was getting tired of waiting around for Dean’s show to finish only to have him disappear to a crap game or another woman. There was a temporary reprieve for the marriage when Betty found out that she was pregnant. She used this as an excuse not to go with Dean on any more of the band’s tours and stayed home to knit booties as Dean brought home the bacon. During this period the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and all anyone could talk about was the war.


  Dean got the first real fright of his life when he got his draft notice in early 1942. His career was going great, he was making good money and enjoying himself—understandably, he didn’t especially like the idea of dropping everything and going off to Europe. Unlike most other American men, Dean wasn’t exactly gung ho about going off to fight. Practical when he needed to be about certain matters, Dean had no starry-eyed, unrealistic, sentimental notions about the glories of combat. This didn’t necessarily make him a coward, though it didn’t exactly qualify him as a hero, either. In any case, he figured that his being married with a kid on the way would keep him out of the draft, even if it wouldn’t have for long. Betty not only had affluent parents but relatively well off in-laws, so Dean could not be considered her sole means of support. It all became academic when the army doctors discovered a double hernia when they examined him, and Dean was classified 4-F. He could have had the hernia operated on, but he didn’t do so until long after the war was over. The steel mill had been bad enough; the miserable conditions endured by soldiers overseas would have been intolerable—definitely not part of the Dean Martin Pleasure Principle. (Years later, he would use his ambivalent feelings about the war and combat to bolster his performance in The Young Lions.) In 1944 Dean heard from the draft board again and was briefly stationed at Akron, Ohio, but he was again invalidated by the hernias.


  Betty and Dean’s first child, Stephen Craig Martin, known as Craig throughout his life, was born on June 29, 1942, with proud papa Dean in attendance. Betty hoped that the birth of their child might make her husband more of a family man, and for a while it worked—but just for a while. Dean was present only for the birth of that first child—his nightclub jobs, and the tours every few months, kept him hopping and away from home more often than not. Betty nursed little Craig and coped as best she could.


  Meanwhile things were heating up for Dean in the career department. First he got the thrill of singing for the first time on coast-to-coast radio at the studios of WTAM Cleveland; Sammy Watkins’s band had been chosen as the city’s favorite in a poll carried out by the popular program the Fitch (Shampoo) Bandwagon. Dean sang two standards, including a Bing Crosby hit, “Sweet Leilani,” as well as two brand new works Sammy had received from New York publishers anxious to get their songs a public airing.


  Then he got into a conversation with Merle Jacobs, Sammy Watkins’s agent with the powerful Music Corporation of America (MCA). Dean knew of the great success of Frank Sinatra and other Italian-American nightclub singers and wondered if he could ever do a solo the way they did. Sinatra had broken away from the Tommy Dorsey band to go on to even greater fame and riches as a single. Dean casually threw the thought out—he had no idea how Jacobs, who was loyal to Watkins, might react to this possible intimation that he was looking to jump ship—but to his relief Jacobs seemed to go for the idea. “He told me that if ever there was a time for an Italian singer to try to make it in New York, this was the time,” Dean remembered. “He said that he could handle Sammy for me, and I believed him.”


  The way Jacobs handled Sammy was for him to get Dean to agree to a hastily revised contract with Watkins. Watkins would no longer have exclusive rights to Dean’s services, but the clause that allowed him 10 percent of all of Dean’s outside earnings still remained and would remain in effect for the next several years; the old agreement was then considered null and void, and Dean was free to sign with whomever he wished. But as part of his concession Dean had to agree to stay with Watkins until the end of the year in the event that no major opportunities presented themselves via MCA; even then Dean would need Sammy’s approval before he could take off and was required to give him several weeks’ notice until January 1, 1944, when Dean would be completely free to do what he wished. Dean then signed a contract with MCA, who also wanted a 10-percent cut of his future earnings. At the time Dean didn’t care that he was kissing 20 percent of his income good-bye; he focused on the major success he was sure was just around the corner.


  He didn’t have to wait long to make his jump. Frank Sinatra canceled an engagement at the Riobamba, a small club in Manhattan owned by Mafia hit man Louis Lepke, and Merle Jacobs wasted no time filling the breach with Dean. The management was not so crazy about hiring a complete unknown—in New York terms—like Dean, but they reasoned that if the crooner had only a portion of Sinatra’s appeal, it might work out all right for them.


  They told Jacobs it was a go, and the agent called Dean excitedly and told him to start packing for Manhattan; he opened in two days. “What about Sammy?” Dean wanted to know. Again Jacobs told him that he would handle Sammy.


  But Sammy was not to be handled so easily. He expected Dean to honor the terms of his agreement and give him plenty of notice before he left the band. Dean knew this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for him, and there was no way the Riobamba, which needed an act now, would wait for him for two or more weeks. Jacobs appealed to Watkins on Dean’s behalf, but the bandleader would not be appeased. He told Dean he had better forget about the Riobamba deal; there was no way he was walking out on him at a minute’s notice. Jacobs told Dean that perhaps he could persuade the managers of the club to hold an opening for him at some future point, but Dean knew the agent couldn’t promise that and called the club himself and told them that he’d be there. He told Jacobs that he would handle Sammy when the time came. He packed his bags, kissed his flabbergasted wife and child good-bye, and fled Cleveland for Manhattan in the night.


  Sammy knew that Dean was not easily controllable, and he went to his apartment the following morning to speak to him. Sammy kept jabbing the bell insistently, waking the baby. Betty, still half asleep, answered the door with trepidation. No, Dean wasn’t there. No, she didn’t know where he was. She never knew where he was, didn’t Sammy know that? Finally she broke down and told the bandleader that Dean had gone off to New York. “Don’t blame me! I had nothing to do with it!” she said, slamming the door in his face. Sammy kept banging on the door, demanding to know which hotel Dean had checked into. Dean had instructed Betty not to say anything to anyone, but he had run out of there without warning, leaving her behind to deal with all the crap, and there was only so much abuse she could stand. Sammy was yelling at her, not Dean. So she told him: “The Astor Hotel!”


  Dean was astonished when Sammy himself showed up at the Astor that very night. He got the same treatment as Betty: repeated wallops on the door of his hotel room. When Sammy threatened to do everything he could to queer the Riobamba opening, Dean admitted him to his room, and the two sat down to talk things over—although not very calmly. Dean tried to quell his anger and explained to Sammy that it wasn’t just himself; he now had a wife and child to think about. Couldn’t Sammy understand that he had a right to think of his future and his family’s? A bit mollified by Dean’s earnest plea, Sammy told him that he would allow him to stay in New York on certain conditions. Dean had to agree to pay him a small bulk “penalty” fee out of his earnings at the Riobamba plus turn over an additional 2 percent of his future earnings. Anxious to have the man out of his face and out of his life, Dean agreed.


  Dean’s fleeing Cleveland and deserting Sammy Watkins on the spot has often been cited as evidence of Dean’s early ruthlessness as it pertained to his career, his “to hell with everybody but himself” attitude. But this was hardly the case. True, Dean’s needs and wishes were always paramount—he was never the hypocritical, self-sacrificing type—but what entertainer in his or her right mind would have turned down such an opportunity? Cleveland was nothing next to New York City. Dean also knew that Watkins would have no real trouble finding a replacement vocalist in Cleveland, that he was just being ornery and difficult, angry that someone he seemed to feel he’d plucked out of nowhere was flexing his muscles. Dean helped draw the crowds, sure, but the Sammy Watkins band had always been popular with the audience no matter who was singing. And the bandleader already had other vocalists in his employ.


  In any case, Dean’s days with the Sammy Watkins band were over—permanently.


  He would never look back.
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  Whether or not Dean Martin’s debut at the Riobamba is viewed as auspicious depends on whether one sees the glass as half empty or half full. On the one hand, his initial two-week run at the nightclub was extended, and eventually there were several New York columnists who sang his praises in print. On the other hand, a lot of critics wrote him off as either a Crosby or Sinatra wannabe with limited prospects, and Dean found himself unemployed before three months were up. Variety rightly noted that he had a “small” voice that required a microphone, but the same could be said for Crosby, Sinatra, and all the other crooners—“mike singers” all. It was as if the paper were comparing him to Nino Martini, the operatic tenor. Dean’s voice was not an operatic voice nor even a Broadway belt-’em-out voice, the kind that needed no artificial amplification. He was simply a crooner who knew that light and easy was the way to go. If he—and all the other crooners—tried to get too loud or dramatic, it just wouldn’t work.


  Dean made his New York debut on the evening of September 24, 1943. He was given a grand total of eight minutes to put himself over, as he had to share the spotlight with a number of other acts. The applause he received was polite but not terribly enthusiastic. “I got by,” he remembered. “Nobody threw tomatoes at me.” Powerful New York Post columnist Earl Wilson was one of his earliest boosters, calling him “a hell of a good crooner” in his column of September 25.


  Dean wasn’t complaining—this was New York, after all, and even if the Riobamba wasn’t exactly the even more upscale Copacabana, at least it was a major venue for any entertainer. Still, the irony must have hit him that in Cleveland he’d been the headliner, and now he was just one of a bunch. Then there was the factor that he was working with a brand-new band with hardly any rehearsal time, which must have scared him. But he managed; they were all professionals, and it was easy for the musicians to adjust themselves to his tempo and vice versa. Dean’s style was so loose, it was easily adaptable.


  Still, Dean was coasting along by singing old standards and the hits of other crooners. There was nothing distinctive enough about either him or his material. Although critics seemed to find nicer things to say about him as he proved a success at the Riobamba, many of them still found him lacking in personality. His natural charisma didn’t seem to extend into an audience of blasé New Yorkers who had seen it all. Yet those same audiences were slowly warming up to him as he gradually learned how to work a crowd and command attention.


  As soon as he learned that his engagement was being extended, Dean sent for Betty and Craig, and the three moved into a West Side apartment complex known as the London Terrace. Dean was making nearly one hundred and fifty dollars a week at the Riobamba, but he always seemed strapped for cash. MCA assumed that he was taking the 10 percent commission he owed them out of each check that the Riobamba gave him—they cut him some slack as he settled down in New York and paid off some bills—but Dean was doing nothing of the sort. Neither was he setting aside the percentage he was supposed to pay to Sammy Watkins. And tax money never even entered his head; he would worry about the IRS (or not) when the time came. Worse, when the rent was due on the London Terrace apartment, Dean didn’t have enough to pay it.


  Where was the money going? Like many small-town boys of comparatively limited means who find themselves in the big, exciting city, Dean wanted to live it up, live like the star he knew he was destined to be. He ignored the bad reviews and let the good ones go to his head. Although he was far from the toast of the town, he wanted to pretend that the city was his. There was nothing especially monstrous about his attitude, but it has been portrayed as such; in fact, it was all too human.


  So after his shows, as Betty minded the kid, he would go out, hit the night spots, look at the ladies, find places to gamble, spend money on women, liquor, and crap games, do whatever the hell he felt like. He ate at the most expensive restaurants, ordered the most expensive brandies and cigars, swallowed martini after martini, and gave away cash and presents to any beautiful showgirl who caught his fancy. When Betty got demanding, he would throw some money at her, let her buy herself a new dress or some perfume or food and clothing for the kid. After a while there wasn’t much money for Betty or for the kid. Dean was running through his paycheck practically before the ink was dry, and most of his good times were financed by loans from friends.


  Yes, Dean was young and irresponsible, brash and selfish—to put it mildly—but he wasn’t really out to hurt anyone. There he was, working in New York, singing at a big nightclub, his name in lights and in all the newspaper columns; he had to keep up appearances. He couldn’t accept that he was fundamentally too broke to carry on like a movie star who made thousands of dollars a week. And the women. These were not smalltown Steubenville girls with crushes and fancy ideas, but high-toned ladies smelling of seductive perfume and wearing provocative expressions. And they made no secret of the fact that they could be had. It took money—lots of money—to wine and dine these broads, but for Dean, even getting into debt was worth it. Besides, he resented the idea of paying MCA 10 percent—it was him up there singing, not Merle Jacobs. And he sure as hell was not about to send that bastard Sammy Watkins with his blackmailing contracts any money if he could help it!


  So Dean made the circuit while Betty watched the kid and stewed. Sometimes he’d take her out, sometimes he’d stay home with her, but he wanted to catch every drop of excitement when he could. Staying home with Betty and the baby just didn’t cut it. Meanwhile, Betty would treat herself to a few drinks out of the bottle just to make the evening seem shorter. Wandering around Manhattan unescorted did not especially appeal to her.


  There were dozens of women, some of whom he was more successful with than others: Gregg Sherwood, a Miss America contestant from Wisconsin who’d changed her name to something more exotic and kicked up her heels on the Riobamba conga line; Janie Ford, a singer from Texas who at one point shared a manager with Dean; and a Brooklyn-born chorus cutie who called herself Sunny Daye in the 1940s and fifty years later wound up the widow of a wealthy lawyer.


  “Dean knew how to give a lady a good time,” Sunny says. “He was very persistent, but in a charming, teddy bear sort of way. Yes, he would give the girls gifts—nothing too expensive but nothing cheap, either. Nobody knew of his money troubles, at least not at first. He spent money like water! Later on I heard he was borrowing from everyone and his brother, and his wife had left him and he’d got thrown out of his apartment for back rent. It seemed so odd because he was doing so well for a while—really poised, situated, for the top.”


  Sunny remembers the first night Dean convinced her to go out on a date with him. “It was kind of off the cuff. He just asked me if I wanted a bite, and I agreed because it didn’t seem like an honest to goodness date. I knew he was married, and while some girls didn’t care one way or the other, I tried to avoid the married ones if I could. But Dean was so cute. It was like something out of a movie: I was starving, thought he was rich—compared to me, at least—and ordered everything I could get my hands on. He ordered the classic chicken sandwich and coffee. I felt like a heel, but he insisted he wasn’t that hungry.


  “He spent most of his money on drinks. He could really pack ’em in in those days. As he got older I think he drank less, but in his twenties when I knew him he loved to bar hop and imbibe.


  “He made a pass at me—that night, and many others—but he was too drunk by the time he got me home to do anything about it. I had to borrow money from my sister to make sure he got back to Manhattan in a cab. But all the while, even when he was drunk, he was the soul of charm. Dean never grabbed you or tore your clothes. He just sort of offered himself—and you either took him or not.”


  According to Sunny, there were plenty of girls who took Dean—and with no strings attached. “They knew he was married, so they didn’t expect anything other than a nice time. He was good-looking and smooth, so I knew lots of girls who went to bed with him. They didn’t have to tell me; I’d just look at them and I’d know. One girl—she worked at a lot of clubs with me—said he was ‘quite a man,’ if you know what I mean. Some girls saw him as someone who could maybe help their careers, but most just fell under the spell of his charm. He was very attractive.


  “One night after his wife walked out on him—which she was always doing for one reason or another—I saw him in a club, just a small bar in the theater district, and he looked a little down, not so much because Betty had left but because he felt a little out of control. He was always happy-go-lucky on the surface, but I think he was bothered by the financial situation. He carried on like it didn’t bother him—easy come and easy go and all that—but nobody likes to be in debt, always borrowing from your friends, always having to put yourself in that humiliating position. Particularly when you’ve thought you’ve got it made. I will tell you this: Dean could be very generous when he had it. And to everyone, not just the showgirls. He could be very kind when he wanted to be.”


  Betty might not have agreed, given her situation. She had no solid proof of infidelities—any man who worked in a nightclub with dozens of showgirls was bound to smell somewhat of perfume as well as smoke when he came home—but she wasn’t an idiot. She was tired of his late nights, tired of phone calls from friends asking for their money, tired of letters from MCA asking for their commissions. “We’re sure it’s just an oversight,” they’d write, “but please remit.” When the engagement at the Riobamba came to an end in December of ’43, Betty—as well as Dean—wondered if anything new would turn up and if MCA would continue shopping Dean around when they were already owed so much money. Work came in dribs and drabs for the next few months, but Dean needed a solid, long-term club date to get out of the hole, if it was even possible for him to do so. Adding to Betty’s worry was the fact that she was pregnant again. Dean didn’t stay out every night of the week.


  MCA came through in mid-January 1944—sort of. But it wasn’t a prestigious club date, just a tour on the Statler Hotel circuit that would take Dean to several northeastern cities, including Boston. Betty had no intention of going with Dean—not that he would have wanted her to—so she decided to stay with her parents, who had moved from Cleveland to Philadelphia since her wedding, while he was out of town. The split lasted somewhat longer than that. Betty had to get away to consider her options, nurse her wounds, make solid decisions about her future. She had learned that when it came to husbands, charm could cover a multitude of inadequacies. On March 16, while with her parents, she gave birth to their first daughter, Claudia. Dean was still on the road, up in Canada and miles away in every sense of the word.


  Back in Manhattan Dean ran into an acquaintance from Steubenville named Dick Richards who was looking for a way into show business and swore he had plenty of contacts in New York. Together they came up with the idea of Richards becoming Dean’s manager. Dean put one stipulation on the idea first. In return for a 10-percent piece of Dean’s action, Richards would have to advance him some money. Richards, happy to finally be part of showbiz, readily agreed.


  Desperate for cash, beset by creditors from every direction, and months behind in his rent at the London Terrace, Dean had hit upon a scheme to enrich his coffers. He was constantly running into small-time operators who wanted to become his agent, little Davids who thought they could do better than the Goliath MCA as well as people like Richards who thought because they hung out in clubs and knew a few people, they would make a good manager. All these people wanted to do was use him, Dean reasoned, so why not make them pay for it? In the next few months he would sign virtually worthless contracts with a number of “agents” and “managers,” always in return for several hundred dollars of advance money. Eventually he would sign over more than 100 percent of his income to these people, none of which he had any intention of paying.


  Dean probably never thought of his actions as being in any way criminal—he needed the money, and when his ship came in he’d be able to do right by everybody, maybe pay them back the advance and then tell them to take a walk. He never imagined that any of these people would ever actually do anything for him, anyway. If they did, then he would buy them off and renegotiate. In those days Dean was only thinking of getting his hands on some money. In the back of his mind he knew it would all implode one day, but that was tomorrow, and in the meantime he tried not to think about it. One more martini might help.


  To Dean’s surprise it wasn’t long before Dick Richards actually managed to book him into the fashionable La Martinique on West Fifty-seventh Street. Only a week or two into the engagement, however, the club shut down, its patronage having slowed considerably due to a surcharge added to the already hefty bill because of a new entertainment tax. Luckily he soon got a new gig at a place called the Harlequin. Dean had so many creditors after him looking to garnish his two hundred dollar a week salary that he asked the management to pay him in cash. Cash that he would promptly spend on lavish meals, lots of martinis, and gifts for the ladies—anything to keep up the lifestyle he had become accustomed to. The management of the London Terrace threw up their hands and evicted him. MCA also let it be known that if he didn’t pay something toward all the money he owed them for commissions, he might have to look elsewhere for representation.


  Meanwhile, in the Philadelphia suburb of Ridley Park, Betty and her parents wondered if Dean would ever send for his wife, son, and baby daughter. “The girls I grew up with,” Betty remembered, “who were all married with their own homes, would make remarks about Dean being out of work again. The leader of the snide remarks was my mother.” Betty not only had to wonder if she and her husband would ever have
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