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Exit’s Return Brings Back Folk Music

(February 28, 1981)

RANDY BURNS BELIEVES THE TIME IS RIGHT FOR AN ASSAULT ON THE “bourgeois.” No, it’s not 1962, but in this dreary winter of 1981 he has resurrected The Exit coffeehouse.

The original Exit, still spoken of affectionately by Burns and other “folkies” who populated it, closed nine years ago for lack of money and crowds. But for 10 years (1962 to 1972) it was a mecca for people who felt they didn’t fit anywhere else.

Three nights ago Burns and two Yale students launched the new Exit in a game room at the university’s Jonathan Edwards College on High Street. The place was packed. Students sat at candle-lit tables or on floor mats, softly singing along with a series of folksingers. There was a bit of the old magic.

Burns, pleased by the turnout, plans to continue the experiment on Wednesday nights (9 p.m. to midnight). Although non-students are welcome, he hopes to make the Exit more of a community gathering by eventually finding a place off-campus. (New Havenites may now pick up Exit invitations at Viva Zapata, 161 Park Street.)

The old Exit, initiated by young members of church groups, moved around from Wall Street to Chapel Street to the basement of First United Methodist Church.

“It was a wonderful place,” said Burns, now 32, as he sat at the Viva Zapata Bar, currently his favorite hang-out. “Anybody who had anything to do was there. Great performers, all playing for nothing.


“Those were great days—great for creativity, great for music. The trouble with The Exit was you thought the rest of the world was going to be like that too.”

Burns now makes his daily bread by playing at Zapata, Maggie’s and some of the more trendy nightclubs, which have recently come to town, such as West of Eleven and New Haven on Chapel Street.


[image: Folksinger Randy Burns. (New Haven Register file photo)]
Folksinger Randy Burns. (New Haven Register file photo)



“Every new place that opens in this town seems to be bourgeois,” he said. “People sit around in leisure suits, sipping $2 drinks.

But you’ve got to play for them, if you want to make a living.

“Do you believe they’ve got a computer bar? You press a button for the gin, a button for the tonic…” He shook his head.

“The days of the good old saloon are gone; places where you could go and be whatever you wanted to be.”

Another blow to the saloon scene was the passing of Jocko Sullivan’s several years ago. Burns had been a mainstay there, singing and helping to bring in acts such as John Hammond and Tom Paxton. It’s been redeco-rated and is now called Kavanagh’s. There are potted plants in the window.

“That was a good joint,” Burns mused. “We had some good nights there.”

But Burns insists he is not hung up on the past, is not trying to relive his youth with his attempt to bring back The Exit.

“We have a new, right-wing administration. Inflation is killing everybody. Every time inflation hits, it seems people need entertainment. They hit the beer halls.

“All you have in New Haven is pop-rock. Bands doing Aerosmith, Beatles, Fleetwood Mac—that’s all you hear in this town. We’ve got to get something original. It’s worth a shot.”


Burns decided a long time ago that writing and singing music was what he was going to do. At age 16 he picked up his guitar, ran away from his home in Higganum and headed straight for Greenwich Village. Its cafes were filled with the sounds of young singers such as Bob Dylan and Phil Ochs.

“I was lucky. I got hired as the permanent opening act at the Gaslight Café, playing with John Hammond, Mississippi John Hurt and all the other old folkies.

“Everybody helped everybody else. There was no jealousy. People helped each other get jobs rather than trying to stay aloof, like they are today.”

Burns landed a record contract and put out six albums. A new thing happened to his life: money started rolling in. “I spent it all, every dime of it.”

In 1973, he stopped recording. “I was just sick of it. An executive came in and said, ‘Let’s hear your new songs.’ Instead I played sea chanteys and old Irish ballads. The guy said, ‘I love those songs but if you want to play that, we’ll have to release you.’”

Burns returned to New Haven. His parents weren’t thrilled by his progress.

“My mother would say, ‘Why don’t you learn how to fix cars or paint houses?’ But I’ve always been scared to death that if I got locked into a situation I liked and fell in love with somebody, I might end up constantly doing that job because I’d need the money to keep all that. That’s why I’ve never learned how to do anything. I’ll be damned if I’m going to get hung up like that. If I’m not making money singing I don’t want to make it any way else.”

He said his parents still aren’t thrilled. “They’d be happy if I got a job, something respectable. Ever since I quit my job at the car wash, they knew I was going downhill.”

Burns has survived by accepting generosity (“I’m not a chauvinist—I let women support me”) and by adopting a frugal lifestyle. He has no telephone, no car, just walks everywhere. He lives across the street from Viva Zapata, within walking distance of his clubs.

He’s accompanied at most of his shows by “A.J.” (Alan John Mulhern), who has been his faithful sidekick for the past 11 years. They harmonize. Although he surprised his friends last year by going to Los Angeles and writing songs for a “New Wave” band, Burns hasn’t written anything in six months. “I write in spurts. I’ll write five or 10 songs in two days. I read where one musician said, ‘I don’t have any respect for someone who doesn’t write every day.’ That guy should’ve been an insurance salesman. He could work 9 to 5. You write when you’ve got something to say. Otherwise you’ll write crap.”

Burns admits to a certain amount of fantasizing about what might have been. He recalled how folksingers replaced rock ‘n’ rollers until the rockers learned to “say something” in their music, too, and knocked the folkies out. “We taught them too well. We could’ve lasted another five years—then I would’ve been a star.”

But Burns says he’s no more nostalgic than the next guy, and is convinced the future holds as much excitement as the’60s. “I’ve always felt that something else is gonna happen. If this (the new Exit) doesn’t work, something else will. I couldn’t stay in this business if I didn’t have optimism.”
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“Little Richard” Born Again

(October 24, 1981)

“Little Richard” is still an entertainer. But instead of singing rock ‘n’ roll he’s singing and preaching in churches.

He doesn’t sing “Tutti Frutti” or “Good Golly Miss Molly” anymore. But he knocks crowds out with his soulful rendition of “God’s Beautiful City.”

He still calls himself “Little Richard,” although now he’s introduced as “Evangelist Little Richard.” And his show is such a crowd-pleaser that he packed them in during a three-night stand last weekend at Faith Seventh-Day Adventist Church in Hartford.

They got fire and brimstone. Richard, sweating heavily, roamed around the stage, jumped onto the floor, worked the crowd, exhorting the good people about the sins of drugs and homosexuality.

He’s an authority on these topics. He’s been there.

“I went from marijuana to angel dust, from angel dust to cocaine, from cocaine to heroin. After falling into the drug trap I became a world-famous homosexual. I didn’t realize the devil had put me there.”

“Amen!” shouted a woman in the congregation.

“God made men to be men and God made women to be women! There’s no in-between.

“Is this too nasty to talk about? Somebody’s got to do it. Somebody’s got to tell the world it’s a sin.”

“Thank you for the truth, Richard! Praise the Lord!”


“That’s why God called me—he needs someone to talk about these things. Some people say ‘Little Richard’ has no discretion. I imagine that’s what they said about John the Baptist.”

The organ music began and Richard went into his prayer. “I know there are many people here tonight who would like to overcome rock ‘n’ roll music, who would like to overcome homosexuality. Come forward. Don’t let the devil keep you in your seat. Won’t you give your life to Jesus?”
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As Richard sang gospel, the them and blessed them. Then another preacher reminded the audience that it had cost Richard a lot of money to fly to Hartford from his home in California. And for the second time that night, ushers passed buckets down the pews.

“Put something in those buckets,” Richard called out. “Help ‘Little Richard’ as I travel the world for Jesus. How many of you can give ‘Little Richard’ $100 tonight? You gave it to me when I sang ‘Tutti Frutti.’”

Indeed they did. He claims he made “$10,000 an hour” at the height of his success as a rock ‘n’ roll pioneer in the’50s. Many music historians trace the very beginning of rock music to his immortal shout kicking off “Tutti Frutti” in 1955: “A WOP BOP ALU BOP, A WOP BAM BOOM!”

“I know I started rock ‘n’ roll,” he said during an interview in the pastor’s study. “There wasn’t no Elvis then. Chuck Berry was singing the blues.”

Where did it come from? What inspired it? “It just came overnight. I developed it from gospel.”


The Beatles often acknowledged their debt to “Little Richard” and he thinks that’s only right. “The Beatles got their start from me. I am Paul McCartney’s idol.” He whipped out a photo of himself surrounded by the foursome. “This was taken in 1960.”

Should he have gotten more credit and more money? “Definitely I should have! The Beatles had a lot more money behind them. My manager couldn’t afford a cup of coffee.”

He put away the photo. “But it doesn’t matter now. I’m not looking for any credit because I’m a child of the King. I went from rock’n’ roll to the rock of ages.”
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An Up-and-Down Life Suits Solly Just Fine

(January 22, 1983)

WHEN SOLLY NODELMAN WAS A KID, HE LIKED TO COME DOWNTOWN TO New Haven to ride the elevators.

“I’d watch the operators, notice their habits, how they used their hands,” he says.

There are only a few manually operated elevators left here now, but Nodelman runs one of them. Four mornings a week at the City Hall building on Church Street, he offers an alternative to today’s automated elevators.

A machine can’t shoot the breeze with you. Nodelman can. And how.

“A nice soft landing on No. 1. You got it! How’s that?”

“Beautiful. Like a helicopter,” murmurs a happy bureaucrat.

In steps another customer, carrying a folder he’s got to deliver.

“What’ll you try for?” Nodelman sings out.

“Take me to the top of the park.”

“You got it!”

How can this guy be so happy, day after day, ride after ride, floor after floor?

“Everybody asks me that. They say, ‘You’re the only one who gives a smile.’ It’s a habit, that’s all.”

He’s 73 years old. “I been doing this 11 years, going on 12. I’ll keep it up ‘til I can’t do it no more. To get up and go at this stage, it makes you feel good. To me, this is recreation. It is.”


He says this is the good life, especially compared with his old job at Nodelman’s News Depot near the corner of Church and Chapel Streets. He and his brothers sold newspapers, candy and tobacco and ran a shoe-shine stand.

“We closed it down around 1970. All my brothers got sick on me. It was a risky business, being there all those late hours. It was aggravation.”

Now he’s got no aggravation, just a lot of friendly riders. Many of them remember him from the depot days. Mayor Ben DiLieto, for instance. Nolelman notes, “He always tells the same story: how he used to keep warm downtown in my place when he was a patrolman. There wasn’t much else open late at night.”

Nodelman has a faded newspaper clipping on the wall of his elevator with a photo of the newsstand. Since he always runs the elevator on the extreme right side of the lobby, he’s decorated it as someone would a private room or office. The other clippings are warnings about the dangers of smoking and a news photo of Jerry Lewis leaving a hospital after heart surgery. Lewis is vowing never to smoke again.

Nodelman feels badly about all the cigars he sold over the years. “I kept telling them, ‘Smoking is no good for you. Why do you do it?’ Whenever I see an obituary I remember what they smoked. So many people who aren’t here today.”

A few minutes later, a woman gets on at the fifth floor. She is smoking a cigarette. Nodelman says nothing, delivers her to the lobby.

He smiles and shakes his head. “She can’t get out of the habit, she says.”

Everybody’s talking about the weather. Nodelman happily accommodates them, exchanging lore about winter clothing, the forecast, the coming “heat wave.”

“I enjoy the people the most,” he says during a free moment. “They like to come in and chatter. I go right along with them. All the people in the building are very nice. I’m satisfied. I’ve got no complaints.”

He takes personal pride in his elevator. “I listen to it. I know when something’s wrong. You get an ear for an elevator, like you do for a car.

“When I got it 11 years ago, this thing was wobbly. I thought it was me, but then I got it fixed. It runs like a Cadillac now. It’s easy to handle.”


He can think of only one or two buildings in New Haven that still have manually-operated elevators. “Second National Bank just went automatic,” he says, as if announcing the death of an old friend.

“People don’t like those things, they tell me that. Some people are afraid to ride alone. They’d rather have somebody to talk to.”
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One Final Ride For Zonker, a Magical Friend

(August 16, 1987)

YOU WON’T READ ABOUT HIM ON THE OBITUARY PAGE BUT SOMEBODY special recently passed away on a hot summer’s day in New Haven.

Zonker, who gained nationwide acclaim as the dog who loved to ride roller coasters, will never ride again.

“The heat got to him,” said Zonker’s lifelong companion, Joe Barna, 38. “I asked him to wait for me when I went away on my trip. But he just couldn’t make it.”

What a life it was! From the day in 1978 when he first leaped aboard the Wildcat at Lake Compounce Amusement Park in Bristol, the white Keeshond’s fame grew.

He was featured on the national TV shows “That’s Incredible!” and “Fantasy,” riding that coaster with a blissful, excited expression.

Barna always considered Zonker his “fantasy dog” come true. “He was on the ‘Fantasy’ show for his 100th ride on a coaster,” Barna said. “And my fantasy was to have a dog that could go anywhere, off-leash. I wanted to travel, to explore the country. I wanted to hitchhike with him.”

And that they did, crossing the U.S. 13 times. Sometimes they would fly (when called west for Zonker’s TV appearances) or use Barna’s car. But when nothing else was available Barna would stick out his thumb as Zonker sat patiently at his feet.
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“I called him ‘my four-legged insurance.’ It’s slower but safer hitchhiking with a dog. It was never dull. There was always someone to talk to and play with. At night he’d curl up at my back instinctively. If he heard any noise, he’d yip to warn me.”

Zonker was named by members of the Yale football team (Barna drove their bus) in honor of the “Doonesbury” character.

“In that strip Zonker is a magnificent, unbelievable character,” Barna said. “In the same way Zonker was more than a dog. He managed to do things above the ordinary. He was the one who jumped into the coaster. I’d never thought of it.”

Barna, who works for a Guilford computer company that assists arts projects, has devoted years of his spare time to researching and preserving roller coasters and their settings.

“I used Zonker to get publicity for the older endangered parks. I was manipulative about it, but not the way Ollie North was.”

Barna said that over the past few years, “I dropped coasters as an obsession” because of work and personal commitments. But when he traveled through the Soviet Union in June and July as a photographer for the Yale Russian Chorus, his interest in roller coaster history again took hold.

“Coasters started in Russia, or the idea did, in ice slides. I took pictures of some of those old slides at a museum!”

Unfortunately, this was one trip on which Zonker couldn’t come along. Barna left him with a roommate. When Barna returned, he didn’t see Zonker’s dinner dish by the door and he knew his old friend was gone.

“His death is a symbol of the loss of a lot of things in our society,” Barna said. “The people who owned the parks used to say, ‘I’ll take responsibility; you can ride with your dog.’ Now everybody has to use seatbelts and harnesses because of insurance problems.

“Zonker was a symbol of a time when you could live your own life. What has happened to the world that we can’t do something creative like that anymore?”

Barna buried Zonker in a wooded area of Vermont “where we used to play. I built a box for him and took him up there. I put a few things in the box with him—a jug of water from a nearby fountain, a piece of wood from Lake Compounce…” Barna choked on his next word. “I don’t think I can talk about this.”

Zonker was 14 years and four months old when he died. “He came into my life cleanly, magically. He lived a wonderful life; he died easy. We should all live a life as lucky as that.”
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Maurice Bailey Put the “Show” in Showmanship

(October 25, 1987)

MAURICE H. BAILEY IS GONE AND SO IS THE GLORIOUS ERA WHEN HIS Shubert Theater was “The Birthplace of the Nation’s Greatest Hits.”

We hardly knew him. Bailey, who died 10 years ago, was a dedicated public servant but an intensely private man who never gave a newspaper interview in his life.

However, we have here the next best thing—a treasure trove of memories shared by Bailey’s widow Lilyan, with a supporting cast of two of his daughters and his private secretary.

Lilyan, 81, still lives in downtown New Haven. Robert Spodick, co-owner of the York Square Cinemas, aptly describes her as “the grand dame of New Haven’s film and theater scene.”

She met Bailey in 1926. “I was attracted by his mind, his heart, his compassion for people. He was really a very unusual man.”

His family immigrated to America from Russia when Bailey was four. As a boy he began to sell the New Haven Register. He was so good at it that he eventually acquired a horse and buggy for delivery and hired other people to sell more newspapers. This helped him pay his way through Yale.

One of his daughters, Ginger Begun, said, “Daddy delivered papers to ‘the ladies.’ That’s what he called the prostitutes.”


“He said they were hot tippers,” chimed in another Bailey daughter, Rita Gwin.

Bailey was notoriously cautious with his money but in 1941 he saw an opportunity he couldn’t refuse: managing the Shubert Theater. The Shuberts were then under government pressure to divest themselves of the theater because of a monopoly charge.

Lilyan said Bailey successfully resurrected the sagging Shubert because he was “a dynamic man.” Edie Goodmaster, who was his personal secretary for 25 years, said, “He was a great businessman.”

They noted Bailey served for 23 years on the city’s Board of Finance, where he was known as “the watchdog of the treasury.” But he was generous enough to help build the Jewish Home for the Aged of New Haven and the B’nai Jacob Synagogue in Woodbridge.

Bailey also operated a chain of movie theaters—among them the Whalley, the Whitney, the Strand and the Crown—but the Shubert received most of his attention.

His duties sometimes required deft psychology—especially the night he convinced a young Rex Harrison, stricken with stage fright, that the show (“My Fair Lady”) must go on.

Goodmaster recalled: “Mr. Bailey told Harrison’s manager: ‘OK, we’ll tell the newspapers and radio that the show is canceled because Mr. Harrison is afraid to go on.’ The manager said, ‘Wait a minute’ and Harrison agreed to do the show. That was Mr. Bailey’s uniqueness—he knew where to go, what to do.”

Lilyan added, “Rex Harrison never gave a performance as brilliant as that night. He got a standing ovation.”

Lilyan also vividly remembers the night Mae West came to their home. “She asked, ‘What would you like to hear me sing?’ And she sat down at the piano and a metamorphosis took place. This little demure person began to wriggle and shake. It was delightful.”

Lilyan said Bailey was offered many show business opportunities elsewhere but he always turned them down “because he loved home. He was a sentimental slob but he didn’t want anybody to know it.”


In 1977, amid hard times for grand old theaters, Bailey was forced to close the Shubert. “He was too ill to fight it,” Lilyan said. Two months later, he died.

She has been back only once to the restored Shubert; she can’t believe there isn’t even a plaque there for her husband. “The only room they didn’t disturb was the auditorium. And I couldn’t stay there. It was too much…

“It’s sad. It was a beautiful era.”
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How “Carm” Cozza Became Like a Big Brother to a Register Newsman

(January 14, 2018)

ON JANUARY 4, WHEN BOB BARTON LEARNED FORMER YALE HEAD FOOTball coach Carmen Cozza had died, he thought back on their long association and the close bond they entered into after many years of knowing one another.

Barton, now retired, who wrote about Yale sports in addition to wearing many other hats as an editor at the New Haven Register for decades, at first had a necessarily removed, professional relationship with Cozza, winner of 10 Ivy League championships from 1965 through 1996.

“I think, as time went on and I kind of kept a respectful distance and didn’t write everything I saw and heard, Carm appreciated that,” Barton told me last Thursday when we met at Mory’s, the storied New Haven restaurant long affiliated with Yale and its sports legends.

“Carm, I think, came to regard me as a friend in the media who could be trusted not to blab,” Barton said as he sipped his coffee.

Barton, a 1957 Yale College graduate, has an encyclopedic knowledge of Yale football. He regaled me with stories of long-ago games and colorful players, replete with statistics. But after a while his tone became more serious.

“There came a time when Carm and I began to relate outside of football,” he said.
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“In the winter of 2001-02—I think it was in March 2002—Carm was down in Florida and he was not feeling well,” Barton noted. Cozza and his wife Jean spent their winters there.

“He felt so unwell that he decided to drive himself to the hospital. He told me Jean handed him six baby aspirins. When he got to the hospital he pulled up outside the emergency room, walked in and told the nurse on duty how he was feeling. The nurse said, ‘Mr. Cozza, I think you’re having a heart attack.’”

He was immediately admitted to the hospital. Barton tossed off another insider’s anecdote: “The doctor said to Carm, ‘You don’t know me but I roomed with one of your players. We’ll take good care of you.’”

Soon afterward Cozza had triple bypass surgery.

Barton proceeded to chapter two. “In September of 2003 I remember I felt funny after attending the (New Haven) Ravens’ last game at Yale Field. I went to see my doctor. He told me, ‘There’s a cardiologist with an office downstairs. I am making you an appointment. Be there tomorrow morning.’” The cardiologist did a test. “Yeah, I had had a heart attack,” Barton told me. The surgery came shortly after that.

“When I next saw Carm, I told him, ‘Carm, I’ve got something in common with you. I just had a triple bypass.’ He said, ‘Whatever your medical plan provides for in terms of rehab, do it. They know what to do to bring you back, to help you recapture the mobility and feeling whole again.’

“After that we had a bond. He was like a big brother to me. He was six and-a-half years older and he’d already been through it. He really cared. Once he knew I’d had this, he was there for me.”

During our wide-ranging conversation at Mory’s, we of course got around to “The Tie,” a low point of Cozza’s career. In the 1968 season finale against rival Harvard, the undefeated Yale team, playing at Harvard Stadium, had what seemed to be a comfortable lead of 29–13 with just three and-a-half minutes remaining. But unbelievably, the Crimson team capitalized on a Yale fumble, a recovered onside kick, two touchdowns and two two-point conversions (as well as perhaps some questionable calls by the referees) to score 16 points just before the game ended.

The famous Harvard Crimson headline blared: “Harvard Beats Yale, 29–29.” For the Yale players and for Cozza and his staff as well as for the shocked Yale fans, it indeed felt like a loss.

At that point in our discussion, Barton reached into a bag and pulled out a yellowed edition of the Boston Globe, dated November 25, 1968, two days after the debacle. He pointed to a column on page one, headlined: “Disappointed Yale Coach Questions Penalties.”

Barton told me a UPI reporter called Cozza at about 7 a.m., the Sunday of that awful weekend, perhaps awakening him. Rather than hang up, Cozza answered the reporter’s questions honestly, Barton said.

“When Carm saw the Globe had taken that and made this whole litany of objections out of it, I think he became gun-shy with the media almost ever after,” Barton said.

And yet he noted Cozza remained patient and polite with reporters. “I could ask Carm any question and he would not make me feel like a fool for asking it. Some coaches will say, ‘Why would you ask me such a dumb question?’ Carm never said to me, ‘Bob, why are you asking me this?’”


I asked Barton what made Cozza a good coach. “I think he was a teacher. And he did his best to surround himself with guys who could become good teachers. He knew how to sit back and let them teach.”

Barton said Cozza became a father figure to his players. This came out in a story Barton wrote for the Yale-Harvard game program in 1993 in which he called Cozza “the pastoral counselor who deals with players one on one.” He quoted Cozza: “We hope to give the kids some lessons about life.”

Barton recalled a player saying: “Coach Cozza is like God. You don’t want to screw up and get in trouble. Because if you do, you know he is going to land on you.”

Barton told me about a player from a successful Yale freshman football team who celebrated by going out to a party. “Apparently he got howling drunk. I think he got into a sexual assault case. Carm got that kid into his office and told him: ‘There are consequences for what you did and I can’t ignore that. So you’re not on the squad next year. But if you get things straightened out, we can talk about you coming back.’”

Barton noted, “The kid never played another down at Yale.”

When I asked why Cozza had remained at Yale, turning down offers from universities with more prominent football programs, Barton replied, “I think Carm didn’t want to take his three daughters out of school. I think he did what was good for his family.”

Asked how it affected him when he received the news of Cozza’s death, from complications of leukemia at 87, Barton said, “I hate to say this: I don’t think it hit me emotionally. It hit me first as a newsman. That was my first impulse: ‘What do I do as a newsman?’” He called around, making sure his contacts at newspaper sports departments knew Cozza was gone.

But then Barton told me, “Lately, I’ve kind of become mad at Carm for dying. Because I miss the guy. There is, no question, a vacancy in my psyche. I’ve lost a guy I could trust and a guy I could ask any football question on this green earth.”

Barton added, “I wish I’d asked him hundreds more.”
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Recalling Jack Kramer’s Steady Guiding Hands

(May 7, 2020)

THESE SAD DAYS HAVE NOW GOTTEN MUCH SADDER FOR MY COLLEAGUES at the New Haven Register and for this old scribe, with the news Tuesday that Jack Kramer had died.

He left us far too early, at 65, following his prolonged, brave faceoff with cancer.

Jack is the third in a distinguished trio of major players at the Register who were taken by cancer. Edward Petraiuolo III departed first, in 1987 at 28; Ann DeMatteo followed him in 2013 at 56.

Over the past weeks and months the coronavirus has claimed the friends and family members of many people. And so this is a time when we need friendly, upbeat folks like Jack Kramer to be around. It’s not fair, not right that he is gone.

You couldn’t find anybody who didn’t respect and like Jack. As an example, our U.S. Representative Rosa DeLauro, D-3, reached out immediately to Jack’s wife Audrey to express her condolences.

Jack and I go way back, to the 1970s, when the Register building was on Orange Street near downtown. Jack, a kid out of Hamden, began at the Register in the mid-1970s as a co-op student from the University of Bridgeport. I arrived in 1977. We were both cub reporters, not knowing we would be there for decades, forming meaningful bonds in the community.




[image: Jack and Audrey Kramer outside Wrigley Field in Chicago. (Photo contributed by Audrey Kramer)]
Jack and Audrey Kramer outside Wrigley Field in Chicago. (Photo contributed by Audrey Kramer)



In those days Jack was an easygoing “jock” who loved to play baseball, golf and tennis. He joined us on Friday afternoons at Rice Field by East Rock Park for softball games that featured more beer drinking than ball playing.

Life was simple and enjoyable. Our large group of young reporters knew how to have a good time, how to party in New Haven’s bars (Archie Moore’s, the Jury Box, Malone’s) after we had met our day’s story deadlines.


This feels like it happened in another century, and indeed it was. Amid today’s tense climate it’s hard to imagine being that carefree. Losing Jack means we have lost another link to those fun-filled days of our youth.

After Jack proved himself as a reporter he was promoted to being bureau chief on the East Shore, then assistant suburban editor and suburban/metro editor. In 1996, he landed the executive editor’s position at the Register. Many of us were surprised to see a former fellow reporter ascend to that job. But it never went to his head. He remained down-to-earth and approachable.

When the Register moved to Sargent Drive, Jack could have set himself up in one of the fancy offices on the second floor that offered a fine view of Long Island Sound. But he wanted to be down with the rest of us “in the trenches” on the first floor, turning out a newspaper every day.

The staffs of the Register and Journal-Courier, which had its last edition published in 1987, were sometimes embroiled in labor or management disputes. Jack maintained his diplomatic demeanor and unflappable nature through some bitter times. As far as I could see, he didn’t make any enemies.

This was hard to pull off. When I was forced out of the Register in 1989 under tense circumstances with management, I figured I would never return. But I kept in touch with Jack, who had had nothing to do with my departure.

In 1997, when I decided to try to get back on board, Jack and another humane editor, Mark Brackenbury, agreed to meet with me at Brazi’s Italian Restaurant, down the road from the news office. We had a warm and sentimental meal and we worked out a way for me to come back.

Yes, Jack brought me back. You wouldn’t be reading this column, nor any of the columns and news stories I have written since 1997 if it weren’t for Jack Kramer. I will always be grateful. I wish I had directly expressed my appreciation to him.

Jack later encountered his own problems with office politics. In July 2011, those who were in management at that time told him he was finished. We were shocked and angered but our protests could not save our old friend.


He didn’t sulk. He stayed in the news business, becoming an editor at the New Britain Herald, then reporting for CTNewsJunkie.com and Patch.com. It was in his blood.

Jack and I shared a bond of being lifelong devoted fans of the New York Yankees. We never got tired of chewing over the worth of the players and the highlights of the games, the team’s prospects for beating the Red Sox and other opponents.

There’s a wonderfully evocative photograph of Jack and Audrey standing outside Wrigley Field in Chicago, smiling with the joy that a baseball game played in a grand old ballpark can bring.

“That was in 2012,” Audrey told me Wednesday. “The Red Sox were tearing up the league at the beginning of the season and the Cubs were terrible. But the Cubs beat the Red Sox that day!”

In recent years, Jack and Audrey generously hosted annual summertime barbecues at their home in Branford. Those gatherings turned into New Haven Register reunions, with former and current staffers getting together again and laughing over old times. As late as last summer, when Jack was growing thinner and clearly feeling the effects of that cancer, he was still standing at the grill on his deck, cooking up dozens of burgers and hot dogs for us.

Occasionally he would take a break. Jack and I would head off to his living room and watch the Yankee game together. We were old pals, talking baseball.

When I remarked to Audrey how sad it is that Jack’s old friends can’t be at his funeral because of social distancing, she said: “Eventually, when things get back to normal, we will do a memorial for Jack, a celebration of life.”
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