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  “I know of no better definition of the word art than this: Art is man added to nature—nature, reality, truth, but with a significance, a conception, a character, which the artist brings out in it, and to which he gives expression, which he disentangles, sets free and elucidates.”



  —Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh
Petit-Wasmes, Belgium, June 1879


  Foreword

  



  A man isn’t made up of one facet but a multitude, and it’s the combination of images that make up the complete man. Dave Liebman has been my friend for over forty years. I know him probably better than anyone. As a man, a musician, he’s very complicated. He’s a combination of teacher, philosopher, lawyer, warrior, and the ultimate fighter for what he considers the right thing. He’s got a multiple personality in the best possible sense because he’s a composer, a skilled teacher, a superior organizer, a great bandleader, and of course, a great instrumentalist. And a good friend!


  So, Lieb is Mr. Multitask and he’s still producing at a level that most twenty-five-year-olds would collapse from. Every day, he’s working. And he’s still vital, productive and playing great. Maybe the thing that he’s going to be most remembered for is founding the International Association of Schools of Jazz, because it’s a staggering accomplishment. He was the first one to pull schools from all over the world together in a kind of United Nations network. Nobody did that before, and he was the only one that could do it, because of his amazing stamina and organizational brilliance. It’s still going on for over twenty years to the benefit of hundreds of students worldwide. Now he was given the National Endowmant of the Arts Jazz Masters award, the French Order of Arts and Letters, and a couple of first-place poll positions, finally. He deserves every bit of it because a lot of people who do that kind of thing can’t play so well, if at all. And Lieb can play! In a way, he’s really the Leonard Bernstein of the jazz scene. Lennie came in as a conductor and pianist, but with his TV shows he brought music to the people, recognizing the importance of education.


  Lieb has learned over his life to soften his hard points and to develop his brilliance. The thing about Lieb is that you never have to worry about where you stand. He always tells you accurately, with complete honesty, what’s happening. This is very refreshing, and it saves a lot of time. Also the older he gets, the sweeter he has become, losing some of that hard-core New York edge. We needed that when we were younger, as two young white Jewish jazz musicians growing up in the 60s and 70s in New York. It was like being a white basketball player today, you know? We basically had very good relationships with everybody, black musicians as well as white musicians. But the world was different then—there were LPs, there were almost no jazz schools except for Berklee, and jazz was a four-letter word you never mentioned in any of the classical institutions. I went to the Manhattan School of Music for theory and composition, and Dave went to NYU for American History. He never studied music formally.


  We were lucky to be in New York at the time that that the giants were living. The equivalent of Bach, Beethoven, Chopin, Schoenberg, and Wagner were all alive: McCoy, Herbie, Chick, Bill Evans—whom I knew during the last five years of his life—Mingus, Monk, Duke Ellington, Trane, Stan Getz, Art Blakey, Cannonball, Miles. All the major guys were alive, and playing their best! We saw that every night in New York at the Village Vanguard, Five Spot, Village Gate, all the clubs. In your face—the best mo-fos in the world! And though some of them are still alive and playing great, most have passed. We saw it when it was happening, when jazz had gone underground in the late 60s. Miles’s LP Nefertiti sold about five thousand records. I think Chick Corea’s Now He Sings, Now He Sobs got a low review and sold maybe one thousand records. We got the chance to serve time with the masters. For myself, with Stan Getz and Chet Baker, for Lieb, Elvin Jones and Miles Davis.


  Jazz didn’t become really popular again until the 70s, but the time I’m talking about, it was seriously underground. There was no Internet and Facebook, etc., so it was kind of a homey, small community. Now, with the technology, any kid with five hundred bucks can record themselves and put it out and it looks like a real album. When we were making records in the 60s and 70s, the only way to make a record was if the guy called you from Blue Note or ECM and said, “Hey man, I want you to record.” Then you went and made a record, and that was it.


  Dave and I taught each other stuff. He taught me about melody and phrasing, and I taught him about harmony, composition, all the stuff I was studying. We worked together for hours and hours. People say, “Oh, you guys were geniuses.” It’s not true, if you think of a genius as someone who just has it and doesn’t have to work at it. We were talented, and we had drive and we wanted it. Bill Evans was not a genius either. He and Trane—these guys were late bloomers. Sometimes, the young geniuses burn out fast, or they don’t have anyone on their level to make music with. Lieb and I were fine with who we were. We grew up together and taught each other things.


  When Dave told me about his plan to do this book, I said, “Man, why don’t you wait a few years?” And he said, “No, I want to do it now.” He’s very impatient—he wants to get it over with. He should have that on his tombstone: “I wanted to get it over with!” On the phone he talks fast, and on his answering machine you have twenty seconds! But he does a tremendous amount of work, and always has. Even before the Internet stuff and all this Twitter and Facebook, he was sending out stuff like “Lieb’s Log.” He was doing the communications because he knew you had to do that to keep your name, your face, your accomplishments in front of people. He is a natural leader.


  This book is an amazingly honest and detailed account of what it was like, not just as a musician but as a person, to grow up in those times. Dave tells the truth!

  



  With love,

  Richie Beirach


  Preface


  In 1968, during the summer, I think, I took the subway from my family’s apartment in the Bronx to see that week’s Sunday afternoon concert, part of a series presented by Jazz Interactions at the Red Garter on West 4th Street in Greenwich Village. That week the feature was a “youth group” with Randy Brecker, a long-haired trumpeter who was making a splash around Manhattan, and a tenor saxophonist named Dave Liebman, who played with memorable intensity. Around November 1973, I was visiting friends in Boston and decided to check out the famous Berklee School of Music (now College), which I had never seen. I was a bit cocky in those days and brought my saxophone with me in hopes of finding a jam session. I was primarily a pianist, but I’d experienced that it was way easier to sit in on sax than to get the pianist to stand up from the bench. Sure enough, in a small practice room I saw four or five student musicians jamming. I strolled in and immediately realized that there was a fifth person, Dave Liebman, playing the drums! Dave doesn’t remember this, but he assumed I was a class member walking in late. So he didn’t say anything when I took out my alto saxophone and started to play along. However, when we were playing riffs behind one of the other soloists, he did say to me, “Play long tones for backgrounds”—good advice, then and now. He sounded excellent on drums and then switched to the piano, on which he also burned. I don’t remember him playing saxophone that day.


  In April 1979, I met Dave in a professional circumstance. I was the first ever jazz band director at Tufts University (and soon to become the first at Brandeis as well). Dave was in town, scheduled to do a workshop at Harvard for students of my friend Tom Everett, the Harvard band director, and, I think through Tom, it was arranged that he would also do a clinic with my Tufts big band students. Dave talked, and played a bit—I have a cassette of it. My students found it highly inspirational, and they didn’t mind that he used four-letter words!


  Dave and I stayed in touch over the years. We both took part in a Coltrane panel at the International Association of Jazz Educators conference in January 1998. Dave was a guest soloist on my first CD in 2000. I remember running into Dave at Joe’s Pub in Manhattan when our mutual friend Ravi Coltrane was performing there with his mother, Alice, in November 2002. Dave and I were truly happy to see each other, and it was clear that we were becoming good friends. We performed together as a duo in Tours, France, in 2007 and since then on a few other occasions.


  So when Dave asked me in early 2008 to help him write his life story, I agreed. Quite frankly, I was not looking to take on any writing projects, and I wouldn’t have done it for anybody else. I interviewed Dave for about twenty-five hours on various dates, from the spring of 2008 through 2010, and then had some of my graduate students transcribe the interviews verbatim. After that, Dave’s wife, Caris, and their friend and professional editor, Mary Dorian, looked through the manuscript, and Dave himself worked on it in great detail for many hours. Finally, I spent much of the summer of 2011 with the manuscript, editing it and reshaping it (for example, there were many instances where the same event was discussed in two different places, and so on). I checked every name and date. I did new research on Dave’s family history, uncovering documents and census data that even he hadn’t seen.


  With Dave’s permission, I edited the interviews into this finished book in several ways. In many cases where Dave had said something like “Around 1971,” I was able to establish an exact date, so I changed the words, with his approval, to “On September 25, 1971” (or whatever the exact date was). Similarly, I added exact names of persons and places to his text. I cut out many of my own statements, especially where I was simply reacting to what Dave said (“That’s amazing!” “I can’t believe it!” and the like). In a few cases I have added information in parentheses. Parentheses are only used for my editorial additions; Dave’s words are never in parentheses.


  Please understand that, as in any book of this sort, conversations that Dave recalls are not presented “verbatim”—Dave did not have a recorder with him every minute of his life! He has done his best to recall what he and others said years ago, but this book represents his memories, not some kind of “transcript” of his life.


  For the most part, all technical terms are explained in the text. But it should be noted, for the person who is not a jazz musician, that jazz musicians use the word “changes” to mean “changing chords that underlie a song.” We could simply say “chords,” but the word “changes” has caught on, and, for better or worse, that’s the word we all use.


  The title of each chapter is the name of one of Dave’s compositions. Each is poetically appropriate to the content of each chapter, as you will see. For the reader’s convenience, here is a listing of what topics are covered in each chapter:



  
    
    

  	Chapter 1

  	Family, polio, childhood into high school



  	Chapter 2

  	Bob Moses, college, hearing Coltrane, studies with Lennie Tristano, Joe Allard



  	Chapter 3

  	Europe, Charles Lloyd



  	Chapter 4

  	Black and white, hippiedom, first love, spiritual search, teaching school, the first loft



  	Chapter 5

  	Ten Wheel Drive, macrobiotics, free jazz, Free Life Communication, Steve Grossman



  	Chapter 6

  	Chick Corea, Pete LaRoca, Ten Wheel Drive, Elvin Jones



  	Chapter 7

  	Miles Davis



  	Chapter 8

  	Richie Beirach, Eugene Gregan, Lookout Farm, Ellis-Liebman Band and California



  	Chapter 9

  	Back in NYC; Quintet with Scofield, marriage to Dina, midlife crisis, Quest, teaching, focusing on soprano



  	Chapter 10

  	Caris, Lydia, IASJ, master class, chromatic harmony book, new band, European musicians



  	Chapter 11

  	Thoughts on Lee Konitz, Charlie Parker, Phil Woods, Cannonball Adderley, Bill Evans, Sonny Rollins, Wayne Shorter



  	Chapter 12

  	The Dave Liebman Group; other groups including Sax Summit, We3, Different But The Same, Duos; El Salvador and Mauritania trips, awards


  


  Dave’s website, davidliebman.com, is quite extensive and has a great deal of information that complements this book. There you will find more photographs, his archived newsletters, and many of his published interviews. Under “Education” he has placed many of the articles he has written, as well as the history of the International Association of Schools of Jazz. His “Recordings” menu includes a complete listing of his recordings, as well as a “Private Archives” section with recordings from his personal collection. Under “Media” you can see him in performance with Miles Davis, Mike Brecker, and others. In short, you will certainly want to bookmark his site and spend many hours there.


  There will be new recordings to add to the list. For example, in September 2011, Dave and I recorded with some friends of mine, guitarist Marc Ribot and bassist Brad Jones, both of whom I’ve performed with occasionally since 1988, and drummer Chad Taylor. The CD will make a great complement to this book. Do look for it!


  In fact, Dave is always looking for new projects and new people to play and record with. He maintains an intensive schedule of performances around the world, so it’s easy to catch him in concert. And he’s welcoming, easy to talk with, and involved with students everywhere he goes. But don’t ever take Dave for granted just because he is so accessible. One example: I recently saw him in a band with five other saxophonists. All five were top New York players, full of fire and originality. But when Dave followed them, it was instantly apparent that he had twice the technical ability of any of them, combined with tremendous passion and creativity. Make no mistake—he is one of the masters.


  But while Dave is indeed a master, he’s also down to earth—an engaging storyteller, with a great tale to tell. Dear reader, please enjoy this book!


  With Best Wishes,

  Lewis Porter


  Port Chester, New York

  September 2011
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  	2011:
  	National Endowment of the Arts Jazz Master Fellowship






  Chapter 1

  

  The Delicacy of Youth: Beginnings


  Lew: Let’s start with your family history.


  Dave: Let’s discuss my mother’s side first. My maternal great grandmother, Julia Weisz, was from the Alsace region of France, which was sometimes under German rule. Her daughter, my grandmother Carrie Weisz, was born in the United States. She had a sister, my great aunt Sally.


  My maternal great grandfather was from Som, Hungary, which is about a seventy-five-minute drive from Budapest. His son, my mother’s father, Samuel Herman Gottdiener, was born there September 1, 1884. He came over to the States from there—Ellis Island, the whole deal. He and Carrie Weisz got married in New York and they had my mother, Frances, in 1913, and later her younger sister, Beatrice.


  Lew: I found Sam’s World War I draft registration card, which tells us that way before you were born, back in 1918, your mother’s parents, Sam and Carrie, lived at 474 Bainbridge in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. What about your father’s side?


  Dave: I don’t know about my great grandparents on my father’s side. But my father’s father, Abraham J. Liebman, was born December 8, 1879, in Vilna. At that time I think it was part of Belarus, that part of Russia. Today, known as Vilnius, it’s the capital of Lithuania. He had come to America in 1902. But he died when I was young and I don’t remember him at all. Grandma Celia Liebman, his wife, was the same age, and had come over just a bit earlier (the 1920 census says 1899 while the 1930 says 1901), and I do have memories of her. She was Austrian. They both knew Yiddish. They had my father, Leo, in 1907, and his sister Ruth in 1914, and then Esther in 1921 or 1922.


  We had to visit Grandma Liebman every weekend, or it seemed like every weekend. She lived in Brooklyn, but in a completely different area than us, with a younger woman who I just don’t remember but might’ve been one of my father’s sisters—a spinster type. It was a very lonely, dark, ancient house, or so it seemed to me. I wasn’t close with Grandma Liebman, and she died when I was young. But I do remember her. She was a little woman, very ethnic-looking, a babushka-type vibe.


  Now, my mother’s parents, Sam and Carrie, were very important in my life. By the time I was born, or soon after, they lived a few blocks from my home, Avenue O and East 14th Street. My family lived in two different places in my childhood, both in Flatbush, Brooklyn. First at 1047 East 14th Street between Avenues K and L, and then we moved to 1328 East 5th between Avenues L and M. The 14th Street home was a two-family. I remember because we had trouble with the neighbors upstairs, about noise or something like that. When we moved to East 5th Street, my parents bought that house for $22,000. I was about eight, so that has to be 1953, ’54, something like that.


  The place on East 5th Street was attached, but we had our own entrance with a basement, a first floor with a living room and kitchen, dining room, and upstairs, three bedrooms. That was where I lived from eight years old until I left for college. Eventually my parents again moved, not too far, to Ocean Avenue and Avenue S, where they stayed until my mother left for Florida after Dad died. This was all in the same Brooklyn area.


  Growing up, we had a lot of contact with my maternal grandmother, Nana, and grandfather, Sam, whom I called Poppy. Poppy loved me. He would call me “butterball” and used to pinch me—I was a little chubby kid. I remember sitting and watching TV there. I was there a lot because my mother, Frances, worked, which was rather unusual for a woman in the fifties. At first she was a social worker in the New York City Department of Social Services. Eventually she became a teacher, which is where she met my father.


  Lew: What are your parents’ exact birthdates and full names, including middle names?


  Dave: Well, first of all, we had no middle names in our family. In fact, at thirteen or something like that, I said: “How come everybody else has a middle name?” My mother said, “Pick whatever you want.” But the names I liked were all the Italian cats, because they were the tough guys, so I wanted to be Vito or Tony or Tito, and she said, “You can’t have that.” That was the end of my middle name search. David “Tito” Liebman—I don’t think so!


  My mother, Frances, was born January 12, 1913. After Bed-Stuy, her family lived in Crown Heights in Brooklyn, where she grew up in a heavily Jewish area at that time. My father, Leo, was born September 30, 1907. Born in New York. He grew up in East Harlem. His father, Abraham, was a butcher with his own shop and also fixed up houses. They changed homes a lot from what I understood, but usually up around 3rd and 2nd Avenue, on the streets that were numbered in the 100s, until they finally moved to Brooklyn.


  Lew: In the 1920 census, I found Abraham and Celia living in an apartment at 1404 Park Avenue in Manhattan, near East 104th Street. By 1930 they were in an apartment at 120 Powell Street, Brooklyn. Then in the ’40s they were at 689 Bristol Street, Brooklyn—maybe that was the house where you visited Grandma Celia Liebman. Now, you have one sibling?


  Dave: Yes, my brother, Paul, was born January 27, 1942. I was born September 4, 1946. So Paul was almost five years older. Eventually Paul went to Brooklyn College, and I went to Queens College and NYU. My parents were New York Jews, typical first-half-of-the-twentieth-century New Yorkers—going to a city school, getting a civil service job with a check every week or every month, basically New York City employees. I am a child of this background, rather typical in New York at that point in history.


  Sam Gottdiener had worked as an auctioneer, and on that 1918 draft card you found it’s hard to read the handwriting, but it seems to say that he worked in ladies’ apparel, and definitely at 5 Lispenard Street in Manhattan, a street that sounds familiar from conversations I heard. But during my childhood he had a women’s dress store around Seventh Avenue and 35th Street, Manhattan, in the textile district, called Globe Clothiers or Globe Furriers. I remember it because it was big—I guess a loft—with a gigantic globe on the top floor that overlooked the whole room. My brother, Paul, and I played on those clothing racks that you used to see the guys walking down 7th Avenue with, scooting around, having fun in this big space.


  Lew: Your father worked in that clothing business for a time. But before that, maybe his father, Abraham, was already ill because, according to the 1930 census, he is unemployed, while Leo is already working as a clerk at the post office and his mother, Celia, is working somewhere—I can’t read her exact job title—as well.


  Dave: I didn’t know about the post office, but yes, my father, Leo Liebman, did later take a short foray with my uncle and his father-in-law Sam into that clothing business. Then my father joined the wave of guys who went to the City College of New York, which was the school for immigrants trying to better their situation. He got a degree in teaching and did that for the rest of his life and eventually became an assistant principal. He and my mother met in my Great Aunt Sally’s school. She was my grandmother’s sister on my Mom’s side. She was a school principal at the time.


  Aunt Sally was a special woman and, from what my mother said, she inspired Mom. These ladies were ahead of their time, for sure. My mother went to Hunter College at sixteen years old. Somehow she got out of high school early—she was a whiz kid. She was one of the first women to graduate from Hunter College. So you see, my family are real New Yorkers.


  Lew: What was the ethnic mix in your Brooklyn neighborhoods?


  Dave: My neighborhood was basically half Jewish, half Italian. I remember it more from the 5th Street house, where it was single-family homes. On the same block were Jews and Italians, not segregated. Vinnie or whoever was across the street and somebody like Mr. Rosenbaum or whoever was next door—all together. I don’t know if we mixed much ’cause people tended to stay with their own kind. But you certainly mixed in school; although, of course, the truth was that a lot of Jews were in the advanced classes and the Italians tended to be more in the commercial or vocational programs. That’s the way it worked. Of course, the gang thing—there was a sense of street gangs of some sort that were by and large the Italian guys. So, we were intimidated by them. We were the little Jewish nerds.


  My father was an athlete. He loved all kinds of ball playing. He would drive his bike to Coney Island almost every day he could. On the weekends he would meet with other teachers and play handball. He was a big handball guy—black handball, a real city sport. Dad was in good shape, athletic, but he was also an intellectual. He read the New York Times from cover to cover. He read the New Republic. This is where I got my reading habits from, I guess. He and his friends were Jewish liberal intellectuals, Democrats for life—you know, real New York lefties.


  Lew: Not only did Jews tend to be Democrats, but, maybe in a generation a little older than your folks, there were a lot of Jewish Communists.



  Dave: Yes, though my folks weren’t. But that was definitely in the line of what we’re talking about. They were very liberal. I don’t think they were Communists—officially. But certainly there was a lot of conversation about that because that was very obviously on the plate in the fifties—McCarthy and all that. You know, New Yorkers were not considered part of America. New York was, and still is, not part of America in a certain way. Now it’s because of the world cultures, but then, maybe because of all the European ethnic communities in the northeast cities like Boston, Philly, and New York, which were very Irish, Italian, and Jewish. In general firemen were Italians, Irish were policemen, and teachers were Jews. As well, to a large degree, doctors, lawyers, and accountants were Jewish as well.


  Lew: In New York City these patterns held true, while elsewhere in the country, there were no Jewish lawyers or doctors in many places.


  Dave: It’s who you knew—it was the milieu you grew up with—that’s who the friends and family were. That’s who your uncles were, who the neighbors were. In New York by the 1950s, Jews weren’t laborers; they didn’t drive buses; they weren’t garbage collectors. That was the environment.


  Lew: Now, your Mom’s folks, you were close with them.


  Dave: Yes, because I had to be taken care of a lot. Also because of my situation, which we’ll get to, with polio, and the hospital stays and all that, my not having what you would call a “normal” childhood, certainly the first five to seven years. This basically dictated my life. My mother was teaching so it was always like, “Who’s going to take care of David?”—that kind of vibe. We always had an African American lady helping out at the house who became like a second mother. I remember Rose—she was tall—I can picture her. Ethel was another. They came five days a week from Jamaica in Queens or somewhere like that with the subway, getting there by 7:30 a.m. because my mother had to go to school. My father had already left by then to teach, taking the bus. My mother drove to her school. She taught in Bedford-Stuyvesant for a while, and then when she became an assistant principal, she went to Rockaway, Queens, for years. I was in school till three o’clock and my mother got home at 3:30. When I came home from school, somebody had to meet me, to be there. Paul was nearly five years older, so he was on a different school schedule.


  Teachers made a very low wage in those days. Until we had the strikes of the 1960s, teachers were really on a low peg economically. My father worked afternoons—he was in charge of afternoon centers at schools. He worked every summer at camps up in the Catskill Mountains, in upstate New York, where he would be the head counselor. I remember one summer he was in charge of a day camp in Coney Island in Brooklyn. There were always money issues. Not poverty—we had food—but they had to work hard. On the other hand teachers only worked 180 days a year. That’s the other thing. A teacher’s job was basically considered a kind of a pretty easy scene. This is before kids were coming to school with guns, before New York changed. It was a civil service job and you knew you always had a check. But because I was sick and there was a lot of stuff to do, there was always the thing of “take David to the doctor,” and so on. We probably had more expenses than other families. I don’t remember the insurance situation, but certainly they were insured because of civil service.


  Lew: Your family and you first knew you were sick at an early age?


  Dave: Well, the story from what I remember, or what I was told by my mother, goes like this: We were on vacation in Monticello, New York, up in the Catskills, during this summer of 1949. I swam in White Lake up there. One day I got a terrible fever. My mother thought it was something from swimming or being too cold—you know, a childhood type thing. The story is—I don’t know if it was the next day or several days—I got out of bed and I just collapsed. A local doctor said: “We have no idea what’s going on. You’ve got to go back to New York.” She told me the story that she was going like 100 miles per hour with me laid out in the back seat—flat out!—with my brother, who was seven years old, checking to see if I was still alive. She got a cop to take her over the George Washington Bridge and escort us to Kings County Hospital Center in Brooklyn. It was like, one of these, “Get him in immediately, emergency room!”


  Now, I was nearly three years old. Eventually I got transferred to St. Giles Hospital, which no longer exists. In any case, I was in for the next thirteen months. It was nine months for polio, and then I broke my leg in the hospital. I remember the moment I broke my leg. Of course, I’m three years old, so it’s not like you remember that part of your life that much, but I do have images. One is of a balloon losing air and me crying about it, which my mother or somebody gave me, tied to the bed post. In the middle of the night I woke up and it was slowly losing air. My brother was not allowed in—he was too young—he would have been eight. I remember once being rolled in the wheelchair to the balcony, or something outdoors, and my brother waving to me from the parking lot.


  I was in a ward. There was no private or semiprivate, so I was with others. I’m not sure if they were polio cases. I remember other hospital scenes. I wasn’t on that oxygen tank thing that you see—the iron lung—but I do remember things like breaking my leg in the hospital. For some reason I was with another kid in a waiting room and there was a full-length mirror there. I said, “Let’s fall”—like a game. Well, I completely broke my leg in the hospital—the one already weak from polio—and had to be in for another four months. That’s where the thirteen months comes from. When I got out, my left leg had a full brace from the waist down.


  You’ve got to remember that polio was considered sort of like AIDS in those days. When I did get back—we were living on 14th Street—people wouldn’t come near the house. It was considered like a plague or something—even though Franklin D. Roosevelt famously had polio.


  Lew: He tried to hide it when he was in office.


  Dave: He did. By the fifties polio was more or less over in the United States. The March of Dimes became very important in my life, mostly because of Roosevelt I guess. The last great epidemic was ’49 because by ’54 they had the Salk vaccine. So, I’m the last of the last to get polio. As I found out, it’s a virus—you catch it like a cold. A lot of people got polio in passing, without lasting damage, but in some cases it strikes the nervous system and that’s how you get paralyzed. For me it was the left leg. It could have been worse. David Sanborn had something on his left side.


  Lew: I didn’t know Sanborn . . .


  Dave: He had it.


  Lew: But you don’t see it . . .


  Dave: You see the way he plays—you see his shoulder held in a different position than usual. Maybe this kind of pushes the mouthpiece up in a different angle and is partially responsible for the unique sound he gets. I don’t know. Now, there’s this Post-Polio Syndrome, which is a real thing happening to a lot of folks, a complete reintroduction of the symptoms. In any case, I had it in the left leg, which meant that I could not walk without the help of a full leg brace.


  Lew: When you were playing that game with the other kid, you said that you broke your leg?


  Dave: I fell down on the left leg, probably because it was weak. I don’t know what I was doing without a brace. Maybe they were getting my brace fixed at that moment—I don’t remember. But I couldn’t walk without a brace. The knee buckled and the left leg couldn’t support my weight. The main thing was my left foot pointed out. So, a brace kept my foot in line and gave me support so I could walk.


  It was a straight brace up to the thigh. My brace now for the past twenty plus years is around the waist, but it was just the thigh then. I remember we went to an orthopedic shop called Winterkorn, 315 East 83rd Street, in Manhattan, which was always a major scene—we would spend hours there. I could only have one style of shoes for all those years with the brace, as a child. So, of course, shoes were a big thing for me as I got to be a young man and wanted to look good. As a kid I could only have Buster Brown shoes, or at least they seemed that way in my memory, because they were the only ones that fit the brace, until I finally found a guy who made styled orthopedic shoes in Manhattan, but that was much later.


  The brace was present until I could have the operation that the docs said would get my foot straight and get me walking right. The procedure, quite common in those days for polio leg victims, was arthrodesis, some sort of stabilization of the foot, which would limit movement—I’m still like that—but at least the foot wouldn’t point outward. But they couldn’t do it until my bones were mature and more or less fully grown, I guess since the procedure limited growth, which is probably why my left foot is half the size of my right. That was supposed to be around twelve or thirteen years old. So, my whole childhood was like “Waiting for Go-dot,” if you get my point. I had several operations because they tried a lot of things—I think three major operations, plus breaking my leg a couple times. But it was always, “You can’t really have this operation until you are at least twelve, thirteen years old.” I remember the magic day when it came. “You are ready!” I finally had this operation and it did basically make me able to walk without a brace. Then, coming more up to the past decades, I broke my leg yet another time in 1987, which we’ll talk about, so I’ve been back to using a brace, this time around the waist, mainly as protection in case I fall again. Anyway, that was a ten-year period, more or less, with a brace as a kid.


  Lew: Now, when you say you had several operations, you mean before that big one?


  Dave: Yes. I had at least three. They did a couple of things that I really don’t remember. There was a Dr. Dever at Bellevue, the famous Bellevue by the way, which besides being known as a loony hospital was known for rehabilitation. Other doctors were Monroe Schneider, Leo Mayer, and the final guy was Dr. Cooper, who I can remember what he looked like right now—it’s amazing how I remember their names. But in my house, for my mother, the doctor was God. On days when we were going to the orthopedist I would be out of my school, going to my mother’s school with her all day. At three o’clock we would take off from wherever my mother was teaching and go to Bellevue, where I would see Dr. Dever, who was this mythical heavy guy. When you got off the elevator on this floor there would be a gigantic wall map of the world. This is how I learned geography. I’d be there for hours staring at it with little pins and flags showing where people came from to this place ’cause it was so famous worldwide. That’s why I knew where the Philippines were, where Japan was, where Australia was, because I would be there for hours just looking at the damn map, waiting for Dr. Dever to see me, or for me to pull a sandbag, whatever. In those days you pulled a sandbag with your leg for strength as part of physical therapy. My Dad strung one up at home, in fact.


  I would go once a month at least, and “Mr. God” would say: “You’ve got to wait for the operation.” It was always with my mother because my father would be working in the after-school centers or taking care of my brother. I remember that look on my mother’s face. Here comes God, and God says: “No, not yet!” You know, I could vibe it even though I’m a kid. I didn’t know much, but I could see it in her face that she would be crying—that I couldn’t walk. The bottom line is that the most resilient stage of your life is your childhood. I mean specifically the whole pain thing. You only start to realize pain when you get older. The fear of pain makes pain worse than it is. Also as a child you’re trying to always be Mr. Good Kid.


  After an operation, I would be up as fast as I could. “Take the cast off,” like I was a star pupil, the gold star for being the best student—well, I’m the best patient. “Oh, you’re such a brave young man, David”—you know, that stuff. The nurses, the doctors—you’re in the hospital and you get this pat on the head—a reward for being Mr. Brave—you know what I mean? So, I can’t tell you that I suffered, that I was in pain, that I had a terrible childhood because I was handicapped. I know how it helped form my personality—that I can tell you because that’s psychological stuff that comes later, but I can’t tell you that I sat there in anguish and in pain—you know, like a kid in Africa has it a lot worse. I paid dues, I guess. I probably paid more dues than I realized. Psychologists would have a lot of fun with this stuff—something I never really checked out, by the way.


  Lew: I think what you’re saying is, even though that’s the case, your experience of it as a kid was not “God, this is a horrible life.” That’s not the way you experienced it, even though you know that you had it rough.


  Dave: I am obviously an overachiever. Whether that is the reason or not—maybe I would have been anyway. But I was a star student. I even played ball with the brace. I was like a model kind of cat because I was overcoming everything. So I was a little bit of a superstar because I was able to do things, not letting my handicap get in the way. I was head of the class, president of my class, etc. I was an honor student. The teachers loved me, and, of course, when the music started, I was the musician. Truth is, I was on my way to wanting to be a doctor. That’s where the whole doctor thing came from, I think, because they were my biggest image of what a powerful and respected person is. Now, this is psychological, I suppose, but this I believe is true. I saw the doctor as the all-knowledgeable saint-God-guru-whatever. Because when he would walk in and say: “Yes, you’re going to have the operation,” or, “No, you can’t,” that is probably where I got that from, so I wanted to be a doctor.


  Lew: But it wasn’t only power, it was also wisdom.


  Dave: That’s what I mean—he was the man. We were going to Mecca to see Allah. My mother looked at it like that. My father was not involved in the everyday thing, but to my mother, Dr. Dever was God because basically he was going to lay down the decision of when I’d have that operation.


  I remember he had gray hair, distinguished-like. All these guys would come in with a white coat and stethoscopes hanging around their neck. You’re impressed! Plus, they come to your bedside in the hospital before the operation asking: “Is everything okay, David? We’re about to put you to sleep.” Then in the recovery room—just the whole process you go through as a kid, with the operations, is like, you’re a little bit of an army guy— you’re like what you look at on TV—you’re John Wayne. It all fits—you know what I’m saying? You grow up with this image of, like, “I’m a strong cat,” or, “I’m different,” or something. In a way, it specialized you. After all, you are paying dues for it. But I only remember it as just kind of happening. I can’t say I was happy, but I can’t tell you I was terribly upset or despondent. I had pain, yes, and I probably had more pain than I remember. I had a lot of X-rays, which who knows what’s going to happen to me eventually because of that. I just don’t remember it being an unhappy period, except the thing was that I had to be taken care of, I had to have somebody there, I walked slow—those kinds of things.


  Lew: But during those years, you spent a lot of time at your grandparents. I still want to hear more about that.


  Dave: Yes. I learned how to play the card game canasta with Nana. I watched a big TV, sat on the couch, listened to singer Kate Smith on the radio—my grandmother loved Kate Smith. TV—My Little Margie, Lucy, and Jackie Gleason. Oh man—I loved Jackie then. Sunday was Ed Sullivan, Saturday, Perry Como, I think. TV was a big part of my life. There is no question I watched a lot of TV. That was the fifties when it was new. Not music. And when I was six, seven, eight, etc., I didn’t play that much ball, though later I did more. TV was a big part of my daily existence early on.


  Lew: I guess you were home more than some other kids would be, inside.


  Dave: I was usually in school. But when I would have operations I would be home for months at a time. That happened several times in my childhood. When I went to school, of course the teachers knew my situation, but I just remember being normal as far as I was concerned.


  Lew: And Sam and Carrie—what would they do? How would they treat you?


  Dave: They were very Jewish; in fact, kosher Jewish, which is even more so. You know, Passover is a four-hour meal, mostly read in Hebrew the whole way. My grandmother, she loved me. She made French fries for me, turning every one to get them evenly cooked, and soft scrambled eggs, which I loved. Food, food, food! She was a housewife, so she was always home. Poppy was eventually retired from his clothier business, and he would just sit on the couch. From what my mother said, Poppy was a rough kind of guy, not abusive but a bit cold. I don’t know, but with me, he would just grab me and say, “Butterball, butterball,” and I would be on his lap. That’s all I remember from him—I guess a cigar also. I was very close to my grandmother because she was around a lot, and she and my mother had a lot of interaction.


  Lew: Poppy, Sam Gottdiener, died when you were in the hospital?


  Dave: I don’t remember that, but it happened sometime in the six-seven-eight-nine-year-old range for me, I think. I remember him from early childhood, not from later.


  Lew: So, you would still go over there, but Carrie—Nana—was just by herself then.


  Dave: Yes, alone on Avenue O in Brooklyn. It was an apartment house. I can picture the elevator and the lobby of the apartment building like it was yesterday. Some things stay forever in your mind from the early days.


  Lew: But you were a butterball—you were chubby?


  Dave: I was chubby until about thirteen or fourteen years old. Then I decided to stop eating bread and cake for one summer, July and August. I wanted to lose weight and it worked.


  Lew: Now, you said, the March of Dimes . . .


  Dave: Well, the March of Dimes was a big thing because of what my mother did. She was famous for this. She collected $20,000 in dimes ringing door-to-door in Brooklyn. She became the head of the Brooklyn chapter. She went into it when I got polio. My mother was very dynamic. She was one of those real hustling, strong type women. There is a picture of me from the New York Times, November 10, 1951, with Justice William O. Douglas, the chief of the Supreme Court. I was the banner boy for Brooklyn for the March of Dimes and in the picture I’m with the banner children from the other boroughs. Justice Douglas had had polio at age three, and he supported the March of Dimes. I have a little suit on. I’m five, and the text underneath says that after thirteen months in the hospital I told Douglas “I can go to school by myself now.” I seem to remember another one, I guess from another New York newspaper, where my mother is in the picture and it’s “Frances Liebman raised $20,000.” Mom was like a movie star because she did this. This was the folklore—this is what I heard.


  So, the March of Dimes was always a big thing because of FDR. In my house, guess who the great hero of life was? In fact, Lewis, I used to carry a picture with me in my wallet of Roosevelt, a rare one of him with crutches, from 1924. Unfortunately I lost my wallet recently. My mother’s rap was: “Look what he did. You can do it, too.” I remember when we went to visit his home in Hyde Park, New York, it was like going to Mecca. Plus the Jews loved Roosevelt—you know, the whole Democrat thing.


  My grandparents on my Mom’s side were religious, but not on my Dad’s. I did go to Hebrew school, to a Reform temple in Brooklyn, Temple Ahavath Shalom. I was bar mitzvahed and went twice a week to Hebrew school as well as Sunday school.


  My father was—I’m not sure how you would call it—agnostic or whatever. He had no use for religion because, as far as he was concerned, it was a sham. The thing about my father was that he was a very straight-ahead guy, and he just hated phoniness of any sort, period. Lying, cheating—I mean, if you lied, that was the worst thing you could do. If I or my brother lied, that was when he got a little heavy with us. That was a big one. Honesty was a big thing with my father. As far as he was concerned, the whole religious thing was bull and a kind of rip-off of people. So, we were not brought up with any kind of strong religious thing.


  Of course, when we went to my grandparents, we would do Passover and so on for the holidays. I was actually very good in Hebrew school. Good enough that the rabbi came on pretty strong to me and my mother at the talk. You know, when you get bar mitzvahed, you go into the rabbi’s study when you’re about three weeks from the bar mitzvah. You’re deep into learning your haftorah—the section from the Bible that you recite—’cause you don’t want to screw up on the biggest day of your life so far with everyone watching. “So, David, we would really love you to continue on in Hebrew school.” And my mother is, “Yeah, go on.” In fact, she’s even thinking, “Now you’re thirteen and high school is on the horizon—maybe you can go to yeshiva,” which is a kind of private Jewish high school, “because you get a good education there.” I say, “Mom, I can’t take this Hebrew crap.” I just didn’t like the language. “I can’t spend my life reading this language—it’s just out of the question.” Rabbi Alexander Steinbach says—I’m paraphrasing him of course— “You should continue. You have a strong thing—you’re a good kid, you’re a good student.” And he was a famous rabbi who was high up in the Reform movement and wrote some books (among them Prayer—A Pillar of Our Faith, 1943, and Faith and Love, 1959). The temple was on Avenue R at 16th Street in Flatbush near where we lived. It was very beautiful with stained glass, an organ, singing, and women and men sitting together. (The temple is now in a different location, but the old building still exists and is the Prospect Park Yeshiva.) You didn’t have to wear a yarmulke. In any case that was the end of my religious thing.


  With learning in general I really dug the history stuff as a kid, Jewish history, American History, whatever. I read a lot of history biographies. With the Jewish thing, Abraham, Moses, King David, and, of course, my name is David so I felt a connection! I mean in my imagination I’m King David, slaying Goliath, playing harp. I was right in there, man!


  Lew: So, your Mom—was she a little more religious than your Dad, would you say?


  Dave: No. We did what was necessary. It was not a big thing. Hebrew school was around three o’clock in the afternoon two days a week after regular school. Sunday school, I think, eleven to one, which was more history than the Hebrew stuff during the week. You get going when you’re about nine or ten. I remember when I was having an operation or something for my leg, I had special instruction—maybe when I broke it around thirteen years old—not sure. Someone had to come to the house and train me to get me up to speed for my bar mitzvah. Actually, when I was out of regular school I had home instruction. Remember, in those days when you were sick or not in school the parents had to take care you were getting educated by law. They came to your house two or three days a week. Rose or Ethel, whoever was helping us at the time, would let the teacher in at ten o’clock in the morning.


  Lew: What were your mother and Dad teaching? What ages? Do you know anything about that?


  Dave: They were both elementary level. My mother had first grade with young kids. For a large part, she was in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a complete black neighborhood, and later to Rockaway in Queens when she became an assistant principal. My father was a sixth-grade teacher—I’m not sure whether he taught English or math. He eventually also became an assistant principal and went to a junior high school in Brooklyn—Ditmas Junior High.


  I remember the big thing in their professional life was “when are you going to take the exam?” The exam. Because the thing was, when you were a principal or assistant principal, you made more money than teaching. So someone was always studying for the big test. My father never really dug it. I remember when he was at Ditmas, he was responsible for scheduling. For the whole summer, there were these gigantic charts of classes and times on the table in the dining room, and he hated it. Plus he had a real asshole principal as his boss. My mother would say: “You’ve got to become a principal,” and he’d say, “I don’t want any more of this. Y’all got it?” That’s my wording of course, not his! My father was very laid back; he didn’t want to deal with it.


  Leo was known as a great disciplinarian and, as I said, he ran the afternoon sports activities, playing basketball a lot. He would take care of the kids in the gym. In those days elementary schools often had afternoon things happening. He had a little posse of teacher friends who called themselves the Ben Franklin Society. They would have meetings every month at the house and shoot the breeze about the business. These were his best friends. The wives would have coffee and sit and kibitz (chat). My brother Paul and I would sit at the table while they talked about the system and teaching and so on. It wasn’t an official society. They called it Ben Franklin because they loved Ben Franklin; they respected the man.


  Lew: It was more like a social thing?


  Dave: Yeah. It was made up of these guys who were also principals, assistant principals, teachers. It was a men’s club. Let’s see—Fred Greenbaum, Sid Glassman, Sam Romm—I remember them; I remember their faces.


  Lew: You were welcome to sit with them?


  Dave: Until bedtime. They’d shoot the breeze, and have cigars, coffee, and cake. Maybe a little nip of scotch, and that would be it. No beer, nothing like that—these were intellectuals. They were into politics and Democratic stuff. Adlai Stevenson was a big hero to these guys. He was their man; he was one of them. When Adlai Stevenson was running in ’56 against Eisenhower, it was like one of them was in there. It was a big thing. I was ten years old then and I still remember these discussions today.


  Here’s an unrelated story about my Dad and teaching—my brother told me this story: My father was known to be good at controlling the kids’ behavior. It wasn’t gang war like it became in the seventies or eighties, but the kids were rough in his school in Borough Park. Some of the kids were like six-foot-nine, and he’s five-ten or something. He was tall but not that tall. The first few weeks of school he would talk very softly. These guys couldn’t hear what he was saying, so everybody would be leaning over, being quiet because they didn’t want to miss anything important. It’s human nature, especially at the beginning of a relationship with someone in authority like a teacher. Sure enough, after a couple of weeks, he would have them in his hands. As well, he could get tough so that they didn’t give him any crap. Anyway, this is one of my great music lessons about playing soft, meaning that when you do that, you bring extra attention to yourself because everyone is going to want to hear what you are playing.


  My father was very respected as a teacher and everybody loved him. He wasn’t a macho guy, not like that. He could fix everything and was very mechanical—a kind of a street guy as it ends up, growing up in East Harlem. As a child he was the Jew who got beat up by the big guys. He wore glasses at a young age—they called him “four-eyes.” He was bald pretty early, like me. He had something going on with the street—a certain kind of thing about him. But he was the nicest guy and would and could talk to anybody, whatever the topic—educated, well mannered, quiet, humorous, rarely raising his voice. When he punished us, it was very official, not an emotional issue. He did not get overly involved with it. He just made you aware that you had broken some ethical rule. He was a disciplinarian in the old-fashioned way if you did anything really wrong. But I remember it was only a few times that it happened, usually because I lied to my mother or something like that. Now, my mother, on the other hand, was a little more emotional. My father would just say, “Take it easy, sister, take it easy.” Truth is, my mother had a lot of things to be worried about. She was a working woman, I was sick, the bills, you know—she was a tough cookie. People loved her—she was Miss Social—we had a lot of dinner parties—the dining room taken over. She would make roast chicken with pink rice that she had a recipe for—a typical Jewish cook. In general Jewish people weren’t known for their culinary skills. But she had these dinner parties. We always had people around. She was president of my school’s PTA—Parents Teachers Association—as well as the secretary or treasurer of our own family association, which was very common in those days coming from the immigrants landing in the States. It was called the B. Feldman Benevolent Association. It was made up of the family that came over from the old country.


  The B. Feldman group was the first family organization to be chartered by New York State. In fact, where they’re all buried in Queens is a family plot. That’s where I go to see my parents’ graves. On my father’s side was the Caminetz Family Association. Jews belonged to family associations by and large, which were linked by tradition to what were basically burial groups, something you would find in a lot of cultures.


  Feldman had nothing to do with Gottdiener directly, but there was some relationship through marriage or whatever, and somehow Gottdiener was part of the Feldmans, and Liebman was part of the Caminetz. I don’t really understand it and never did. It’s a tribe. When they came over from the old country, they formed an association to help each other financially, to socialize, and probably also to get the marriages going. You know, Jews should marry Jews, etc. As an officer my mother was always doing stuff for the B. Feldman Association, taking care of their plots at the cemetery, lining things up, and so on. Plus she had the March of Dimes and the PTA. She was one of these wonder women doing a million things, a real workaholic—probably where I get that from.


  Lew: Tell us about your brother Paul.


  Dave: He’s around still, but he’s out of communication with the whole family as we speak now, or what is left of it, which is my nieces, his daughters. He’s a very bright guy who throughout his life had all kinds of businesses and did big-time gambling for a bit. It seemed to me he was always trying to beat the system. He was a hard worker at whatever he did, but with a very autocratic kind of personality, and went through several marriages. I tend to see people in some ways as a product of their times and to me my brother was a casualty of the fifties. He was a teenager in that decade and to me the ’50s were a very repressive time. We know it now—strict is not even a strong enough word. It was a very conservative era. People were just getting back from the war, putting their stuff together; America was just really becoming the big power that it became.


  People could finally own a home, the two-car garage, the whole advent of suburbs. By repressive I mean that if you were a teenager in the fifties, you had to be playing some kind of lying game. Lying about sexual things for sure. This is why the sixties happened—because of the fifties. I mean, in the late fifties there was Elvis, an out and out symbol of sex, wigglin’ those hips and so forth—the bad boy. Why the Beatles with that long hair—as innocent as they look now? Not to mention the drugs, Vietnam, and everything like that—the whole hippie thing that happened. The ’60s was in a way a reaction to the ’50s. My brother, I believe, was a product of repression—not from my parents, not that way, but from the culture. I think he couldn’t find his way out. In any case he had a gambling problem and his whole life seemed to be a search to make money, to outsmart the system. His drug was gambling, which broke up his marriages. My mother had to bail him out many times financially. At one point “they” were going to break his legs or whatever. It started with bowling, at which he was very good. He won tournaments or whatever.


  Paul went to Brooklyn Technical High School. He was a good student. You couldn’t get into Brooklyn Tech unless you were an A student, like Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan, and where you went, Lewis, the Bronx High School of Science. They were the three original technical schools for which you had to take a test, ostensibly looking toward engineering. No girls allowed! Meanwhile, he gets into bowling—I guess the team at Brooklyn Tech—and becomes a champion, like near 300-score stuff, the real deal. He competed in Albany for New York State and won something. But bowling alleys then were not the little social thing that they are now, where you take your date out and so on. They were where gamblers and the bros from the race track hung out. Eventually he became a guy to gamble on, meaning they were betting on him. So at sixteen, seventeen, already he was staying all night at bowling alleys. This is when the big split happened with my parents, and my father basically threw him out of the house around that time—not officially, but like that.


  I remember plates being thrown. I’m eleven, twelve. He even hocked my alto sax at one point—no big loss, though. Meanwhile, he’s at Brooklyn Tech, and then he goes to Brooklyn College for accounting, gets a degree in teaching, marries a girl, has two kids quickly, and then they’re divorced. His life was by then a constant scene because of gambling. Nobody acknowledged it was an addiction then, but basically that’s what it was. For him the track was the name of the game in life. I was a teenager and I didn’t know what it was, but I could see he was really excited. He would put down a bet, check the paper, buzz around, etc. When I went with him one afternoon during the summer, I could see this is a different kind of environment because of the look on the faces there. This wasn’t watching horse racing on television—this was the real deal. That’s when I first got a glimpse that my brother was very different from me. Then I realized where the problems came from between him and our parents.


  It was that way until the day my mother died—war and peace. With regard to what happened, my father had no use for my brother once he went to the dark side. You see, to my father, because of his honesty/work ethic thing, what my brother did was the lowest of the low, meaning the gambling. I mean, it probably would have been better if he had murdered somebody. They basically stopped their relationship somewhere around when Paul was sixteen, seventeen. I don’t know if they ever talked or if they just acknowledged each other from then on. I think my brother might have thought of himself as some kind of big shot wannabe. He dressed like Mafia guys with the white sneakers, the jewelry, and so on. Like I said before, the Italian cats in our hood were always cool—so we thought. Then, it comes out somehow later on in my life that maybe my brother was suffering because I got all of the attention. You know the scenario: David got all of the attention because of polio, putting my brother in second place at eight years old. So he was psychologically injured for the rest of his life and never had the attention that a young boy should have, and therefore he was a victim. Maybe it’s true. Who knows? Yes, it’s true that I got a lot of attention, but it was no picnic for me either.


  Lew: Now, with the five-year difference, how close did you feel with him?


  Dave: We were not close. You know, older brother stuff. Some rough and tumbling, stuff like that. The closest we ever became was when he found out that Miles Davis dug Sly Stone, whom Paul liked, and since I played with Miles Davis, he could brag. When he saw me at Carnegie Hall in the seventies with Miles, suddenly he realized—this was much later, of course, than the days I am talking about—that I was some sort of personality, that I was some sort of whatever famous is. “My brother plays with Miles Davis,” and so on. At that time I’m in my late twenties so we had some kind of relationship for a minute there. But he’s a hard person to be around. Now he doesn’t talk to his family. He’s got two girls who have families of their own and he doesn’t talk to anyone—a strange guy who always seemed to have problems, especially financially. He was bright with some attractive qualities I guess. He always had beautiful girls, which after all was part of his M.O. He could be very charming, obviously athletic and all that. But to my mind Paul was basically a classic underachiever. He just didn’t want to do what you had to do. That’s my take on it.


  Lew: Did he stay around New York?


  Dave: No. He moved to Jersey, Philly, Florida, like that. He was divorced, married again, a few times starting over—always a drama. I mean, my life is comparatively straight. He tried businesses—a restaurant, drove a cab, had a carpet store. He went in and out of being a teacher.


  He had rheumatic fever as a teenager, which was just another thing for my mother to deal with—but no lasting damage. I can’t say that he was a big part of my life or that he had any direct influence on me outside of any casual older brother stuff, because once the gambling and the problems started, he was just always doing something with money, money, money. My mother was into it with him, always about money. You know, her generation had a big thing about bread because of the Depression and all that. It was always a big topic in our house.


  With Paul, it was never-ending—her bailing him out, him not paying, him needing money, him owing her money—I mean, it never ended with money. In fact, when I started my band Lookout Farm, I needed a van. My mother said, “I’ll give you $15,000 because Paul has gotten hundreds of thousands of dollars over the years. In the will you’ll be compensated.” This didn’t happen, but she did keep a complete book of every dime that went out of that house. He took a hundred or two hundred thousand over the years. You see, when my parents retired, they did very well with the pension stuff. Somehow even though teachers were underpaid, something in their negotiation with New York City led to great retirement benefits. I mean their generation ended up populating Florida with their money. Also they were the first to invest in bonds and things like that, which did very well in the ’70s and ’80s. My mother made hundreds of thousands of dollars because she kept bonds for thirty years. By the time the nineties came, she had a couple hundred grand because she had done this dealing in the seventies. That generation—that’s what they did. They lived off of their retirement funds. That’s the end of that now, as we know. We’re not going to be able to do that because everything has changed.


  Lew: They moved to Florida . . .


  Dave: Eventually they started becoming “snowbirds” (people who escape the snowy northern winter by going down South), maybe in the seventies, going down in February. After my father died on January 12, 1986, Mom moved to Florida full time. He died from Alzheimer’s at just about the time they were finally beginning to call it that. That was a disaster and drove my mother crazy—nobody knew what it was. We would yell at him, “What’s wrong with you, Dad?” It wasn’t pity; it was like “Something’s wrong with you.” He’d get lost in the neighborhood. It was very, very sad. By the time he died, it was a relief for my Mom especially. She recovered and hung in Florida. But she had another twenty years of life with a few male companions after my father passed. After all, she was good looking and active, the star of the show; everyone wanted to be with her.


  She died September 2005, at ninety-two—until the end, a very strong-willed personality. She was from that special World War II generation. Like what Tom Brokaw wrote about in his book The Greatest Generation. My parents weren’t in the war because teachers got exempted, but they were a product of the Depression, and that explains everything. Again, here we are back to context, the milieu that people live in. Teaching jobs were civil service jobs, and they were glad to have a steady job. If you had a civil service job in those years you were in good shape. They had money problems, so they had to work hard. They just didn’t tolerate much. I mean, they were tough people, real survivors.


  Like I said, my mother was a tough cookie on everybody around her. You loved her, but you also had to maintain a distance. Forget about bringing any women into the house! Especially if they weren’t Jewish, which most times they weren’t. Suddenly my mother was religious or something. Basically, who could ever be your son’s wife unless their family were millionaires, and then Mom would be happy—you know what I mean? Look, I was supposed to be a doctor. There was constantly innuendo in this culture implying “not good enough.” Jewish mothers—it’s not just a thing, it’s true. There comes a time when you’ve got to cool them out. We know this, Lewis. It has terrible negative aspects, this stifling kind of love. You just wish they could be your friend and tolerate you becoming an adult. But they can’t. They are too tied umbilically to you and to what you become. That’s why the doctor/lawyer thing is so important to them. It was part of the dream to have their son be a doctor and make a lot of money.


  Lew: What age were you when you first started thinking about being a doctor?


  Dave: Ten, eleven years old. I started reading books—especially Understanding Surgery, a pocket book edited by Robert E. Rothenberg. I read it from cover to cover. I knew what kind of anesthesia to use—I was into it.


  Lew: And what got you interested? Going to see the doctor? Did your parents ever say to you, “You should do this?” Did it come up explicitly?


  Dave: Implicitly—what I just said. That’s what I mean. Jewish families wanted their sons to be a doctor: “My son, the doctor.” And whether it was said or not, there was of course, the “you’re going to go to college” bit. By the way, when the music started happening and I started playing gigs at thirteen or fourteen years old, it was with positive reinforcement from my mother: “You’ll earn money on the weekend to get yourself through medical school.” This was the premise.


  Lew: As opposed to “this is your main thing”?


  Dave: Music is just a hobby. But you can make money from it, so it’s even better than a hobby. The whole premise of your life was leading toward going to medical school. The truth is that at that stage, around eleven to thirteen years old, I did want to be an orthopedic surgeon. What else? After all, those are the guys I knew—like I described, the guy in the white coat who had all the answers. The truth is if it wasn’t for Coltrane, I probably would have been a doctor. I would have been a damn good doctor—I know I could have been. Years later, when I had a stage we’ll get to, considering becoming a lawyer in the eighties, part of it was: “You know what? I could have been good. I’m good at other things. I know I am.” I could have done other things. Sure enough, when sometimes things weren’t going great with the music, I would say to my mother, “I’m struggling a little bit,” and she would say: “You should have done that. You would have been great. You should have done that.” And sometimes I would say: “You know what, Mom? You’re not wrong.” Sometimes parents know best, in some ways that you don’t consider.


  Lew: So, you got into music how?


  Dave: Piano lessons, because it was de rigueur. That’s what a young person did in a Jewish home. There was always a piano in the living room in Jewish homes and in this case my mother played piano as a hobby—she played classical. We had an upright piano.


  Lew: You don’t remember a name on the piano—what brand?


  Dave: Aeolian or Acrosonic? She would play “Für Elise.” She took lessons as a kid. Once in a while, she would sit down—not every day, just once in a while. My father, he liked to sing along with Caruso—and he loved Tchaikovsky, I remember. I have the LP still—Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony with Toscanini on the cover conducting the New York Philharmonic. He liked to listen to classical. Meanwhile I loved early rock and roll. I cannot tell you where it started, but I was so into it that I had my own Top 25 list of the week. I still have the lists, like: “Jerry Lee Lewis moved from three to one.” I was a fanatic. I collected forty-fives. My very oldest friend has them now. I was a rock-and-roll freak and Elvis Presley was my number-one hero.


  Lew: Now, around what age would you say this was?


  Dave: This is “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Rock Around the Clock”—eight years old, I guess, in ’54, ’55—the beginning of rock and roll. Maybe it was because I was sick, because of the radio—I don’t know. Martin Block’s Make Believe Ballroom was a big radio show for me. I didn’t find out until later that Martin Block used to do big dances and stuff in the thirties and forties. I didn’t know anything about it. On Saturday he used to have the Top 25 and I listened to it from nine to twelve in the morning. And then of course all of the early groups, like the Monotones, the Del-Vikings, “Earth Angel” with the Penguins, etc. This is when I first heard the tenor saxophone because a lot of these singles had little solos: “Come Go with Me” (sings tune), then “Earth Angel” (sings tune), which was my brother’s favorite song.


  We were rock and rolled out. That’s where it came from. I loved the tenor sax. I’m sure I said, “I want to play the tenor sax.” My mother says: “You’ve got to take two years of piano before you can play any instrument of your choice.” Now, this is nine or ten years old. I started piano lessons with a neighborhood teacher, Luba Galperin. “Luba the tuba” I used to call her—big old Russian. I did “Für Elise,” “Spinning Song,” Mozart, and all that. I practiced every day. No big deal, no great talent, but I played the pieces. Finally after two years, because my mother would always tell this story, I said, “A deal’s a deal.” I continued for one more year, and then finally got to saxophone—well actually the clarinet, which we’ll get to as part of the story. The main point was, I remember her saying that if you know the piano, you will understand music. You have to remember that in the Jewish home, music had a certain significance. That’s why so many violin players, clarinet, etc., are Jewish. Music meant culture, pure and simple. Classical music was culture—it was part of the European tradition. You were being cultured when you studied music. Remember, basically Jews did not excel in sports. That was the thing—music had a place in that milieu of high culture.


  Lew: Were you a radio listener in general before rock, or was that what got you into it?


  Dave: Radio was on a lot in those days because they didn’t have TV in the kitchen. There was one TV in the living room, which couldn’t be moved because it was gigantic, like a piece of furniture. But in everybody’s kitchen there was a radio. It wasn’t news or talk shows in those days. It was dramas like the Saga of Helen Trent or whatever. These were daytime programs that would be on like a series. And music—Kate Smith—she was this big chick singer who went to television eventually. And of course, Lawrence Welk. This was what we grew up with. Music was like fine culture. We didn’t have wine—remember, Jews didn’t drink by and large. Music was the THING. If religion wasn’t a big deal, which in our house it wasn’t, what linked you to European culture? Bach. Mozart. Beethoven. Brahms. So, piano was a cultural thing as well as a hobby.


  Lew: And the teacher, she would come to your place?


  Dave: No. I went to Miss Galperin’s. It was on 9th Street, between Avenues K and L, right across from the schoolyard of P.S. 99, where I went to elementary school. I would do an hour lesson once a week and took part in little concerts and recitals. But I wanted that tenor from rock and roll, that solo on “Rock Around the Clock,” the stuff that Duane Eddy’s saxophonist was playing, and so on. Piano went on for two to three years. And, thank God. It was the absolute best decision ever in my life that anybody ever made for me. To this day, thank you, Mom. Because without that, I wouldn’t be the musician I am, or maybe not even be in music.


  Lew: That’s how you can see the superimposed triads?


  Dave: To say the least! That’s right, exactly. Music is very visual for me through the keyboard.


  Lew: So, you got the sax. I mean, she was good for her word.


  Dave: Finally, yes, but clarinet first, because of the belief in those days that you had to play clarinet before saxophone because it was harder.


  Lew: She actually said this?


  Dave: She called somebody. The teacher said it’s advisable to start on clarinet first because I’m going to play clarinet at some point. I don’t know where this philosophy came from, where we were suddenly playing “doubles” at twelve years old. I mean, I wasn’t even going to be a musician. I just wanted to play saxophone! I ended up at a little neighborhood school run by this family, the Bromleys, on 17th Street, between Cortelyou and Beverley Roads in Brooklyn. Faye Bromley, the mother, just died, but I spoke to her throughout the last years when she lived with her son. She was always happy to talk to me because, after all, I was one of the students from the school who went on to have a life in music. I spent all Saturday mornings there for the next few years from age twelve or thirteen—three lessons, eventually. First, clarinet/saxophone with Nat Shapiro, who sure enough started me on clarinet and then eventually saxophone. The second hour, I went to piano with Mr. Buster Bromley and learned chords. And the third hour was combo, with the son, Eric Bromley, who eventually went to Juilliard but ultimately didn’t pursue a career in music. He played good, I remember, and was the first guy I saw play jazz. He would have all of the kids together in a combo and we would play from these books called Combo Orks, which were little half books with standard tunes—“I’m in the Mood for Love,” I remember—all of the harmony written out, so three saxophones could play in thirds and everything.


  Lew: Who would be in this combo?


  Dave: Neighborhood kids. I don’t remember any of them.


  Lew: How about instrumentation?


  Dave: Drummer, piano player, saxophones, trumpet maybe—you know, twelve-year-olds. Between combos on the hour Eric and his assistant would play, he on the saxophone and his assistant on drums. They would just start burning out. Now I’m putting my horn away or getting ready for my lesson, or my parents are picking me up, or I’m waiting for the next kids to come in, etc. I was mystified because it was the first time I saw anybody move their fingers without music in front of them.


  This is really what it comes down to. In the end, something that gets your interest as a kid is usually about speed, energy. It’s not that he played great deep lines with fantastic harmony. I wouldn’t know what a great line was anyway, at that point. But here’s a guy, eyes closed, no sheet music, and fast! That was the first jazz I saw, around twelve/thirteen years old. This is just me seeing it in this little break between classes. I was pretty good, I guess, and got to know him. So this is my Saturday mornings, nine to twelve, every Saturday.


  Lew: Because you were into rock so much before you took up the sax, did you try playing a few of those tunes?


  Dave: No. I never played them, and I never even realized that most of rock in those days was blues. I didn’t realize that “Hound Dog” was a blues or that other tunes from that period were. I didn’t even know what a blues was although I was singing Elvis tunes. I once sang Tennessee Ernie Ford’s “Sixteen Tons” at an assembly in the fourth grade—a capella! I was into this rock stuff big time. I knew every word, but I didn’t know anything was a blues.


  Lew: And you didn’t really have the concept that “I’m going to learn this at the piano.”


  Dave: No, and it wasn’t like I wanted to be in a rock band, but I did get into this combo thing. It’s a cute story. Mrs. Bromley used to get the students gigs at resorts in the Catskills in upstate New York. At thirteen years old, during July and August 1959, I played at a hotel in the mountains as a professional musician making $15 a week with my first band, which remained together for the next six years. The other guys were one year older than me—they were fourteen. The piano player was Mike Garson, the drummer was Bobby Katz—he’s a psychiatrist in New York now—and the bass player was Gary Zehner, who committed suicide much later on. I’m still in touch with Garson, who played a lot with David Bowie and other rock groups, getting a rep as like the Cecil Taylor of rock pianists or something like that. He lives in L.A. He’s the first guy I ever really played jazz with. Somehow we formed this group and Mrs. Bromley got us a job at the Cedar Hill Hotel, which was really a bungalow colony in South Fallsburg, New York. We slept two to a bed, two beds to a room, and played in a small hall for the bungalow colony every night for an hour and a half.


  People danced and schmoozed—on Friday and Saturday there was a show. That was when I first started to read show music for a comedian and singer. It was called “cutting a show.” Of course, we were at the lowest level. This wasn’t the Concord or Grossingers, the big hotels in the Catskills, but we were working in this top resort area for an absolutely Jewish clientele. So, here I am, sort of making money, playing in a tuxedo already—and joining the union. My mother took me to 52nd Street, up to the Musicians’ Union, the famous Local 802, which is today on 48th Street. “My son wants to join the union.” The guy goes, like, “How old is he?” “Fourteen.” “Hmm, okay. Play a song.” I think I played “The Lady Is a Tramp.” He says: “Play a C major scale.” I did it. “Okay. That’s $120. You’re in the union.” I was in the union at fourteen years old! Imagine, now I’m getting an identity— I’m a person. I’m not a sports guy, I’m not a gang guy, I’m a professional musician at fourteen years old— man!


  Lew: As far as getting your first band together . . .


  Dave: I remember meeting Mike Garson very clearly. This has got to be the beginning of high school, so I am thirteen or fourteen. A friend of mine invited me to his audition with a rock band in the ’hood. I even remember the name of the drummer, Steve Gittleman. They were kind of rough-and-tough guys. My friend Elliot played first and then somehow I took his horn and got the job. He never let me forget that. So, I joined this first little band and the piano player was Mike Garson. By now, I had been in Bromley Studios in a combo for a while and I knew something. I knew that the piano player doesn’t play the melody with you—they comp! C-o-m-p (accompany with chords). So we’re playing and Mike’s playing the melody with me. I go, “Mike, you don’t do this.” And he said, “Well, what do I do?” I said: “You comp.” He said: “What do you mean?” Remember, I played piano a bit, so I showed him. That was the beginning of our relationship. He was my first close musical friend.


  Gary and Bobby came through Mike. When Mrs. Bromley got me the gig, we named it the Impromptu Quartet. My first band—what a name. Now I needed a stage name. This is the time when everyone changed their names, especially in the fifties, ’cause you didn’t want to have an easily identifiable name as a Jew. So, I thought, David Liebman sounds a little too square and I needed a calling card saying something like “Music for All Occasions,” with my address and phone number. After all, this is part of being in the union and being a big shot, right? I picked “David Leeds.” So, my first card is “David Leeds, Music for All Occasions.” I’m fourteen and I’ve got my own card. It’s classic.


  Lew: So, you’re up in the Catskills and you’re playing for shows. Do these cats, the comedian or whatever, do they come with music and give it to you?


  Dave: Yes, yes. You rehearse at four in the afternoon and play the show at night. They’re doing three or four of them in the night, basically going from one to the other in this area, nine o’clock there, maybe eleven at another place.


  They’re carrying tattered music, handwritten, Scotch-taped, food all over it. Of course there’s a lot of ethnic music, especially the Jewish thing with the clarinet. I’m already playing flute by then also. We worked the Catskills for the next five, six years, going up the line to better hotels as we got better. The Catskills is a whole other story in itself because that’s really where I first started playing jazz on nights off and after the gig. That’s where I first heard Arnie Lawrence play and Eddie Daniels, to name two known guys on the sax, because they were in the big hotels. We would go afterward to a club or a bar and cats would be playing. After the gig, when people were gone, they would jam, sometimes in the nightclub itself. These were New York–based musicians, up-and-coming jazz/studio-type players.


  They would jam for themselves and anybody hanging out. There was a famous jam session every Thursday night at the Homowack Hotel in Ellenville or maybe nearby Spring Glen, New York. The nightclub would stay open, and Arnie Lawrence, who was the leader of the show band at the Homowack, led the jam session. I remember trying to sit in, which finally happened one summer. This was really the beginning for me, hearing live jazz right in front of my eyes with the other young cats.


  We couldn’t wait to play. We were a little clique. Trumpeter Steve Satten was one of the first guys I worked a lot with, and pianist Mitch Kerper, drummer Donny Fried, who sang real well. These were all talented guys from New York with whom I played in the Catskills, and around New York we played club dates (private parties, bar mitzvahs, weddings; known as “casuals” in L.A. and as G.B.—general business gigs—in Boston). We were also playing jazz and trying to figure it out. These were my hanging buds in these years. Afterward you would end up at an all-night diner. I always had French toast and a Coca-Cola, getting a reputation for wolfing it down in under two minutes. What a life!


  Lew: So, you went to the Catskills during the summers for six years, from 1959 through the summer of 1965?


  Dave: Not only that but weekends because the season started at Passover and went through Yom Kippur. So, you were there almost every weekend from April through October. It was a way of life. Friday afternoon, after school, we would drive up—can’t remember who drove— getting there in time for the show. On Saturday night you would split after the gig and everybody would meet on Route 17 at the Big Apple rest stop and have coffee, getting back to the city by around three or four in the morning. This was really a way of making a living. In the summers you lived there full-time, from basically July 4th weekend. The four of us shared a room, two to a bed. Your last night was Labor Day eve. Everybody would go home on Labor Day, that Monday. The highway was mobbed. It was the end of the summer because regular school started the next day in New York.


  Lew: So, the roads would be full of all the vacationers going home.


  Dave: For sure. Folks who had spent the whole summer in the Catskills were most of them. A lot of people were there for the whole summer. The husbands worked in the city and came up on the weekends while the mothers would take the kids, who would be in these day camps, which is where my father worked during summers when I was a kid. Remember, teachers had the summer off, so we would be up there with the family all summer. My father was in charge of the day camp at a hotel and my mother would do arts and crafts. So, I was in the Catskills already as a kid in the summers before the music thing started. This was one of the advantages of being a schoolteacher in New York—you had the whole summer off. From age eight to when I started playing, it was like another home for me to go to the Catskills in the summer time.


  Lew: Now, would you be in the camp when you were younger?


  Dave: Sure. The big thing for me was swimming. Here we go with Franklin Roosevelt again. The best thing you could do for physical therapy was swim. I remember in my early summers—this is five, six, seven years old—my mother took me to Brighton Beach in Coney Island, near where we lived, every day. Often at seven in the morning I would take swimming lessons. When you see a picture of Brighton Beach with those chairs lined up, that’s us. You would have a cabana—a place to put your clothes, a shower stall, whatever—and you could lock your stuff up in a locker. We spent all day there because she wanted me to swim. At some point when I was about ten or eleven, we went to Florida for the whole summer so that I could really swim because there you could swim five, six hours a day and you didn’t get cold. In the Catskills you got cold quickly because the water was basically freezing most of the year. I remember Florida well because I was in bad shape that summer. I couldn’t walk too well; things weren’t good for my leg. Sure enough, in Florida that summer I swam six to eight hours a day. We stayed at a motel called the Garden of Allah around 64th Street off of Collins Avenue in Miami Beach. The big thing was that I could swim as much as possible—swim, swim, swim.


  My mother said I got much better. Look, I could move my legs in the water, which has to be good. The whole belief with rehabilitation was that it was just a matter of getting strength back. Oh sure, there was the big operation to really fix it up, but physical therapy was considered a cure for everything. The rap was your muscles are just weak, they’re not nonexistent; they’re just weak, so, therefore, physical therapy. I had a sandbag in my bedroom, rigged up by my father with a pulley screwed into the wall under the window. I would attach the rope to my leg, lying in bed across the room, and I would pull up the sandbag, like a couple of feet if I could—anything to get my leg working. So, swimming was also a big part of my summers and a big goal of my parents.


  Lew: So, your Mom ran the arts and crafts.


  Dave: Yeah. When my brother got older, he would be a counselor. Otherwise, he was also a camper. I remember one place—the Mayfair Hotel.


  Lew: That’s where the camp was?


  Dave: That’s one I remember. There were camps that had Jewish-themed activities, but we weren’t part of that. This had nothing to do with that. These were hotels where mothers and children basically stayed for the whole summer. The fathers would come up on Friday and leave on Sunday. You know, they had their day gigs. My first girlfriend was up there, not counting Liliane Mager, my first crush in elementary school. I learned to dance in the Catskills. It was a big part of my upbringing.


  Lew: You remember that first girlfriend?


  Dave: Ellen. We danced to Sal Mineo singing “Start Movin’.” Somehow I was a pretty good dancer. For some reason, I could dance, even with the brace, early on. I did the Lindy. This was the beginning of Dick Clark’s American Bandstand show on TV, which I watched every day. There was this chick on the show that everyone dug—Justine, the blonde, and Bob, her boyfriend. Justine was my first “teen crush”—blonde Justine from American Bandstand, which took place in Philly at three o’clock every day with guests like Chubby Checker doing the Twist, or Dion and the Belmonts, whoever would be on. It ended at four p.m. and I watched it religiously. Like I said, I knew every tune.


  Lew: So your first girlfriend was Ellen.


  Dave: Ellen was a Catskills summer thing. Because in the Catskills you always had little summer flings. We were teenagers. She taught me the New York Lindy, which was different from the Philadelphia Lindy. The Philly Lindy had a different spin to it which I knew from watching American Bandstand. I remember there was a distinction in the way you start—I can almost do it here—I can kind of remember, the way you’re swinging your partner or something like that. It was a big thing, dancing, because it was a big part of your teenage persona—to be a good dancer was a big thing. That was like one of the trademarks of being cool, along with the leather jacket and the “DA” hair—you know, looking like a duck’s ass with everything back from the part in your hair, and the rest maybe a little fringed or whatever, as well of course slicked back like Elvis with cream or gel stuff. The black leather jacket and Garrison belt were important. The belt was illegal because it was more than three fingers’ width. It was basically a black leather belt with a pretty big buckle.


  Lew: Why would a belt be illegal?


  Dave: It was a weapon. The gangs used to use it to beat you, so it was outlawed. The whole thing was the images we got from James Dean and to some extent Brando—throw in a motorcycle vibe and there you go. This whole image is the fifties! This is what I’m saying earlier about my brother, who was dealing with this crap. I’m younger, looking up to it. When you’re ten, you’re not dealing with it directly, but you’re looking up to the images of a teenage boy who is ahead of you. My brother was dealing directly with this macho crap—you know what I mean? It’s interesting because it’s more than just that they were the first modern actors or whatever when you study acting history. It was the sexual thing and that screwed up straight America, which is and was so hung up on sex. Chest exposed, provocative tight clothes, black leather coat, sunglasses, motorcycle—you know, threatening. Let me put it this way: This is not Clark Gable or Humphrey Bogart in a suit with a beautiful hat on. These are cats with jeans, a black jacket with a belt, and motorcycle boots—the whole deal.


  Every period has its way of rebelling in dress, behavior, mores, etc. I was after the James Dean era. By my time in the 1960s it became marijuana. I remember, in probably 1962, I had to work under a different name because you had to be sixteen for working papers. That summer I was “Mike Shorr.” He was a guy from my high school who was older and was cool with me using his name for the working papers since my sixteenth birthday was in September, after the summer. I don’t remember the exact details, but certainly we did what we had to do and security wasn’t like now. You could slide through.


  Lew: So, it wasn’t like a stage name in this case. It was actually an assumed identity.


  Dave: Yeah, exactly. Mike gave me his birth certificate. We actually got in touch a few years ago for a little coffee. “Mike, do you remember when I was you for a summer?” “Yes, yes. I gave you . . .” I think he might’ve been the first guy I smoked pot with in high school. He was a hanging kind of guy, a little different than the others. I remember one day we were on Ocean Parkway right where we lived in Brooklyn and went into the lobby of an apartment house where the buzzers are. As I recall that was the first time I smoked marijuana.


  Lew: At that time, would you say that smoking pot—how common was it? Was it a certain group that mostly did it?


  Dave: It was absolutely uncommon. It was, of course, as I found out, more or less musicians only. It had definitely not leaked through to the real world. Mike was a rebel kind of guy as I remember it. It did become more common in a few years.


  Lew: Tell me about the pot bust in the Catskills.


  Dave: We were dressed up and as the gigs got better, the more dressed up I had to be. Around 1963, a good gig was this one place we worked called Schenk’s Paramount in South Fallsburg, where we played opposite Larry Harlow’s quintet.


  Lew: Larry Harlow, the famous Latin bandleader?


  Dave: Yes, with Mark Weinstein, who now plays flute.


  Lew: He’s a friend of mine—we’ve played together. He also got a Ph.D. and is a professor teaching logic and philosophy at Montclair State University in New Jersey!


  Dave: He was a trombone player at that time. And the drummer’s name was Philly Newsome, I think. They were a real band. So, we, the Impromptu Quartet, are the so-called jazz band, and Larry is the Latin band, because in those days every club had two groups.


  Lew: It was like a Latin combo?


  Dave: Yes—for people to dance, cha-cha, mambo, rumba. And the legendary trombonist Barry Rogers was with Eddie Palmieri at Brown’s hotel, and he used to come by in the late hours for jam sessions at Schenk’s. That club in Schenk’s got busted one night by the FBI for pot. I remember the whole scene, which of course was kind of scary for us. We were young kids; these were men. These were real guys, real New York cats who were in their twenties while we were sixteen years old, more or less. One night, I think in August, about one in the morning a whole bunch of suited cats come in to the bar: “Put your hands on the wall.” The lights go on, the whole deal.


  Lew: At that moment you guys weren’t performing?


  Dave: I don’t know, but we were there because we shared the stage with Larry till 3:00a.m. every night—forty minutes on, then forty off while his band played, something like that. So, they go through the instrument cases. One guy at a time could leave after they checked your clothing. Harlow was one of the ones who was allowed to leave.


  Lew: Did they go through your cases, too?


  Dave: Everybody in that room was shaken down. For some reason, my bass player, Gary, who was a little bit of a wild character, I don’t know how he got picked or whatever, but one cop took him and me back to our room. Anyway, Gary said that he or we had pot. I don’t remember—maybe they pressured him and set it up. Look, we’re sixteen, seventeen years old. Anyway, we go back to the room, and sure enough, he opens the drawer of the dresser and under the socks he’s got some pot. Cop says: “Where did you get this?” Gary says, “Larry H.” Now, somehow—I don’t know how this happened—I am selected to go with the cops to the bungalow colony where Larry is living for the summer with his kid and wife. I don’t remember all of this in detail, but as far as I recall they apprehended him right there in the morning, and I didn’t see him for the rest of the summer—Newsome led the Latin group after that. I found out later that Harlow spent three months in the county jail. I think it was in the papers—a big scene: “FBI Busts Pot Ring in Catskill Resort.” This is in the sixties, pre–Easy Rider. You’re up in the Catskills in South Fallsburg, Sullivan County, New York State! I mean, this is country beyond country.


  Lew: And selling it to a minor—


  Dave: You dig? This was a scandal. I remember it. That was basically the end of the summer. We did play till Labor Day.


  Lew: Now, you didn’t own any pot?


  Dave: I guess we smoked it. I don’t remember. We were just kids. I didn’t do much; I was smoking cigarettes here and there, and I wasn’t drinking. We did what was around. I was a good Jewish middle-class kid. I was on the road to being successful, you know, so you didn’t do that stuff. You didn’t want to mess up; you wouldn’t do that to your parents—you get the picture. We were taught a moral code and we were supposed to follow. You were expected to be a good kid and not fool around. Do your job, get a good job, be a doctor, etc., etc. My parents were not so strict, but the message was clear.


  Lew: At that point—this is still high school going into college—you were still thinking “doctor”?


  Dave: Yes, but gradually, music teacher. Being a doctor devolved into music teacher once I saw that I didn’t want to go through with the whole eight-year-plus medical school thing. Of course, the other thing was that I was getting into music then.


  Lew: You were in high school. Let’s get back to the school year now.


  Dave: I went from K to 8 at P.S. 99, followed directly by high school at Lafayette High School, Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. The thing about Lafayette was that there were two main high schools in our area, Lafayette and Midwood. In those days, you were assigned to a school based on your residence—no choices—unless you got into Brooklyn Tech or Stuyvesant, those special schools that you were tested for where my brother went. Lafayette was mostly Italian and had a bad rap, while Midwood was predominantly Jewish and considered better—right around the block from Brooklyn College. Lafayette was in Bensonhurst, which is still an enclave of Italian guys, some runners, some captains. In a way, the Bensonhurst neighborhood was like The Sopranos. The dividing line between the “bad” Bensonhurst and the “good” Midwood neighborhood was Avenue L. The streets in that area of Brooklyn were an alphabetical grid system with letters and numbers. So, which side of Avenue L you were on determined the high school you would go to. My house was on the “wrong” side! The discussion for families like mine was, should we use somebody else’s address or do some shady business or whatever so that the kid could go to the so-called better school, meaning Jewish! In those days, you could get away with things—so the first thought was how to get “sonny boy” David into Midwood. Ultimately my parents decided that if I went to Lafayette, I would be in the advanced/honors/A.P. (Advanced Placement) track, and so on, whereas in Midwood there would be a lot of competition because you’re in with kids all like yourself. So, I went to Lafayette, which had six thousand students. It was the third biggest school in the world at that time, or something like that. It had three different sessions with students starting at different times, going on all day from I think 7:00a.m. till 4:00p.m.


  Remember, I was born in 1946—the biggest birth year in the history of mankind—the so-called Baby Boomers. When I graduated from high school in 1964, there were twenty-five hundred kids in my graduating class. I tell people this and they can’t believe it. Some towns are not as big as twenty-five hundred! But, of course, we, the good kids, were about a hundred and on a completely different track from the twenty-four hundred who were earning what was called either a general or commercial diploma. Commercial was basically vocational training I believe, a trade. General was just get in and out, and academic was us—going on to college; once again, basically the Jews for whom a college education was culturally mandatory.


  Music became a big thing for me there. The music department had six hundred kids involved—orchestra, concert band, dance band. A big show called Sing happened every year, and I was the bandleader for several shows. One time we did the music of South Pacific, meaning using the songs but with our own words to fit the story line, whatever that was. I had to write parts out and organize the music in a six- to eight-person group, gaining a lot of experience. And I was in the dance band, again with my first musical friend, Mike Garson, on piano, and I met the older guys who first took me to Birdland, the jazz club in Manhattan. On my website you can see a program from 1962, my last semester of high school, where I am listed as vice-president of the senior band—the concert band—and co-leader of the dance band.


  High school—it’s a big deal in a kid’s life because it’s coming of age. After all, high school is the first time that you think you know who you are, at least a little. Everything before this was for me basically polio, elementary school, and kid stuff with a high level of attachment to your home. High school is when your friends become your milieu.


  So, now I’m the normal high school kid who is being exposed to everything, which in my case means of course music. Now is the chance to finally use music. In line with the Catskills gigs, which are coinciding with normal high school, music became more important. I was “the musician.” That’s my status. Every high school kid yearns for something to set them apart. I’m also starting to feel different because I limped and the girl thing starts to become a real pain in the butt. Now you get into troubled waters like any teenager does. In my case as I mentioned, it had seemed till then that the polio stuff was not a big personal deal, at least apparently. Now, as a teenager, I could sort of feel the effects of it on a personal level.


  It was the music that saved my ass. That’s the truth. It gave something that set me apart from everybody else. Look, I couldn’t take part in sports. Although I did sports, I couldn’t be on the football team, and as we know, sports is a big deal at this age. More important is how you looked and all the jock crap. It was high school, in Brooklyn, New York City, with thousands of other kids, competition on every front. The whole scene at that age was definitely ratcheted up a lot from my younger years. Thank God for the music!
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