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	The whole story of his childhood, which is far different than the one he invented.

	His beginnings as a skinny kid crooner who caused a bobby sox craze.

	His relationships with Harry James and Tommy Dorsey.

	His climb to the top as a singer and movie star—and the scandal, violence, and mood swings that followed.

	His trail of broken marriages to Nancy Sinatra, Ava Gardner, and Mia Farrow.

	His womanizing with the famous and unknown.

	The inside story of the rise and fall of the Rat Pack.

	His friendships with powerful Mafia figures.

	His public and private displays of verbal and physical abuse, both with and without his notorious bodyguards.

	His wildly lavish displays of generosity toward friends and charities.

	The vast influence that extended into the White Houses of numerous administrations.

	The magnetism and charm that drew huge audiences and continue to capture our imaginations today.
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To Stanley Tretick,
whose tireless efforts on behalf of this book
disprove his theory that photographers are a shiftless lot.
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“Reputation is what men and women think of us;
Character is what God and angels know of us.”

—Thomas Paine




INTRODUCTION

Frank Sinatra, who never learned to read music, liked to describe himself as a saloon singer. At the age of seventy he was still straddling his bar stool, if a little shaky. By then “The Voice,” as bobby-soxers called him, had passed the pinnacle of his artistic powers and could no longer make you hear nightingales sing in Berkeley Square. Still he insisted on performing, even though he stumbled on stage, forgot lyrics, and could not read the teleprompters in front of him.

On his seventy-fifth birthday he kicked off a seventy-five-city diamond jubilee world tour that he barely completed. Yet four years later, he scored his biggest musical coup in a decade with “Frank Sinatra: Duets I” and “Frank Sinatra: Duets II,” comprised of signature songs that he recorded by himself in studio. His partners—including Barbra Streisand, Tony Bennett, Aretha Franklin, U2’s Bono, Natalie Cole, and Carly Simon—also recorded separately, matching their voices to his. Smart digital technology combined the solos into duets that made the Billboard charts and sold more than 3.7 million copies in the U.S. alone. The following year Sinatra celebrated his eightieth birthday at the Shrine Auditorium watching Ray Charles, Little Richard, Natalie Cole, and Salt-N-Pepa sing his songs. By then he was falling into the clutches of Alzheimer’s.

Unlike his friend Cary Grant, who stopped making movies when he aged beyond matinee idol status, Frank Sinatra continued performing well past his prime. He needed the adulation and applause that had been his since 1942, when he first started singing at the Paramount Theater. “It gives me a high,” he said. His son, Frank, Jr., said his father would become “a dribbling madman” were he to retire. Despite fifty-eight films, Frank Sinatra was more singer than movie star, so for him to stop singing was to stop living. “Whatever else has been said about me personally is unimportant,” he once said. “When I sing, I believe I’m being honest.”

He hated growing old: wearing a hearing aid, losing his hair and most of his memory. He tried to run away from death, but throughout the 1990s he was forced to say good-bye to many he loved most. Ava Gardner died in London in 1990 and was buried in North Carolina under a wreath that said: “With my love, Francis.” Her memoir, published a few months later, recounted their turbulent marriage with its abortions, pistol-shooting sprees, screaming obscenities, and flying ashtrays, but through it all she said they remained “lovers eternally.” Months later Sammy Davis, Jr., died wearing the enormous gold Cartier watch Frank had given him. When Jilly Rizzo was killed by a drunk driver in 1992, Frank buried him next to Dolly and Marty Sinatra in the family’s plot in Palm Springs. The toughest farewell came on Christmas day, 1995, when his paisan, Dean Martin, died. Sinatra would not attend the funeral. Some said it was because he was still angry at Dean for bowing out of a Rat Pack tour that Frank had staged to distract him from the death of his son, Dino; others said it was because Frank could not bear to be seen breaking down in public. “The death of so many old friends has taken its toll,” said his wife, Barbara.

Equally difficult was the public humilitation he suffered when the Wall Street Journal published personal details of his family’s ugly fight over his $200 million estate. The front page article was entitled “Love and Marriage: Sinatra’s Wife and Kids Battle over Frank Inc. While His Health Slips” with subheadlines reading “Tough-talking Tina Feels She’s Keeper of Flame and Dishes, Ties, Sauce” and “Who Owns Which Records.” Pathetically, Sinatra had begged Tina not to let him “wind up on a coffee mug.” The article left the impression of greedy children impatient for their dead father’s shoes. Even Sinatra said he was “disgusted.”

Portraying herself as the guardian of the Sinatra image, Tina, who was given to saying, “I am Frank Sinatra,” began marketing Frank Sinatra champagne, ties, belt buckles, pens, cigars, souvenir plates, pasta sauces, T-shirts, posters, calendars, and hats. She claimed control over various recordings which she relicensed for distribution. She reissued Sinatra videos, Sinatra boxed albums, and Sinatra radio and television rights. She even went so far as to put her father on legal notice that he was not entitled to re-record some of his standards such as “My Way” and “New York, New York” for an album he dedicated to Barbara, “the love of my life,” to benefit the Barbara Sinatra Children’s Center at Eisenhower Medical Center in Palm Springs. Tina maintained that according to a signed agreement those Sinatra songs and royalties belonged to Sinatra’s children, not to his wife, or her charity. Representing her siblings, Tina let her father know that his name was their annuity, not Barbara’s. Neither Tina nor her sister, Nancy, ever accepted the former Las Vegas showgirl who gave Frank his most enduring marriage. Even more disapproving was Frank’s mother, the indomitable Dolly Sinatra, whose maid, Celia Pickell, cringed every time Dolly and Barbara were in the same room together.

“Dolly would say just horrid things to Barbara, and there was nothing none of us could do to stop her,” said Celia. “Dolly would say real loud, ‘I don’t want no whore coming into this family.’ ”

Rather than fly with Barbara to Frank’s Las Vegas opening on January 6, 1977, Dolly and her houseguest took a later plane from Palm Springs, which, tragically, slammed into the icy, unforgiving San Gorgonio Mountains. “My father was devastated by his mother’s death,” said Frank, Jr. “The days after were the worst I had known. He said nothing for hours at a time.… [W]atching the tears roll one by one down his face made me feel even more desolate than I had on the night the kidnappers dragged me out into the snow half-dressed.”

None of Frank’s children or his grandchildren attended his twentieth anniversary celebration in 1996 when he and Barbara renewed their wedding vows. His daughters had objected strenuously when their father said he wanted to formally adopt Barbara’s son, Robert Marx, because they knew that the Sinatra estate would then have to be divided among four children instead of three. They bullied their father mercilessly until, in the end, he deferred to their demands, but he did welcome into the family the out-of-wedlock son of Frank Jr., Michael Sinatra, so he would have a male to carry on his name.

Sinatra fought hard to hold on to his diminished life, pushing through diverticulitis, small strokes, two heart attacks, pneumonia, cancer of the urethra, and the long descent into dementia. He spent his last months at home in monogrammed silk pajamas without his silky toupee, sometimes asking “Where am I?… Who am I?” He loved listening to opera, especially Luciano Pavarotti. “I’m just a wop baritone,” he said. “This guy can really sing.” Toward the end, Quincy Jones said he spent many afternoons sitting by Frank’s bedside. In Jones’s autobiography he recalled that once when Frank berated his nurse, he looked at Jones, and said softly, “Q, I’m a pain in the ass, right?” Jones laughed. “Right. Yes—you are. You always have been, but I still love you, you blue-eyed mutha-trucka.” The end came on May 14, 1998, when Sinatra, 82, was rushed to Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los Angeles where he died of congestive heart failure at 10:50 P.M. with only his wife, Barbara, by his side.

America mourned the passing of its favorite Sicilian crooner. The casinos in Las Vegas stopped spinning for a minute in tribute; in New York City the top of the Empire State Building went blue; the tower of Capitol Records in Hollywood was draped in black, and The Good Shepherd Roman Catholic Church in Beverly Hills gave the thrice-divorced singer a holy mass and burial celebrated by Cardinal Roger Mahony. An only child who could not stand to be left alone, Frank was laid to rest in Palm Springs alongside his parents and his pal, Jilly Rizzo, in Desert Memorial Park under a headstone that read:


THE BEST IS YET TO COME
FRANCIS ALBERT SINATRA
1915†1998
BELOVED HUSBAND & FATHER



True to his own prophecy, Sinatra had outlived most of his enemies. “He vowed that he would spit on the grave of the New York columnist Lee Mortimer, who had dogged him about his ties to the Mafia,” said the actor Brad Dexter, a close Sinatra friend at one time, and the man who had saved him from drowning. “I’m ashamed to tell you that Frank did more than that when he got to the cemetery. He urinated on Mortimer’s grave. Afterwards he screamed, ‘I’ll bury the bastards. I’ll bury them all.’ ” In the end, skinny little Maggio, the character who won Sinatra his Academy Award in From Here to Eternity and resurrected his career, had triumphed over his tormentors.

“The bastards” were, for the most part, female journalists like Dorothy Kilgallen (New York Journal-American), Maxine Cheshire (The Washington Post), Barbara Walters (ABC-TV), and Liz Smith (New York Daily News), who reported the less savory aspects of Sinatra’s life. (Through the four years of researching this book, Liz Smith called me regularly with all sorts of Sinatra stories, mostly scurrilous. A few weeks before publication, Sinatra decided to make amends with the woman he demeaned on stage as “a dumpy, fat, ugly broad,” and referred to as “Lez” Smith. He invited her for drinks, she swooned, and Sinatra never had to read another negative word about himself in her gossip column.)

While he lambasted most journalists as “pimps and whores,” he had a few male favorites like Pete Hamill (New York Daily News), James Bacon (Los Angeles Herald-Examiner), and Larry King (CNN), all of whom did his bidding.

I became one of “the bastards” when I signed to write Sinatra’s biography. As an independent writer, I approached his life story without his permission or his approval. “If there’s one fact wrong in that book, that broad will spend the rest of her life in court,” he told James Bacon. But before I could write a word he had sued me for $2 million, saying that he and he alone—or someone he anointed—had the right to write his life story, a premise not recognized by U.S. courts. After a year of threats and intimidation he finally dropped his lawsuit, and I continued interviewing his friends, employees, and associates, plus musicians, movie stars, and mobsters like Moe Dalitz, who had known and worked with him over the years. I also interviewed a few Sinatra relatives, including his son, Frank Sinatra, Jr.

That interview, on January 15, 1983, remains a memorable experience. I was accompanied by my friend Stanley Tretick, the photographer, who said that in addition to taking snaps of Frank Sinatra, Jr., he would take a picture of me doing the interview. “When this book comes out, you’ll say you interviewed Frank Sinatra, Jr., and he’ll deny it because he’ll want to live another day. No one will believe you unless you produce a picture.” I thought Stanley was crazy because my notes and tapes would be sufficient proof.

We arrived at the Hyatt Regency Hotel in Washington, D.C., and Sinatra’s publicist took us to his suite. “Ol’ Brown Eyes,” as he called himself, invited us in and asked me to sit close to him so he wouldn’t have to strain his voice. He spoke softly and called me “hon.” Stanley walked around the room quietly taking pictures. The first hour went beautifully. Frank Sinatra, Jr., spoke candidly into my tape recorder about what it was like to be the only son of a world-famous singer. He talked about his father’s bodyguards, Joey Tomatoes and Jerry The Crusher. He did a few impersonations of Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis. Then he started talking about his father’s Las Vegas crime connections.

“You know, hon. I know a lot of those people. Do you know what I’m saying?”

“Those people? You mean mobsters?”

He hesitated a moment, and peered at me over his glasses. “I know what happened to Jimmy Hoffa.”

Winner, winner. Chicken dinner. I was about to get the answer to one of the biggest unsolved mysteries of the twentieth century. I fantasized about winning the Pulitzer Prize, even wondering what I should wear to collect journalism’s most coveted award. Then, just as the son of a man connected to organized crime leaned in to whisper his secret to me, a terrible clatter rattled the room. Stanley had dropped his cameras on the floor and slammed himself into a chair. “Well, for God’s sake, man,” he yelled. “Out with it. What happened to Jimmy Hoffa?”

Frank Sinatra, Jr., reared back like someone who had just been belted with a dose of common sense. “Hon” tried to keep the interview going but he waved me off. “No, no … I can’t talk to you anymore.… I can’t.… I’ve said too much already.” He literally ran out of the suite and locked himself in the bedroom. His publicist rushed us out the door.

It was several weeks before I spoke to my good friend the photographer and even then I was barely civil. But when the book was published I owed him the world. Because, exactly as he predicted, Frank Sinatra, Jr., denied talking to me. But God bless Stanley. He produced the picture that proved otherwise. And that picture was as validating as a Pulitzer Prize.

His father must have forgiven Frank, Jr., for talking to me because in the last years of his life—after Nelson Riddle, Gordon Jenkins, and Billy May had died—Sinatra let his son become his musical director. But even then they never became close. “I only see my father on stage,” Frank, Jr., said after one of their concerts. He had inherited the Sinatra name, some of the talent but, unfortunately, none of the charisma.

While His Way: The Unauthorized Biography of Frank Sinatra enjoyed great success in 1986, becoming number one on the New York Times bestseller list and selling over 1 million copies in hardback alone, it was not applauded by the Sinatra family, for it had opened doors that they had long kept locked.

Nancy and Tina immediately called reporters to denounce the book as “hearsay.” Their father said, “I never read it.… I don’t even talk about it.” The closest he came was on television when he railed about “pimps and prostitutes … parasites” who write “a lot of crap” for money. It was taboo, he told his family, to even mention my name. Milton Berle joked at the Friars Club, “Kitty Kelley wanted to be here tonight but an hour ago she tried to start her car.” Years later Tony Danza told me—seriously—that I was lucky to be alive. However, I never felt in danger, because I knew that Sinatra himself was praying for my safety. “I hope nothing happens to that goddamned broad, because if it does, I’ll be the first one blamed,” he told a friend.

“We nearly strangled on our pain and anger,” Nancy Sinatra said, reviling me as “The big C-word … I hate [Kitty Kelley].… If I ever met her, I don’t know what I’d do.…” She ranted for months on her website and was still ranting years later when she tried to jump-start her career at the age of 54 by posing nude for Playboy. “Don’t ask me any questions about that goddamned Kitty Kelley or her goddamned book,” she warned reporters. Tina Sinatra claimed that the book had made her father ill, causing him to undergo major colon surgery in 1986 for seven and a half hours, and to endure a temporary colostomy. Tellingly, she waited until her father was dead before she published her own book, which lacerated her father’s wife of 22 years as a grasping, gold-digging wench not worthy of the Sinatra name. To this day the women speak only through lawyers.

That His Way is again being published over ten years after Frank Sinatra’s death speaks to the enduring legacy of the man’s music, which continues to sell, and to his swaggering, snap-brim lifestyle, which continues to fascinate. No one has stepped forward to take his place as the interpreter of American popular music. Nor has anyone appeared who dares to live life as defiantly as Sinatra, who was despised for his cruelty, adored for his philanthropy, and feared for his power. In the years since his death even his well-documented crime connections seem to have enhanced his mystique. As if to corroborate their father’s mafia ties, Nancy and Frank Sinatra, Jr., each appeared in different episodes of HBO’s The Sopranos. The producers of the hit series hung Frank Sinatra’s mug shot in Tony Soprano’s office at the Bada Bing (Yes, Ol’ Blue Eyes was once arrested on a morals charge and jailed for three days). Movie directors continue to license his music as melodic striptease for their gangster films, and his picture inevitably appears in any film about the mafia.

More than any other singer of his time, this son of Italian immigrants exemplifies the rags-to-riches definition of the American dream. Beginning in Hoboken, New Jersey, His Way delineates the life of a young boy who sang his way to stupendous success, conquered Hollywood, lost his voice and his career, but rebounded to fame and riches. In later life he received the Medal of Freedom from a grateful president (Ronald Reagan), and as an old man he was presented with the Congressional Medal of Honor, the highest accolade America can bestow. Along the way there were triumphs and failures, both grandiose and gruesome. Rather than examining the music of Frank Sinatra, His Way illuminates the man behind the music, who once described himself as “an 18-karat manic-depressive who lived a life of violent emotional contradictions with an over-acute capacity for sadness as well as happiness.” As his biographer, I took him at his word and rode the roller coaster.

Kitty Kelley
September 2010


AUTHOR’S NOTE

I tried several times to interview Frank Sinatra for this book. Over a period of four years, I sent him several letters but received no response. I began calling and writing his publicist, Lee Solters. Again, no response. I then made several phone calls to Mr. Sinatra’s lawyer, Milton Rudin, and sent him several letters. On August 26, 1983, Mr. Rudin wrote me, saying he “would be willing to arrange an appointment” in his law office in Los Angeles. Apparently, he changed his mind.

On September 21, 1983, Frank Sinatra sued to stop this book from being published before a word was ever written. He filed suit in California seeking two million dollars in punitive damages from me for presuming to write without his authorization. He claimed that he and he alone, or someone he anointed, could write his life story, but no one else was allowed to do so. As he stated in his complaint: “Sinatra has, on numerous occasions, informed his friends and publicly stated that at such time as he decides is appropriate, he will ‘set the record straight’ as to many aspects of his life.”

He further claimed that I was misrepresenting myself as his official biographer to get “inside knowledge of the private aspects or events of [his] life.” Asserting that I was misappropriating his name and likeness for commercial purposes, he asked the court to issue an injunction.

Fortunately a national coalition of writers’ groups rose up to protest this action, claiming that Frank Sinatra’s lawsuit against me was an assault upon all writers’ constitutionally protected freedom of expression and should be dismissed on its face. In a joint statement they said: “The apparent goal behind Sinatra’s filing of this suit is to scare Ms. Kelley away from her investigation and, ultimately, to force her to scrap the book. Abuses of the judicial system such as these pose a serious threat to all writers.”

Calling Sinatra’s lawsuit “a chilling example of how a powerful public figure using money and influence can orchestrate what the public shall know about him,” the coalition focused public attention on the rights guaranteed to all Americans under the First Amendment, even those people not approved of by Mr. Sinatra.

For one year, Sinatra pursued his lawsuit. His allegations proved groundless, and on September 19, 1984, he dropped the matter.

The writers groups applauded his action. “The court’s dismissal of this meritless suit—at the request of Mr. Sinatra—is a victory for all writers and the public,” stated their press release. “It reaffirms the right of the public to be informed about the lives of influential public persons whether or not they approve of the writer and his or her approach.”

This coalition, which included the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, Sigma Delta Chi (Society of Professional Journalists), the Newspaper Guild, PEN, the American Society of Journalists and Authors, the National Writers Union, the Council of Writers Organizations, and Washington Independent Writers, mobilized quickly and effectively to offer their support. Without them, I could never have written this book.

I am also grateful for the editorial support I received from the New York Daily News and the Baltimore Sun as well as Jules Feiffer’s brilliant cartoon in The Village Voice. Joseph Foote and Ronald Goldfarb in The Washington Post, Liz Smith in the New York Daily News, and William Safire in The New York Times wrote eloquently that censorship, no matter how you dress it up, is constitutionally impermissible. Such distinguished commentary deploring Mr. Sinatra’s attempt at prior restraint emphasized how important the press considers its right to cover public figures without restriction. As the Baltimore Sun stated: “If all the public can learn of the person is what the person himself wants it to learn, then ours will become a very closed and ignorant society, unable to correct its ills, quite unlike what the drafters and subsequent generations of defenders of the free-speech First Amendment had in mind.”

During this time I received the good counsel of several lawyers, including my father, William V. Kelley, his law partner, Duane Swinton, and his former associate, Irene Ringwood, of Witherspoon, Kelley, Davenport & Toole in Spokane, Washington; my personal attorney, Benjamin L. Zelenko of Landis, Cohen, Rauh and Zelenko in Washington, D.C.; and my California attorneys, William W. Vaughn and Robert C. Vanderet of O’Melveny & Myers in Los Angeles.

To research my subject as throughly as possible, I began by trying to read everything ever written about Frank Sinatra, an enormous task considering a career that spans over forty years. Heather Perram, my research assistant, spent months gathering books, magazine articles, and newspaper clippings, which she diligently filed and cross-referenced. Later, Patti Pancoe helped index the 857 interviews I conducted, while Maya Picado tried to give my office some semblance of order.

Librarians across the country contributed their skills, and I am especially grateful to William Hifner of The Washington Post, Sunday Orme Fellows, formerly of The New York Times, Joe Wright of the Miami News, John Hodgson and Fred Schmidt of the New York Daily News, Homer Martin of the Bergen County Record, Marcy Marchi of Playboy, Judy Gerritts of the San Francisco Chronicle, Tom Lutgen, Nancy McKinney, Joyce Pinney, and Cecily Surace of the Los Angeles Times, Kay Shepard of the Los Angeles Herald Examiner, Vera Busanelli of the Paterson News and Hudson Dispatch (New Jersey), Judy Marriott of the Chicago Tribune, June Paramore of the Las Vegas Sun, Glenda Harris of the Las Vegas Review-Journal, Nan Stoddard of the St. Louis Post Dispatch, Merle Thomason of Women’s Wear Daily, Cecelia Weaver of the Sacramento Bee, Woody Wilson of Variety, Beryl Costello of the Brockton, Mass., Enterprise, Andy Eppolito of Newsday, Lucy Forcucci of the Palm Springs Public Library (Reference Room), Arlene Nevens of the Great Neck (New York) Library, Joyce Miller and Jeanne Smith of the Information Office of the Library of Congress, Virginia C. Lopiccolo of the College of Journalism of the University of South Carolina, and Joan Doherty of the New Jersey Room in the Jersey City Public Library.

I also received excellent research help from Simon Nathan and Heidi Stock in New York; Jerry MacKenzie, Michael May, and Louis Raino in New Jersey; Gloria N. Christopher in Minnesota; Miki Jameson in California; Jamie Raskin and Thomas F. Timberman at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Brandon Brodkin in Chicago.

Editors, writers, and reporters across the country contributed help and advice throughout the project, and I’m most grateful to Nathan Adams of Reader’s Digest; Jennifer Allen; Hollis Alpert; Larry Ashmead of Harper & Row; Lissa August of Time magazine in Washington; Jim Bellows of ABC-TV; Lowell Bergman of CBS-TV; Winnie Bonelli of the Hudson Dispatch; Myram Borders of the Reno Gazette Journal; Patricia Bosworth; Arlene Bouras of Playboy; William Brashler; Norma Lee Browning; Herb Caen of the San Francisco Chronicle; Barney Calame of the Wall Street Journal; Tony Capaccio, a Jack Anderson staff associate; Ben Cate, senior correspondent of Time magazine; Charles Champlin of the Los Angeles Times; Garry Clifford, Washington bureau chief of People; Robert Carl Cohen; Patsy Collins of KING-TV (Seattle); Morton Cooper; Bill Davidson and the late Muriel Davidson; Ned Day of KLAS-TV in Las Vegas; Al Delugach of the Los Angeles Times; Digby Diehl of the Los Angeles Herald Examiner; Mary Ann Dolan, executive editor of the Los Angeles Herald Examiner; Jim Drinkhall of the Wall Street Journal; Harlan Ellison; Mike Ewing; Larry Fields of the Philadelphia Daily News; Roland Flamini of Time magazine (Beirut); the late Ketti Fringe; Tom Frisbie of the Chicago Sun-Times; Nicholas Gage; Jeff Gerth of The New York Times; Vera Glaser of the Washingtonian; Norman Glubok of CBS News; Albert Goldman; Fred Laurence Guiles; Joyce Haber; Jim Harrington of the Brockton Enterprise (Mass.); Pete Hamill; Seymour Hersh; Paul L. Hoch; A. E. Hotchner; Beverly Jackson of the Santa Barbara News-Press; Jody Jacobs, former society editor of the Los Angeles Times; Orr Kelly of U.S. News & World Report; Arthur Knight; Larry Leamer; Barney Leason; Bettijane Levine of the Los Angeles Times; Peter Maas; Scott Malone; Waits May of Time magazine in Washington; Arthur Marx; Peter McKay of the London Daily Mail; Marianne Means of Hearst newspapers; Hank Messick; Dan Moldea; Roy Newquist; Phil Nobile of Forum; Mel Opotowsky and Jerry Uhrammer of the Press-Enterprise (Riverside, Calif.); Tom Pryor of Variety; St. Clair Pugh; Peter Ross Range; Barbara Raskin; Wendall Rawls; Rex Reed; Thomas C. Renner of Newsday; David Richards, drama critic of The Washington Post; John Riley; Jerome D. Rowland, formerly with the Chicago American; Mann Rubin; Murray Schumach; Vernon Scott of United Press International; Barbara Seaman; Art Seidenbaum of the Los Angeles Times; Martin Short; Nancy Siracusa of the Hudson Dispatch; Martha Smilgis of People magazine (Los Angeles bureau chief); Martin Smith of the Sacramento Bee; Malvina Stephenson of Knight-Ridder; Anthony Summers; Basil Talbott, Jr., of the Chicago Sun-Times; Gay Talese; Jack Tobin of Sports Illustrated; Wallace Turner of The New York Times; Denny Walsh of the Sacramento Bee; Wayne Warga; Benton J. (Jack) Willner, Jr., formerly with the Chicago Daily News; Paul Witteman of Time magazine (San Francisco bureau chief); and Maurice Zolotow.

I’m especially grateful to those writers who gave me their unpublished interviews for this book. My thanks to Ovid Demaris for his interview with Bobby Garcia; to David Horowitz for his interview with Milt Ebbins; to Bill Martin for his interview with Budd Granoff; and to Michael Thornton for his interviews with Ava Gardner. I’m also very grateful to Dick Partee for the hundreds of tapes he gave me of Frank Sinatra’s “tea breaks”—the intervals during his performances when he addresses personal remarks to his audience.

My thanks also to the presidential libraries of Franklin D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon B. Johnson, as well as the archivists of Hubert Humphrey’s papers at the Minnesota Historical Society. The oral histories at Columbia University and the University of Nevada-Reno in Las Vegas were most helpful, as was the assistance I received from the Mugar Memorial Library at Boston University. The information provided by the American Film Institute and the Margaret Hedrick Library of the Motion Picture Academy of Arts and Sciences in Los Angeles, the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center at the University of Texas in Austin, and the Performing Arts Research Center of the New York Public Library was invaluable. I’m grateful to the staff at the University of Southern California for providing access to the Warner Bros. collection, to the Special Collections Office at the University of California at Los Angeles for the Stanley Kramer papers, and to Herbert Nusbaum, legal counsel of MGM/UA, for giving me access to the studio’s legal files. Patrick F. Healy, executive director of the Chicago Crime Commission, was most helpful, as were Virgil Peterson, former executive director of the Chicago Crime Commission; David Schippers, former chief of the organized crime and racketeering section, U.S. District Attorney’s Office in Chicago; Terrance A. Norton, assistant director, Better Government Association, Chicago; and Joe A. Nunez of the U.S. District Court, Los Angeles. My thanks also to the family of Thomas Thompson—his brother Larry, his former wife, Joyce, and his two sons Kirk and Scott—for giving me unrestricted access to Tommy’s papers.

Backed by extensive research, I began my interviews in Hoboken, New Jersey, where Frank Sinatra was born and raised. I tried to locate people who had known him and his family, and could speak with authority about his childhood. I made several trips to the area and talked to neighbors, friends, and classmates. I’m grateful to Anthony DePalma for his orientation to the mile-square city, to playwright Louis LaRusso, who lives in Hoboken and wrote Lamppost Reunion, and to all who shared their recollections, including Vinnie Amato, Bob Anthony, Mary Caiezza, Steve Capiello, Connie Cappadona, Minnie Cardinale, Anne Cardino, Rose Bucino Carrier, Fran Capone Ciriello, Doris Corrado, Josephine DeAngelis, Sister Mary Consilia Dondero, O.S.F., Ed Fitzsimmons, Laurence Florio, Frank and Minnie Garrick, Ellen Gates, Agnes Carney Hannigan, James Lanzetti, Joseph Lanzo, Joe “Gigi” Lissa, Eileen Clancy Lorenzo, Mike Losito, Tony Macagnano, Jerry Malloy, Johnny Marotta, Mike “Don” Milo, John Pascale, Tony “Skelley” Petrazelli, Joseph Romano, Joan Crocco Schook, Marion Brush Schreiber, Adam Sciarea, Richard Shirak, Fred “Tamby” Tamburro, Jimmy Trombetta, Frank “The Barber” Viggiano, Dominick Vitolo.
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On the night of December 22, 1938, two constables from Hackensack, New Jersey, headed for the Rustic Cabin in Englewood Cliffs to arrest Frank Sinatra.

Armed with a warrant charging adultery, the two officers walked into the dim little roadhouse looking for the skinny singer who waited tables and sang with Harold Arden’s band over the radio line to WNEW in New York.

They waited until Frank finished his midnight broadcast and then sent word that they wanted to give him a Christmas present from one of his admirers. Falling for the ruse, Sinatra walked over to their table, where the criminal court officers arrested him and took him off to the courthouse. After posting five hundred dollars bail, he was released on his own recognizance.

The next day a Hoboken newspaper carried a story headlined: SONGBIRD HELD IN MORALS CHARGE, but no one in Hoboken paid much attention. They were accustomed to seeing the Sinatra name in print for getting into trouble with the law. Frank’s uncle Dominick, a boxer known as Champ Sieger, had been charged with malicious mischief; his uncle Gus had been arrested several times for running numbers; his other uncle, Babe, had been charged with participating in a murder and had been sent to prison. His father, Marty, was once charged with receiving stolen goods, and his mother, Dolly, was regularly in and out of courthouses for performing illegal abortions. And Frank himself had been arrested just a month before on a seduction charge.

Frank’s relationship with the woman who pressed criminal charges against him had begun earlier that year, when Antoinette Della Penta Francke, a pretty twenty-five-year-old who had long been separated from her husband, went to the Rustic Cabin.

“He got on the platform to sing and I turned to face him,” she said. “I was sucking a lemon from my Scotch, and he got mad at me. He came to the table afterwards and said, ‘Look, young lady. Do you know you almost ruined my song? You suck a lemon and you make me go dry.’

“ ‘I’m going to give you a lemon in your sour face,’ I joked to him. He asked me to dance and then he said, ‘Can I take you out next week?’ He was playing two against the middle with me and Nancy Barbato, but I didn’t know it for a long time. We went together quite a few months, but then, because of his mother, he dropped me. He made me die of humiliation over something. To this day, I think about it.”

Toni Francke was from Lodi, New Jersey, an Italian blue-collar town of tiny clapboard houses, several of which had plaster shrines to the Blessed Virgin Mary on their front porches. Dolly Sinatra, who prized her uptown location in Hoboken, was enraged that her son had reached into such a poor area for a girlfriend.

“After dating Frank awhile,” Toni said, “I learned how to drive, and sometimes I’d pick him up in my car. Dolly would come out and holler at me, ‘Who are you waiting for?’

“ ‘I’m waiting for Frank,’ I’d say.

“ ‘You are after his money and you are nothing but cheap trash from Lodi,’ she’d say.

“Then Frank would come down. He’d feel real embarrassed. He’d put his head down and get in the car, but Dolly would start screaming at him. He used to cry in my car because she didn’t want him to be a singer. She said he was a bum. ‘Go to college. Go to college,’ she’d yell. ‘You would not go to school.’ ‘You want to sing.’ ‘You bring home bad girlfriends.’ She kept it up all the time, always nagging and screaming at him.

“I asked him how he could stand all that hollering. Frank said that she yelled at him all the time. Even when he went for a walk with his dad, she’d scream out the door. ‘Where youse going? Don’t start making him drink beer like you do, do you hear me?’ Frank loved his father then. He really did. He used to say to me, ‘I’d give Ma anything if she’d just leave my old man alone.’

“I said to him, ‘Frank, why don’t you open your mouth to your mother?’

“ ‘I don’t like to say anything,’ he said. ‘She’s my mother.’

“He loved her but he didn’t, if you know what I mean.”

Despite his mother’s strenuous objections, Frank kept going to Lodi. After a few months of steady dating, Toni and her parents invited the Sinatras to dinner.

“Frank told me that Dolly yelled, ‘What do you mean I have to go down there?’ You see, she felt she was better than us.”

Dolly finally relented and went with her husband and her son to the Della Penta home. Frank was looking forward to introducing his father to Toni, but he was worried about his mother kicking up a scene. He didn’t have long to wait.

Tension pulsated on both sides of the front door when the Sinatras arrived and rang the bell. Mr. Della Penta answered, and Dolly walked in first, followed by Marty and Frank. Toni stepped forward and said hello. “You look so nice,” she said. “You have such a nice dress on.” As Dolly was looking around the house, Toni took their coats and hung them up. Here’s how she recalls the occasion:

Frank went into the living room, sat down, and asked Toni to sit beside him. His parents sat down as well. Mrs. Della Penta said she was going into the kitchen to check on dinner. Frank popped up to help her.

“That’s more than he does for me,” said Dolly. “I’m sorry I had a boy. I should have had a girl.”

“You get what God gives you,” said Toni’s father.

“How many children do you have anyway, Mr. Della Penta?”

He said that he had two daughters and one son, which seemed excessive to Dolly. “My, that’s a big family, isn’t it,” she said.

“Big?” said Toni. “It’s a pleasure. At least you are never alone.”

“If God wanted me to have more kids, I would’ve had them,” Dolly said.

Frank walked into the room. “Did you say God, Ma? I haven’t seen you go to church in quite a while.”

They had barely sat down to dinner when Dolly turned to Mr. Della Penta and said, “Don’t you think these kids are kind of young to be going around together?”

Frank looked at him and said, “I care for your daughter.”

“It’s only puppy play,” said Dolly.

“Mom, I’m a twenty-two-year-old man,” said Frank. “Besides, you got married young.”

Dolly persisted. “I don’t want these kids to get married. Frankie has to go to school first.”

“I quit school, and you know it,” said Frank.

“You what?” said Toni, who thought Frank was a high-school graduate. “When did you quit?”

“Now you know,” said Frank. “You don’t have to read it in the papers with Ma around, do you?”

“I don’t want Toni to go with him,” said Dolly. “They’re too young. She’ll keep Frankie from being a big singer. I want him to be a star.”

Mr. Della Penta looked at Marty, who had not said a word. “Are you against this too?”

Turning to Dolly, Marty said, “I’ve had it. She’s a fine girl. Just because she has Italian grandparents, does that mean she is so bad? Your parents did not like the idea of me, but you did it anyway, so why can’t Frankie do what he wants?”

“Shut your goddamned mouth,” said Dolly.

“Yeah, if someone’s not Irish, you don’t want me to have anything to do with them,” said Frank.

Rose Della Penta left the room, and Toni’s brother turned to Dolly. “Your son came after my sister,” he said. “She didn’t go after Frank.”

“I don’t care,” said Dolly. “I don’t want them going around together anymore.”

Mr. Della Penta went into the kitchen to join his wife. Frank turned to his mother. “You should not have come. You’re making Mr. and Mrs. Della Penta feel bad,” he said.

Toni got up from the table to serve dessert. “Would you care for some fruit?”

“Oh, no,” said Dolly. “I’m on a diet.” Then she asked to go to the bathroom. Toni showed her where it was, saying, “Watch yourself coming down the steps.”

“Oh, I can watch myself, don’t you ever worry about that, young lady,” said Dolly.

The dinner ended with Frank’s telling his parents to go home without him because Toni would drive him back later.

“You have to get your rest, Frankie,” said his mother. “You can’t stay out late.”

“Don’t worry, Ma. I’ll be home later.”

“I don’t like that. What time will you be back? I worry. I don’t sleep right.”

Marty looked at her and said, “You do okay. I’m the one who gets up at night.”

Dolly never called to thank the Della Pentas for the macaroni dinner, nor did she ever invite them to Hoboken to have dinner at her house on Garden Street.

Frank told Toni not to take his mother’s insults personally. “It’s not just you,” he said. “It’s any girl I go with. No matter who the girl is, my mother always has something to say.”

In the summer of 1938, Frank asked Toni to go steady and gave her a small diamond ring. A few days later, she said, he proposed in his car, saying, “I got to make more money, but I’m going to marry you, Toni.”

He teased her because she wouldn’t go to bed with him, saying that other girls treated their boyfriends better than she treated him.

“I’m not that type,” Toni recalls.

“What have you got to lose?”

“What do you mean? If you marry me, okay, but otherwise you can’t touch me until you marry me.”

“Why, you made of gold or something?”

After a few nights of such sparring, Toni softened, convinced she would eventually get a divorce and marry Frank. She said she had known him a long time and felt good about him.

“Frank didn’t seem like he had been to bed with anyone before,” she said later. “He was kind of shy. He wasn’t all that good because he was so thin. But he was very gentle with me. He did not grab me the first night. He could have but he didn’t. We had gone to a big hotel outside of town with a bunch of other couples. We never slept together at my house. We always went to hotels, and Frank registered us as Mr. and Mrs. Sinatra. He sang to me in bed.”

Within six weeks, Toni was pregnant. When she broke the news to Frank, he did not say anything for the longest time. Then he said, “Well, I’ll have to marry you.”

“Don’t do me no favors, Frank.”

She said that there were no fights or arguments over her pregnancy and that Frank did not suggest an abortion. But Dolly bore down so hard on him for continuing to see Toni that the anxiety contributed to her miscarriage in her third month.

“When I told Frank, he was real sweet. ‘Gee, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ll do anything to take care of you.’ Later, he said he would marry me anyway. But his mother kept up her screaming about us, and after a while Frank started to get real snippy. He told me that I was standing in the way of him being a big singer and he didn’t come around anymore.”

Toni called Frank one night at the Rustic Cabin. Nancy Barbato answered the phone and announced, “He’s my boyfriend and I want to know why you want to talk to him.”

Toni was so angry that she jumped into her car and drove to the Rustic Cabin. Frank saw her walk in and quickly got off the bandstand and walked the other way. She grabbed him.

“I told him that I was going to make such a scene in that place that he would probably get fired. Then Nancy Barbato tried to grab me to help him, but I screamed at her. ‘Get your hands off me.’

“ ‘What is this? Another whore?’ Nancy asked.

“ ‘Get away from me or I’ll hit you,’ I yelled. Then I tore her dress. Frank had been standing there without saying a word. Finally he spoke up.

“ ‘Is that necessary?’ he said.

“ ‘If you didn’t want to see me anymore, why didn’t you let me know?’ I said.

“ ‘No,’ he said. ‘I want to see you.’

“ ‘You what?’ screamed Nancy.

“ ‘Will you get the hell out of here,’ Frank said to her.”

Taking Toni by the hand, Frank led her into the lounge. “That’s where he said, ‘I have to marry Nancy. Otherwise her father will kill me. She’s pregnant.’ ”

“So what?” said Toni. “I was pregnant and you didn’t break your neck for me.”

“Yeah, but my mother.…”

“Never mind about your mother.”

“You were a fighter, but Nancy won’t stand up to her.”

Toni stormed out of the Rustic Cabin and drove home, wondering how she would ever tell her friends in Lodi that Frank wasn’t going to marry her.

Determined to punish him for publicly embarrassing her, she swore out a warrant for his arrest on a morals charge, stating that on November second and ninth, 1938, Frank Sinatra, “being then and there a single man over the age of eighteen years, under the promise of marriage, did then and there have sexual intercourse with the said complainant who was then and there a single female of good repute for chastity whereby she became pregnant.”

Frank’s first arrest was on November 27, 1938. He was taken to the Bergen County jail and held for sixteen hours. The news made the papers, and Dolly called Toni Francke in tears.

“If you cared for him, you would not have done this,” she said.

“Frank was going out with Nancy the whole time he was going with me,” said Toni.

“Not that I know of,” said Dolly. That was a lie.

“He made a fool out of me.”

“Please get him out of jail.”

“I’ll get him out when I’m good and ready,” said Toni, slamming the receiver down.

Dolly called back begging for her son’s release and even offered Toni money, but she got nowhere. In desperation, Dolly sent Marty to Lodi to talk to Toni’s family.

“Marty came to my father’s house, and he was shaking,” she said. “He walked real slow and quiet, like he was a beaten man. Dolly made that man so low. He said, ‘Frank should respect his mother but when he doesn’t, she takes it out on me.’ You never embarrass an Italian man and make him low like that. As soon as I saw him I felt bad. He looked like a hobo at the door begging for something to eat. He didn’t even ask for help right away, but his face said it all. He was stunned when I let him in. He thought I was going to swear at him. My father came out and said, ‘You look bad. You want a shot of liquor?’

“ ‘Yeah,’ said Marty. ‘Today I feel tired.’ ”

The two men talked for a couple of hours, and then Toni’s father asked her to get Frank out of jail. “Why?” she asked. “So he can go to another party with Nancy Barbato?” Mr. Della Penta shrugged his shoulders and Marty lowered his head without saying a word. His hangdog expression made Toni feel so guilty that she changed her mind and decided to let Frank out after she visited him in jail. She called her brother-in-law, the assistant sheriff, who took her to Frank’s cell.

“You going to take me out?” he asked when he saw her.

“No,” said Toni. “I just brought you a sandwich.”

“I can’t take it no more,” said Frank, starting to cry.

“I don’t see your girlfriend around here to help you.”

“Please, Toni. Don’t do this to me,” he said, sobbing.

“You embarrassed me, Frank. You humiliated me. What makes your mother, an abortionist, think she is better than me? You have to apologize to me and your mother has to apologize.”

Dolly was willing to promise anything to get her son out of jail, so Toni signed the papers withdrawing her charges against Frank.

Three weeks later, no one had yet apologized to her. When Frank did not call, Toni was convinced that it was his mother’s fault, so she drove to Hoboken “to have it out with that awful Dolly.”

“I went to her house on Garden Street and said, ‘Who the hell do you think you are? Your lousy son is so thin. Don’t you ever feed him or don’t he want to stay home with you long enough to eat?’ She got so mad she threw me down the cellar. But I wasn’t scared. The next-door neighbors heard all the screaming, and Frank’s aunts recognized my car in the front of the house and came over yelling at Dolly not to hurt me.”

Within minutes, the police arrived, as did Toni’s grandfather, Anthony Della Penta.

“This nut is keeping my granddaughter in the cellar,” the old man said.

The police asked Dolly why she had Toni locked up. “She’s running with my son and I don’t like it. She’s caused a big disturbance here and I want her arrested like she arrested my son,” said Dolly.

Detective Sergeant John Reynolds arrested Toni, who was given a suspended sentence for disorderly conduct. The next day, December 22, 1938, Toni swore out her second warrant for Frank’s arrest, this time charging him with adultery.

But before Frank’s hearing, Toni’s grandfather persuaded her to drop the charges and forget Frank’s songs of love. He had looked up Dolly’s arrest record and did not want to be related to her even by marriage. “How bad you need a boyfriend to have one with a mother who kills babies?” he asked her.

“It took me fourteen years to get married again after Frank,” she said many years later. “I don’t hate him for what he did to me. He was in a hole at the time and had to do what his mother said. It was really her fault. She ran his life.”

Dolly Sinatra also ran part of Hoboken, a mile-square city of seventy thousand people, which had long since lost its luster as a resort for New York’s monied socialites. From the turn of the century on, the lush landscape had been devoured by concrete foundries and wooden tenements to accommodate the waves of immigrants who had come in search of a dream.

The Germans had arrived first and in time had become prosperous merchants who lived in mansions high on the hill of Castle Point, overlooking the Hudson River. Their lawns stretched to the banks of the river, where their view spanned the skyline of Manhattan. They sent their daughters away to finishing schools while their sons stayed home to attend the Stevens Institute of Technology, the oldest college of mechanical engineering in the country.

Next had come the Irish, who nestled snugly in the middle of town, where they were welcomed by the Catholic church and soon dominated the police force and the fire department.

At the bottom of the heap were the Italians, who lived on the west side of town, packed into five-story wooden tenements. Little Italy was the dirty downtown area west of Willow Avenue, where the air smelled of the garlic and hunks of provolone hung in the front windows of groceries alongside strings of spicy sausage and garlands of red peppers. Old Sicilian women wearing black dresses, black stockings, and black shawls walked to and from church on the narrow cobblestone streets. Scorned by the uptown Irish and Germans, who barred them from their clubs and churches, the Italians were disparagingly referred to as Wops because so many had arrived from the old country without papers. Immigration officials had stamped their cards accordingly—W.O.P.—and the abbreviation soon became a term of derision.

Within Little Italy there was a further division: The northern Italians dismissed their countrymen from the south as peasants. And it was this class distinction that affected the coupling of Natalie Della Garavante from Genoa and Anthony Martin Sinatra, a Sicilian from Catania.

When nineteen-year-old Natalie, considered so adorable as a child that they called her Dolly, first began dating the twenty-two-year-old boxer with tattoos all over his arms, John and Rosa Garavante began to worry—especially when she crept out of the house every night wearing her brothers’ clothes so that she could watch Marty fight. Women were not allowed to attend boxing matches in those days, but Dolly refused to stay away. So she pulled on her brothers’ trousers, shirts, and boots, stuffed her strawberry-blond hair into a poor-boy’s cap, stuck a cigar into her mouth, and marched into a gymnasium with her two brothers, who were also fighters.

While Marty Sinatra seemed nice enough, he certainly wasn’t anything special, and Dolly’s parents were heartsick when their exceedingly gregarious daughter decided she wanted to marry the quiet, asthmatic boxer. The son of a boilermaker, Marty could neither read nor write, and he’d never held a steady job, but because of his mother’s small grocery store he never went hungry. To the Garavantes, though, he exemplified the southern Italians’ attitude which held that learning was for a cultural life that peasants could never aspire to. “Do not make your child better than you are,” runs a Sicilian proverb.

Dolly, pretty and spirited, was the daughter of a lithographer’s stonecutter, and she had had an elementary education that put her light years beyond her would-be fiancé. Her proud Genoese parents pleaded with her not to marry this Sicilian who wasn’t even a good boxer and had little chance of ever making a successful life for himself, but Dolly wouldn’t listen. She felt that her driving ambition more than compensated for Marty’s lack of direction and that his weaknesses softened her toughness. In a last attempt at dissuading her, the Garavantes refused to give their daughter a wedding. But Dolly remained undaunted. On February 14, 1914, she and Marty headed for City Hall in Jersey City.

The young couple told the clerk they were born in Jersey City rather than admit they were from “the other side”—or “over the line,” as immigrants referred to their motherland. Giving his full name as Tony Sinatra, the bridegroom said his occupation was athlete. He didn’t mention that he had to fight under the Irish name of Marty O’Brien to be permitted in the ring, since even the gymnasiums closed their doors to Italians in those days. With their Hoboken friends Anna Caruso and Harry Marotta standing up for them, Natalie Garavante married Martin Sinatra against her parents’ wishes.

The young couple started housekeeping in a four-story eight-family building at 415 Monroe Street in Hoboken. The water was cold, and the bathroom was in the hallway. Even so, Dolly and Marty were the envy of their immigrant neighbors who were living in one-room hovels crammed with beds, and whose toilets were in the backyard.

Monroe Street was the heart of Little Italy, and few immigrants dared to venture out of their enclave. Most could not speak English well and they feared people in authority, especially policemen in uniform, who, they believed, could send them back to Ellis Island. Their swarthy complexions, dark hair, and brown eyes coupled with their broken English made them immediately recognizable to the uptown Irish, whom they sought to avoid.

Most Italians would never be so bold as to cross the dividing line of Willow Avenue into Irish territory, but Dolly Sinatra refused to be deprived of anything her betters had. And her blond hair and blue eyes enabled her to pass. She would introduce herself as Mrs. O’Brien, thereby making herself acceptable to the Irish. She was determined to become uptown, and she dreamed constantly of better days, even though Marty, a plain man who loved baseball and boxing, did not share her aspirations. He boxed regularly but not well; he was never a champion like Dolly’s brother Dominick. Marty spoke only when necessary; she talked all the time. He was quiet; her raucous laughter shook the ceiling plaster. He preferred staying downtown in the pool halls and bars of Little Italy, where he could eat ravioli and drink homemade wine with the rest of the men, but Dolly wanted to wear Hoboken like a ribbon in her hair.

She had an amazing facility with languages. She spoke all the dialects heard in Little Italy as well as she spoke English. This made her someone her immigrant neighbors could turn to when they had problems understanding the rules and regulations of the new world. She was also the person in Little Italy to whom Irish politicians could go when they needed Italian votes. And so she became a natural for the position of leader of the third ward in the ninth district, a position never before held by an immigrant woman.

Dolly was a woman of such gall that men had to recognize her as their equal. If they didn’t, she told them off in words that from a man would have started a brawl.

“The mouth on that woman would make a longshoreman blush,” said Steve Capiello, a former mayor of Hoboken, who knew Dolly when he was growing up. “Her favorite expression was ‘son of a bitch bastard.’ She’d curse your mother to hell without even blinking.”

“Dolly had the roughest language of any female I’ve ever known,” said Doris Corrado, a Hoboken librarian. “One time, she walked into a party from pouring-down rain and the first thing she said when she got in the door was, ‘Holy Jesus! It’s raining sweet peas and horseshit out there.’ She was a devil! Her mouth dripped with honey one minute and the next it was ‘Fuck this’ and ‘Fuck that.’ ”

The vile language added to Dolly’s tough reputation. Immigrants in Little Italy knew that she would never be intimidated by Irish policemen, Irish priests, or Irish politicians. So they naturally turned to her whenever they needed someone to plead their case to the public officials.

Her door always open, Dolly came to know those in the downtown area on a first-name basis. People flocked to her home for spaghetti and linguine. Fun-loving, she danced the tarantella at weddings. When someone died, she swooped into the wake to comfort the bereaved with a platter of sausages and homemade pasta. During the holidays she made crispeddi, the sugar-coated fried dough pastry that the Italians loved, and distributed it to everyone on her block.

A year after she married Marty, Dolly became pregnant. Both families were excited by the prospect of a grandchild, the first to be born in America to either the Garavantes or the Sinatras. And so the Garavantes became more tolerant of their Sicilian son-in-law.

The child would come into the world with four uncles and two aunts on his mother’s side, one uncle and one aunt on his father’s side, and two sets of grandparents, all living within two blocks of one another. Later, there would be almost a dozen cousins. And the generations would live together in daily contact. For the family was the primary source of support.

The baby arrived in the Sinatras’ Monroe Street apartment on December 12, 1915. It was a breech birth and an excruciating delivery for the twenty-year-old mother, who was never able to bear children again. As a result of the doctor’s forceps, the baby—a thirteen-and-a-half-pound boy—emerged with a punctured eardrum, a lacerated ear, and deep facial wounds on the left side of his face and neck.

Because of the baby’s birth injuries, the baptism was delayed for several months. When it did take place, downtown Hoboken was shocked by the compari (godparents) the Sinatras had selected. Traditionally, Italian couples chose their maid of honor and best man to be godparents of their firstborn, but Dolly boldly ignored the custom.

Taking her first step uptown, she selected for her son an Irish godfather, Frank Garrick, circulation manager of The Jersey Observer. Garrick and Marty were very good friends: they played baseball together, drank together. But it was the fact that Garrick’s uncle, Thomas Garrick, was a Hoboken police captain that appealed to Dolly. She knew that the gloss reflected from that association would give her child more standing than any Italian godfather could ever bestow.

On April 2, 1916, Martin Sinatra carried the four-month-old boy who was to be his namesake into St. Francis Church and handed him to his godmother, Anna Gatto, a good friend of Dolly’s, for the christening.

“We were standing in the front hall of the church, where the font is,” Frank Garrick recalled many years later. “The priest came in and asked my name, and I said, ‘Francis.’ He then started the baptism, saying, ‘I baptize thee in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost.’ I knew the boy was to be named after his dad, so I didn’t pay much attention. Afterward, when we were walking out of the church, Marty turned to me and said, ‘Guess what the kid’s name is?’

“ ‘Martin,’ I said.

“ ‘Nope. It’s now Francis. The priest forgot and named him after you instead of me.’

“I never heard the priest say Francis, but Marty did, only he never said a word. Marty wouldn’t, of course, and Dolly wasn’t there. She was at home in bed still recovering from the birth. If she’d been there, she would have thundered and raised hell all over the place.”

Dolly never challenged the absentminded cleric. She accepted his mistake as a good omen, a way of further cementing the relationship between her Italian son and his Irish godfather. Already Francis Albert Sinatra had a fighting edge in Hoboken.
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On April 2, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson called for a declaration of war against Germany. Immediately, he made Hoboken a principal port of embarkation for American troops and ordered all two hundred thirty-seven waterfront saloons closed, making the city the first in the nation to experience federal prohibition.

The Germans who had ruled the town for so many years found themselves ostracized after German spies were discovered placing a time bomb aboard a steamship carrying sugar from New York to France. Throughout America, Germans became suspect, but wartime hysteria over imagined German espionage was especially high in Hoboken. German newspapers were banned and German beer gardens closed. The German part of the city was put under martial law, and military police rounded up “enemy aliens” and shipped them off to Ellis Island without even the semblance of a hearing. Panic swept through the German community, and thousands fled after being told to vacate their luxury apartments or face arrest.

The Irish now ascended to the ruling class, but the city became more Italian in character as thousands of immigrants moved into the downtown area. Their natural distrust of authority became heightened when the President insisted that everyone in the United States subscribe to “the simple and loyal motto: America for Americans.” A few days later, the chairman of the Iowa Council of Defense received national attention with his announcement, “We are going to love every foreigner who really becomes an American, and all others we are going to ship back home.”

Fearing deportation, the immigrants in Little Italy rarely ventured off their own blocks and seldom went uptown for anything. Some even tried to stop speaking Italian except in their own homes, and encouraged their children to learn English and become “Americanized.”

Around that time, Dolly Sinatra was summoned to the mayor’s office where, in addition to her duties as ward heeler, she was given the title of official interpreter to the municipal court. This meant that she was paid to accompany the immigrants whenever they had to appear before a judge.

“She told wonderful stories about taking the immigrants to get their citizenship papers,” recalled her niece, Rosalie Garavante. “She had one Italian who was a fruit peddler, and when the judge asked him how many stars were in the American flag, the man said, ‘How many-a-bananas in a buncha?’ The judge looked puzzled, and before Dolly could say anything, the little man looked up at the judge and said, ‘Say, your honor. You sticka your business. I sticka mine.’ ” Dolly immediately stepped forward to cajole the judge into granting the fruit vendor his citizenship papers.

That meant one more vote that Dolly could deliver for the Democratic machine of New Jersey’s Hudson County, a corrupt political organization run by Mayor Frank “I am the boss” Hague of Jersey City. Dolly’s political activities put such great demands on her time that she turned her baby over to her mother’s care while she attended to her duties. Her main function was to open the way for the poor people in her neighborhood to get help from City Hall. In return, they were expected to vote the way she told them to on Election Day.

Dolly knew that if she delivered enough votes, she would eventually get patronage that she could use to provide employment for her family and friends. But as considerable as her influence was becoming, it was not yet enough to shield her family from punishment for their crimes.

“The whole family had run-ins with the police at some time or other, but Babe was the real bad boy of the family,” said Rose Bucino Carrier, a Hoboken neighbor who baby-sat for young Frank when she was twelve years old. “Babe was the youngest of all the Garavantes and the only one born in this country, but he was the one who got in the most trouble.”

In 1921, Babe was arrested on a charge of murder in connection with the killing of a driver of a Railway Express Company truck. While he was not charged with the shooting, Babe was identified by a witness as the driver of the getaway car carrying the five men who had attempted the robbery. He was arrested a few hours later and held in the county jail without bail because he was thought to know the identity and whereabouts of his five friends, who were eventually captured.

Even before the news of the murder charge was published in The Jersey Observer, people were whispering that Dolly’s brother was going to be locked up forever or sent to the gallows. Dolly left Frankie with her mother and went to court every day of the trial. Pretending to be Babe’s wife, she walked into the courtroom holding a baby she had borrowed just for the occasion. Babe was not married at the time, nor did he have any children, but Dolly wanted to do all she could to engender sympathy for her brother. She wept loudly and cried out that the baby needed his father to take care of him.

The judge was unimpressed by Dolly’s tears. He sentenced Babe to ten to fifteen years at hard labor, fined him one thousand dollars, and ordered him to share the costs of the trial with the other defendants.

Outside the courtroom, Dolly called the judge a “son of a bitch bastard” and shed real tears when she saw the bailiffs hauling Babe off in handcuffs. She called to him, promising to visit every week, and she kept the promise over the more than ten years her brother was in prison.

The costs of Babe’s defense almost bankrupted the Garavante family. None of them was making much money, but everyone contributed something to pay the lawyer. Dolly’s share came mostly from her earnings as a midwife.

[image: ]

Until the turn of the century, most babies in the United States were delivered by midwives. They were not qualified as physicians but were trained to assist women in childbirth.

Dolly began her work as a midwife shortly after Frank was born by accompanying several doctors on home-birth calls. Soon she learned enough from watching them to do it herself.

Dolly’s black bag became a familiar sight in Hoboken even when she was not helping with a birth.

“I remember when Dolly took up midwifery,” said Rose Carrier. “She used it as an excuse to get out of the house at night when there was a party she wanted to go to. She’d take her black bag with her whether she was going on a call or not. It was the excuse she gave Marty to get out, and he never knew the difference.”

Dolly’s son was frequently seen dressed up like a little girl. “I wanted a girl so I bought a lot of pink clothes,” she said many years later. “When Frankie was born, I didn’t care. I dressed him in pink anyway. Later I had my mother make him Little Lord Fauntleroy suits.”

Every day before leaving for City Hall to make her rounds, Dolly took Frankie to the two-family house on Madison Street that her mother shared with Dolly’s sister and brother-in-law, Josephine and Frank Monaco.

Dolly made no secret of the fact that she disliked her older sister, Josie, who was pretty, petite, and refined, in direct contrast to the loudly profane Dolly. Rosa Garavante, a sweet elderly woman, ignored the rivalry between her two daughters and concentrated her loving attention on her grandson, Frankie, nursing him through all his childhood diseases. She prayed fervently when he had to have a mastoid operation, which left a massive scar behind his left ear and caused him partial deafness. Despite the ugly gash and the permanent loss of hearing, Grandmother Garavante felt her prayers had been answered when Frankie did not develop meningitis, as often happened when the mastoid bone was not drained in time. She worried about his catching tuberculosis, which had been the chief cause of death throughout the world during her childhood and which still claimed the lives of thousands of children subjected to crowded living and inadequate diets. So every time Frankie coughed, his grandmother fed him, and soon he grew fat on Rosa Garavante’s pasta. But he was not a happy child.

“I used to see Frankie sitting forlornly on his tricycle on the sidewalk outside his house, waiting quietly for his parents to come home,” said Thomas Fowler, a Monroe Street neighbor.

“I remember Frankie as a very lonely child—no brothers or sisters and no little friends to play with. He was quiet and shy,” said Beatrice Sadler, a family friend.

“I’ll never forget that kid leaning against his grandmother’s front door, staring into space,” recalled another.

When Frank started elementary school, he went to his grandmother’s house every day for lunch. “Afterwards, he would hang around here until Dolly came home at night,” his Aunt Josie said.

Dolly was not so lenient and loving with Frankie as his grandmother was.

“Dolly really made him toe the line,” said Rose Carrier, who baby-sat for Frank on the weekends. “I remember when he said ‘the bad word’ once. It came out when Dolly least expected it, and she was so shocked that she grabbed him and dragged him to the sink to wash his mouth out with soap. Frank screamed and yelled, but Dolly didn’t care. She jammed that soap right in his mouth. Even though she used that kind of language all the time, she wanted to teach her son not to say bad words, especially that one.”

On Saturdays, after Dolly turned her household over to Rose’s care, she went to work in the backroom of Cochone’s Ice Cream Parlor as a chocolate dipper.

“That was the only soda store in Hoboken,” Rose said. “It was owned by a Greek, and I had to take Frankie there every Saturday afternoon because Dolly wanted to see him. We watched her dipping almonds and niggertoes in chocolate. I guess I shouldn’t call them niggertoes anymore, but that’s what we called them way back then. They were Brazil nuts, and Dolly would dip them in chocolate and put them on a tray to chill. She hand-dipped everything with two fingers. It was a production line.

“After I took Frankie in there, we would go to the movies to see the Pearl White serials. Dolly didn’t pay me much, but she always gave me lots of candy. She’d just take it right off the tray and give it to me and Frankie.

“Frankie liked going to the movies, but the poor kid didn’t have much choice in the matter because that’s where I was going and he had to be with me. The movie houses didn’t have any air-conditioning in those days, so when it got hot, they’d leave the side doors open and me and Frankie would sneak under the screen door and not pay the nickel admission price. We spent it on popcorn instead.”

Dolly had taken the weekend job as a chocolate dipper because Marty was out of work. After breaking both wrists boxing, he retired from the ring in 1926 and took a job on the docks as a boilermaker, but because of his racking asthma attacks, he was laid off.

“When Marty was out of work, I would go to Grandma Sinatra’s grocery store on Jackson Street every week with a list from Dolly, and Marty’s mom would send over a week’s worth of food for them,” said Rose Carrier. “It was hard because Marty’s cousin, Vincent Mazolla, had come from Italy. They called him Chit-U, but I don’t know why. He didn’t have any people except for Dolly and Marty, so he lived with them on Monroe Street, and he didn’t have a job either.”

Once Dolly had firmly established her base of power and could be counted on to deliver six hundred votes from the third ward at election time, she wasted no time in using her influence. Beginning with Chit-U, she marched him down to the docks and demanded that he be hired as a steward’s assistant.

“She made Chit-U hand her his pay every week,” said Doris Corrado, “but he didn’t seem to mind because he always said, ‘She good to me. She give me money for shoes when I need it.’ Then Dolly took out a life insurance policy on Chit-U and made herself the beneficiary.”

Next, Dolly headed for City Hall and banged on the mayor’s door, telling his assistant, James J. Rutherford, that she wanted her husband to be appointed to the Hoboken fire department.

“But Dolly, we don’t have an opening,” he said.

“Make an opening,” she demanded.

On August 1, 1927, Marty Sinatra was appointed to the Hoboken fire department. Because of his wife’s political connections, he was spared the embarrassment of taking a written test.

Having established her husband in the Irish-dominated fire department, in a position which paid two thousand a year and provided a pension, Dolly was now ready to make her move uptown. She found a three-bedroom apartment at 703 Park Avenue. Only ten blocks from their Monroe Street tenement, the Sinatras’ new home might as well have been a thousand miles away, for it was completely removed from the noisy street vendors of Little Italy and much closer to the Hudson River in the part of town reserved for those with money and power.

Dolly outfitted herself splendidly for this move and bought loads of new clothes for twelve-year-old Frankie, who had become extremely thin following an emergency appendectomy. She insisted that her husband dress up as well. Throwing out his worn overalls, she sent him off with one of the neighbor boys to buy some gabardine pants.

“I still remember when Dolly made my brother take Marty shopping for those pants,” said Doris Corrado. “He kept saying, ‘I want “gardenia” pants.’

“I also remember the traveling merchants who would come to our doors selling Chantilly lace and chenille bedspreads and organdy doilies, things like that. Dolly would buy and buy and buy, and then never pay. She was always a dollar down and a dollar when you catch me. One lady who sold her loads of stuff came to collect but Dolly hid and sent Chit-U, the general mop, to answer the door.” (Doris coined the description “general mop” for Chit-U, because, as Dolly’s gofer, he not only ran her errands and fetched her beer but mopped her floors and cleaned her house.) “Chit-U said, ‘No here. She no here.’ So the lady came to my mother’s house and called Dolly on the phone. Dolly answered. ‘Oh, what a surprise,’ she said. ‘I just walked in the door.’ The lady yelled at her. ‘Stay there. I’m coming over for my money.’ But when she got to the apartment, Dolly was gone and ‘the mop’ was hiding.”

No one else living on Park Avenue had “gardenia” pants or Chantilly lace or an only child with a closet full of new clothes, so the Sinatras, or O’Briens, as they frequently called themselves, appeared prosperous to their new neighbors.

“Frank’s people was rich,” recalled Tony Macagnano, a boyhood friend from the Park Avenue Athletic Club. “I was a poor guy. My dad died in 1925. My sister died of tuberculosis the same year. We had five kids, which was the average number.”

“I used to play with Frankie when we was kids,” said Adam Sciaria, another childhood friend from Hoboken. “His uncles were always coming around and giving him candy and picking him up. They weren’t married then, so they really spoiled Frankie. They were fighters, so no one laid a hand on him. They always gave him money. He was flush. I was one of thirteen kids, and we was beggars.”

“Being an only child made all the difference,” said Bob Anthony, a Hoboken neighbor who grew up with Frank. “Frank had more. He didn’t have to share with brothers or sisters. He even had his own bedroom. None of the rest of us had half of what he had. He wore brand-new black-and-whites that his mother bought him, while the rest of us wore old oxfords that were hand-me-downs. He even had his own charge account at Geismer’s department store. He had so many pairs of fancy pants from that store that we called him ‘Slacksy O’Brien.’ No question about it. Frank was the richest kid on the block.”

“He was the best-dressed kid in the neighborhood and he always had the newest toys and gadgets,” said Rose Carrier. “He had bicycle after bicycle, and later on his folks would take him on vacations to the Catskills or maybe to the shore in Long Branch for two or three weeks each summer. That was unheard of for anyone in Little Italy.”

But those vacations were not so happy for Frank as his envious Hoboken friends imagined.

“I remember in 1929 when my folks and I went with the Sinatras on a summer vacation to the Catskill Mountains in Cairo, New York,” said Kathryn Buhan, a Hoboken neighbor. “Frankie, who was thirteen then, seemed happy. His parents had been much too busy for him in Hoboken, and he thought that now they’d spend some time with him. But one morning, both our parents set off on a driving trip, leaving Frankie and me at the boardinghouse where we were staying. Frankie threw an awful tantrum.

“The boardinghouse owner tried to calm him down, but Frankie ran upstairs and locked himself in the bathroom, screaming bloody murder.

“A few hours later, I had to visit the bathroom, but Frankie wouldn’t let me in. I pounded on the door. But he wouldn’t come out until his parents came back.”

Kathryn Buhan also remembers photographs from that vacation that show Frankie holding a doll in every shot. “He was kind of a mama’s boy,” she said. “A little bit of a sissy.”

On another vacation, Frank was so embarrassed by his mother’s antics that he went to his room and wouldn’t come out for hours.

“Frankie had to do whatever Dolly said, and she would do anything to get a laugh,” said Joan Crocco Schook, who ran Mae’s Shoppe in Hoboken and knew both Dolly and Frank well. “One day she dressed up as a baby in a bonnet with a bottle and a frilly dress and made Frankie push her down the boardwalk in Long Branch in a big cart that was supposed to be a baby carriage. He was so humiliated, he wouldn’t come around for hours afterward.”

The kids on the block were the best excuse Frank had to get out of the house, and his mother liked to see him play with the neighborhood boys. She always gave him extra money to treat his friends to ice cream and sodas. When they started a club called the Turk’s Palace, which was half secret handshakes and half baseball, they needed uniforms. Dolly bought them the flashy orange and black outfits they picked out with a half moon and dagger on the back, thereby ensuring that Frank was made manager of the team as well as pitcher.

Reflecting on Frank’s childhood largesse many years later, some of the boys felt they had been bought, while others appreciated the generosity of a frail little boy trying to make friends.

“He used to buy friendship from the other kids,” said schoolmate Joe Romano. “Frank always had money, and he would share it with anybody who’d promise to be his friend.”

“If we were going to the movies and I couldn’t afford it, I was never left out,” said Tony Mac. “Frankie always paid for me. He treated me like a brother.”

In return, Tony Mac and some of the other boys from the Park Avenue Athletic Club became Frank’s protectors.

“Frank wasn’t much of an athlete, and even though his dad and his uncles tried to teach him how to box, he couldn’t fight at all. I guess he was just too little,” Tony Mac recalled.

“He was a mischievous guy, but he couldn’t defend himself when he got in trouble. He was a real good kid and never gave anyone any trouble. Just mischief, like when we used to go to the movies. If a bald-headed guy was sitting in front of us, Frank would throw his popcorn box at him and hit him in the head. That’s the kind of trouble Frank got into as a kid.

“Other times, Frank and me would be walking along and Frank would tap a guy on the shoulder, jump back, and point to me as if I’d done it. The guy would start chasing us, but we’d always get away. Getting chased was a big deal in those days.”

“Tony Mac always had to save Frank from his scraps,” said Agnes Carney Hannigan, who grew up in the Irish section of Hoboken. “Frank couldn’t fight at all. He was an arrogant kid, though, and would go looking for trouble. Then he couldn’t defend himself, so Tony would have to do it for him.”

By this time, people in Hoboken were listening to the radio for accounts of Babe Ruth’s home runs and Jack Dempsey’s boxing triumphs. The most thrilling event of the time had been Charles Lindbergh’s dramatic nonstop solo flight across the Atlantic from New York to Paris in May 1927. “Lucky Lindy” had become every American boy’s hero, and youngsters throughout the country dreamed of becoming pilots and built models of Lindbergh’s plane, The Spirit of St. Louis. In Hoboken the theater chain owners held contests to see who could build the best model Piper Cub.

“Billy Roemer always came in first in those contests because he was the most mechanical of all the boys,” said Agnes Hannigan. “But one year Frank wanted to win the prize, so Billy, who was his best friend, built his plane for him and let him take first place, which was an airplane ride over New York City.”

Thrilled with his rigged victory, Frank ran home to tell his mother, who recalled several years later: “He came in all excited and said, ‘You be sure to look up, Mama. I’ll wave to you.’ And, do you know, I was just as ignorant about flying as he was. I went outdoors and craned my neck, expecting that I’d be able to see him.”

After school, Frank spent most of his time at Billy Roemer’s apartment at Sixth and Park, where he soon developed his first crush. Billy’s sister, Marie, was six months older than Frank. A pretty, blond German girl, and extremely precocious, she was not very impressed with her young Italian admirer. So Frank turned to Lee Bartletta for help. Lee was a Hoboken friend whose parents were very close to Dolly and Marty.

“I was a bit older and inclined to feel like Frank’s big sister, so he asked me how to win Marie’s attention,” she said. “I tried to help him out to the best of my sixteen-year-old knowledge. When we got around Marie to the extent that she accepted a birthstone ring he bought her for St. Valentine’s Day, you’d have thought she had handed Frank the world on a silver platter just by agreeing to go steady.”

Frank followed the birthstone ring with a crystal bead necklace and earrings, two pairs of shoes, four sweaters, a swimming suit, a purse, and, for her sixteenth birthday, a sheer black negligee.

Marie’s sweet-sixteen party was so important to Frank that he bought a three-piece sharkskin suit, which cost him twenty-nine dollars, and he told everyone to “dress sharp” for the occasion.

“One of the crowd, Jimmy ‘Doo Doo’ Shannon, didn’t have any clothes for the party, so Frank bought him an outfit,” said Tony Mac. “For himself, Frankie was sharp. But this was ridiculous. He bought Jimmy loud, checkered pants and black-and-white shoes that were so pointed, the kid had to take them off and walk to the party in his bare feet.”

“I’ll never forget seeing those two come down the street,” said Dan Hannigan, a Hoboken pal who later married Agnes Carney. “By the time they reached Sixth and Washington, those pinching shoes had become unbearable. So there was Frankie, looking miserable and embarrassed, and our other friend in those silly checkerboard pants, was limping along, carrying his shiny new shoes. You never saw two sadder guys.”

“Frank would have dressed his dog in high heels if it would’ve made Marie happy,” said one of his friends.

“It’s true,” said Agnes Hannigan. “Frank gave Marie everything. He was just crazy about her, but she wasn’t all that interested in him because he didn’t seem to be going anyplace. He wasn’t very smart in school, and he never worked any jobs like the other guys, so we didn’t think that he would ever amount to much.”
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