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FOREWORD

There are many singers who have graced our lives with legacies that will live on, but I daresay not one of them was ever as joyful to be around nor as special as Rosemary Clooney.

There was something about Rosemary that gave those near her a heightened sense of being alive when they were in her presence. That palpable joy she created was just one of her many gifts, and whenever I was with her it was exciting as I never knew what the day would bring, other than something unexpected. She was exceedingly smart, kind, incisive, tender, tough, playful, gossipy, spiritual, and above all practical. She would “cut to the chase” and didn’t like to waste time. Too much of it had been squandered years before when she had her nervous breakdown and she was mindful that time was precious, whether it was used for work, play, or introspection.

She lived a large, full life and saw with equal clarity the tragedy and triumph it offered. And Lord was she witty, I mean the laugh out loud kind of wit, as humor was an antidote for the sad stuff. Rosemary could also be moody, and on certain days one look told you it was best to keep your mouth shut or you’d surely be hit with a zinger. Yet even at her most irascible, the wit never foundered. She managed to speak her mind forcefully but you always knew she loved you, and underneath it all dwelt the ultimate earth mother. She made friends so easily that she couldn’t keep up with them all. Once while flying back to Beverly Hills from New York she met a young television host who had fallen out of favor. By the time she arrived in Los Angeles they had exchanged numbers and she invited him to visit her home. When she reported to her kids that she invited her new friend over for dinner, they cried in unison “Oh no mother, not him!” But she couldn’t help it; everybody wanted to be her friend.

If she had never sung a note she would have remained a beloved soul to those around her, but the gift of her voice communicated directly to the hearts of millions and made her a star. When Rosemary sang, it was transcendent, deeply soulful, and it all seemed to pour out so easily, even at an early age. People didn’t know it was a lifetime of hard experience that made her songs so real, so conversational, especially in the latter days. As her voice slowly lost its fluidity over the last decade, her interpretive powers grew and grew. The loss of range didn’t bother her and she was circumspect about it. She would test her voice with a single note and say “it’s there,” and if it wasn’t up to snuff, she still accepted whatever she had and gave a brilliant show anyway. Through the years Rosemary had two voices and two distinct careers and would later dismiss the earlier performances saying she didn’t understand “those songs” then as she did now. So one day I challenged her by playing a searingly sad recording of “I’ll Be Around,” made when she was 23. When it was over she quietly said, “Well, I did understand some things then.” Another time she listened with me as I played a favorite early recording that she had forgotten. On the old record she effortlessly hit a soaring high note, and her response was one of mock irritation exclaiming “Well, aren’t you too cute.” She no longer clung to the seriousness of youth and had to comment on her earnest bravado.

Singing with her was a dream come true and I never imagined that one day I would collaborate with her, for she was my favorite female voice. When I listened to her during my formative years I sometimes projected thoughts of what she must be like as a person, and then one day, years later, there I was seated in her living room rehearsing a song. She was supportive and nurturing and gently made suggestions about how to make our duets better. We were rehearsing in the same room where she had sung with Bing Crosby, and it was at times an almost surreal, heady experience. After a few successful shows, we discovered that we were very comfortable together onstage. One night after a particularly solid show, she stated that the only other person with whom she ever felt such ease onstage was Bing himself. If only I could have sung anywhere near the way Bing sang with her! They were the most natural vocal duo I ever heard and they will never be bettered.

Every day I think about her. As time passes she grows stronger in memory, unlike others who have strangely faded away. The day of her funeral was numbingly hard. Being a person who fervently believes in an afterlife and that the soul goes on should have given me more comfort on some level. Yet the thought that I would never again be able to call her and share a story, a laugh, or hear a few comforting words had finally become irrevocably real. Though I didn’t know it, the hardest part was yet to come. It happened as we made the final journey to her resting place, a trip that took about 25 minutes from the church to the cemetery. Along the route, lining the rural roads, were people everywhere: standing, watching, crying, silently paying tribute to one who deeply mattered in their lives. There were laborers in overalls, waitresses in uniforms, ruddy-faced farmers, men in business suits, pastors, postmen, children, mothers, fathers, grandparents … just people. People who had stopped their work in midday to say goodbye; and they were all her people. She had touched their lives, and they had lost a member of their family. Such an unexpected demonstration of mass devotion caused a backlog of tears to flow and I thought about how much she would have loved knowing that they were all there. After all, the thing she most wanted was to put something good in the world and make a difference, and what more significant proof would ever exist to show what a difference she had made?

Michael Feinstein, Los Angeles, October 2011
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Introduction

The 21st-century world of show business is very familiar with the name “Clooney.” Few of Hollywood’s present aristocracy can match the success that actor, producer, director, and screenwriter, George Clooney, has enjoyed in the first years of the new millennium. Time was, however, when the Clooney name was represented by an altogether different show business figure. Rosemary Clooney—George’s aunt—sustained one of the most remarkable and enduring careers in show business, from her professional singing debut in 1945 to her final concert appearance in December 2001. Starting as a band singer with her sister, Betty, Rosemary quickly became an international star. Her own labeling was more modest. “Girl Singer” was the only title she ever used. Hollywood soon beckoned the sweet-voiced, svelte, honey-blonde girl from Kentucky. She met its call as the female lead and love interest for Bing Crosby in the iconic White Christmas in 1954. On television, she hosted her own weekly show and as Eisenhower’s decade progressed, Rosemary came to epitomize the American dream. A Hollywood marriage to actor, José Ferrer, and a fast-growing family only served to enhance the apparent richness of her life in the land of milk and honey. The small-town girl who sang with the laugh in her voice had made it to the top.

But not everything was as it seemed. The 1960s found the show business marriage going sour. The Ferrers became fodder for the divorce court reporters. The hit records had long since dried up, and by the time she stopped producing babies, Hollywood had moved on from the girl-next-door musicals. Rosemary took refuge in prescription medication and politics. When an assassin cut down her friend, Robert F. Kennedy, as Rosemary looked on, her life went into tailspin. A few weeks later, it crashed dramatically down to earth on the stage of a Reno nightclub. Long years of mental health therapy followed. Professional oblivion dawned.

That Rosemary came back was in itself remarkable. That she was able to do so in a way that artistically outshone her first career was astounding. Few, if any, performers have achieved such an artistic juxtaposition. Once dismissed as a voice only for Mitch Miller’s novelty songs and gimmicky recordings, Rosemary now became the interpreter par excellence of the American popular song. Cowbells and harpsichords made way for an ensemble that comprised America’s finest jazz musicians. Not everyone, not even Rosemary herself, thought that she had become a jazz singer, but when asked if there was a finer exponent of vocal timing, rhythmical appreciation and lyrical interpretation, few could name anyone better. “That’s jazz,” her friend and mentor, Bing Crosby, once sang and to many, it was.

Now, a decade and more after her death, the question of how Rosemary Clooney will be remembered is apposite. History often claims 20/20 hindsight, but left to its own devices can make mistakes. Anyone using Billboard’s pop music charts for an assessment of Miss Clooney’s career would conclude that she enjoyed a four-year spell of popularity, excelled as a singer of trite ditties, but was never heard of again once the world spun its first Elvis Presley record. After the success of White Christmas in 1954, her movie career sank without a trace. And anyone scanning the library shelves would find two autobiographies that, like any self-penned memoir, were more about opinions and memories than objectivity and fact. Neither represents the historical chronicle that her career deserves. More recent studies of the art of popular singing have begun to redress the balance, yet the complete story of her career remains to be told.

Rosemary Clooney was arguably the most versatile popular singer in history. She marched to Mitch Miller’s beat while breaking new ground with Duke Ellington for the first genuine pop-jazz collaboration. She could count rockabilly, country and western, pop, jazz, hymns, lullabies, Christmas songs, mambo rhythms, and barbershop harmony among her repertoire. She could schmaltz and schmooze with Crosby in one scene in White Christmas, and become a sultry siren in the next. Duet partnerships with the vocal aristocrats such as Crosby, Sinatra, Tony Bennett, and Perry Como stood alongside knockabout collaborations with the likes of Gene Autry, Marlene Dietrich, and Guy Mitchell. What other singer stood toe-to-toe with jazz legends such as Ellington, Benny Goodman, Harry James, Count Basie, and Nelson Riddle and then, years later, could act as a pied piper for a new generation that included John Pizzarelli, John Oddo, Scott Hamilton, and Warren Vaché? Late Life Jazz provides the first full, objective record of the career of Rosemary Clooney. It seeks to present material drawn from contemporary accounts of her life and music making alongside more recent, retrospective opinion, including our own. In this book, we seek to offer a definitive chronicle and critical appraisal of the life and career of a remarkable lady, one who was proud to be “George’s aunt,” but who was also so much more.


CHAPTER 1
Kentucky, Sure as You’re Born

When Rosemary Clooney assembled an album of songs to mark her 50th anniversary in show business, she asked her brother Nick to write a sleeve note. Looking down the playlist, the TV talk show host and journalist raised an eyebrow at the opening selection. “‘Danny Boy?’ Why ‘Danny Boy?’” he asked his elder sister in a call to her at home on the West Coast. A few months later, Terry Gross, interviewing Rosemary for Fresh Air on National Public Radio, asked the same thing. Her answer to Gross was typical Clooney—direct, quick-witted, and brutally frank. “It got the Irish song out of the way,” she said. “‘Why didn’t you do an Irish song, Rosemary? An Irish song would have been nice on the album.’ You know how many times I’ve heard that?”1 But the answer she gave to her brother was more thoughtful. “Well,” she said, “it’s sort of the beginning of everything.”2 The younger Clooney knew immediately what his sister meant. He was in Kentucky, she in California, but both of them knew that spiritually, their homeland was the glens and valleys that Rosemary sang about in every rendition of the Irish American anthem. It had been a long journey.

The home-leaving lyrics for “Danny Boy” were penned by Frederic Weatherly in 1910. Fifty years before, Rosemary Clooney’s great-grandparents-to-be, Nicholas Clooney and Bridget Byron, had made their separate ways across the Atlantic Ocean. Nicholas was born in County Kilkenny, Ireland, in 1830 and was in his mid-20s when he made the crossing. Bridget, at 19, was six years his junior when she emigrated to the United States in 1855. They came for one reason alone—survival. Ireland was starving. The staple diet of the island was the potato, and one acre of the crop would feed an Irish family for a year, as it had done for centuries. But in 1845, the potato crop rotted within days of being taken from the ground. The blight continued into the next year and the years beyond. It became one of the greatest humanitarian tragedies of the 19th century. Famine, disease, and eviction followed quickly in the wake of the crop failure. From 1847 to 1850, between one fifth and one sixth of the Irish population died each year, either from starvation or consequential diseases such as cholera. In 1851, the population of Ireland stood at 6.5 million. Without the famine, the Census Commissioners estimated that the figure would have exceeded 9 million. The choice for the Irish was stark; stay home and likely die or take a chance on the sea crossing. By the end of 1854, 2 million Irish—one quarter of the population—had opted for the voyage across the Atlantic. They came first in sailing ships, enduring a harrowing six weeks at sea, mostly below deck and often in conditions more suited to the transportation of animals than human beings. One in every hundred who left Ireland failed to survive the voyage. Steam replaced sail during the 1850s, and though the crossing conditions eased, life for those who made it to the New World was often little better than what they had left behind.

The first wave of Irish immigrants to the United States had arrived earlier in the century and had been skilled laborers, in demand for the turnpike and canal projects across the eastern United States. The famine refugees, however, were uneducated and unskilled. Shantytowns grew up, with houses that were little more than huts and sanitation almost nonexistent. Racial discrimination was rife. “No Irish” was a common sign posted where men stood in line for work. Often, it was the womenfolk who came first, paying for the passage by taking work as indentured domestic servants. The price of the Atlantic crossing was a period of servitude. Irish maids were so predominant that they became known as “biddies,” a derivation from the most common Irish female name, Bridget. Once settled, husbands and sons would join them.

Nicholas Clooney and Bridget Byron settled separately in Mason County, Kentucky, and eventually became man and wife there on May 24, 1862. Boston and New York had become the primary locations for Irish settlers, but Kentucky had provided a home for both Scottish and Irish immigrants since the time of the American Revolution. The first settlers were Protestants, before a more Gaelic influx began in the first decades of the 1800s. By 1839, the Covington Western Globe was reporting that Irish navvies were the major workers for new infrastructure projects such as the Covington & Lexington Turnpike.3 Railroad expansion quickly followed, although until 1845, the influx of immigrants from Ireland was still little more than a trickle.

When he came to the United States, Nicholas Clooney first lived as a lodger with the Knox family, who were also recent arrivals from Ireland. The Knox’s home was in Maysville, Kentucky, on the Ohio River. Maysville dated back to 1784 when a settlement known as Limestone was established, just where Limestone Creek flowed into the Ohio River. Within three years, Limestone had become Maysville, named for John May, one of the founders of the state of Kentucky. Situated 400 miles downstream from Pittsburgh, Maysville marks the northern boundary of the state, 60 miles northeast of Lexington and approximately the same distance southeast of Cincinnati. Some 10 miles away sits the town of Mayslick, also named for a member of the May family, John’s brother, William. Mayslick provided a home for two other Irish families who had forsaken their homeland. The Sweeneys had arrived among the first wave of Irish immigrants while the Guilfoyles were part of the post-famine influx. When a Sweeney married a Guilfoyle, the union produced a son who would grow up to be Rosemary Clooney’s maternal grandfather.

Nicholas and Bridget Clooney raised seven children, the sixth of whom, Andrew Bartholomew Clooney, was to become the most influential figure in Rosemary Clooney’s early life. He was born on June 25, 1874, and as a first-generation American, quickly set about exploiting the opportunities that the United States offered. Quick and smart, Andrew Clooney flirted with a career in the law before settling for a role as a small town watchmaker and jeweler, working from a first-floor store on Maysville’s Market Street. Andrew Clooney’s passion was politics. He founded a free newspaper in Maysville and his left-of-center views anticipated Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal radicalism by a generation. “Closer to libertarianism than we would like” was Nick Clooney’s recollection of his grandfather. One of Nick’s earliest childhood memories was of his grandfather being forcibly held down for a typhoid shot during the 1937 Ohio flood. “He regarded it as an invasion of his body,” Clooney said.4 Andrew Clooney’s involvement in local politics saw him serve two terms as the Democratic mayor of Maysville in the 1930s, later also acting as a city commissioner at the time of the flood. His grandchildren adored him. They loved the trinkets and goodies that he collected during his mayoral duties and would bring home for them as much as they loved the warmth and humor of his personality. A tall, elegant man with a bush of white hair, Andrew B. Clooney told bedtime stories to his grandchildren and created within them a warm sense of love and reassurance. “He never talked to us like children,” said Nick. “He talked to us as if we were adults.”5

Andrew Clooney’s wife was not part of the Kentucky Irish heritage. She was Crescentia Koch, the daughter of a Huguenot family originally from Alsace-Lorraine on the French-German border. Their arrival on the banks of the Ohio had preceded even that of Rosemary’s Irish ancestors. The Kochs quickly Anglicized their names. Crescentia soon became Cynthia (although her grandchildren always called her Molly), while her pronunciation of her surname usually came out as “Cook” rather than its German-sounding derivation. The Kochs had grand ideas for their daughter, and a union with an Irish shopkeeper with dangerous political leanings was hardly the marriage they had in mind. As she shared this frustrated ambition, it found an outlet in her personality. Cynthia’s grandchildren found her a distant and materialistic woman, whose attempts to convey love and affection came across as superficial and false. She was “a Southern belle,” Rosemary recalled in 1956, who “knew all the feminine things—perfume, music, how to paint a tray or square a canvas with violets and roses. She was just born to please a man,” she said.6 Nick Clooney recalled his grandmother as an elitist woman, gifted and talented, but angry and frustrated that her talents—and her husband’s—had not taken them further up the social ladder. Nevertheless, the marriage between the Clooney and Koch offspring was a sound one. It produced two children, a daughter, Olivette born in 1900, and a son Andrew Joseph Clooney, born on October 13, 1902. Andrew J. Clooney became Rosemary’s father.

Rosemary’s mother, Frances Guilfoyle, was the eventual product of the marriage of Cornelius Guilfoyle to Rosanna Sweeney in Mayslick on August 26, 1869. The marriage produced 11 children. The third eldest was Michael Guilfoyle, born in 1874, who became Rosemary’s grandfather. His wife, Martha Adelia (Ada) Farrow was the daughter of a failed pioneer farmer who had taken his family out west to Kansas in a covered wagon, only to be driven back east by the first harsh winter. Along with Andrew B. Clooney, Ada Guilfoyle would become the other dominant influence on the early life of her granddaughter Rosemary. Michael and Ada married in 1904 and had nine children, including Frances Guilfoyle, Rosemary’s mother. When Michael Guilfoyle died in the street of a brain aneurysm in 1928, Ada Guilfoyle was left with the challenge of raising the family on her own.

The character of her daughter, Frances, and the man she had chosen as her husband, Andrew J. Clooney, multiplied that challenge. He had inherited none of his father’s drive and ambition and soon settled into a life of shiftless vagabondage. Rosemary later wrote that her father had decided even before she was born that “his dreams were submerged at the bottom of a bottle.”7 “Daddy spent a lot of time in various saloons in Maysville,” she said. “There weren’t too many, but there were enough for him.”8 Andrew Clooney fathered his first child, a son, also called Andrew, in 1921. The child’s mother, Annie Elsie Ennis, took the Clooney surname and at her death in 1929, was described as a widow, although no record can be traced of their marriage or divorce. Married or not, they had separated some time before Ennis’s death. By then Andrew J. Clooney was undeniably married to Frances Guilfoyle. That wedding took place in St. Patrick Church in Maysville on August 15, 1928, at which time Andrew and Frances were already the parents of a daughter. The baby, registered under the name of Rose Marie Clooney, had been born in Maysville on May 23, 1928.9 Her accepted Christian name soon became Rosemary, although friends referred to her as “Rose” throughout her life.

Andrew Clooney was 25 years old and his new wife 19 when they set out on married life. It was a union built on shifting sands. Rosemary later described it as being “like a soap opera,”10 characterized by frequent separations. The pattern continued throughout Rosemary’s childhood, although her mother and father were reunited often enough to produce two more children, Elizabeth Anne (Betty) in 1931 and Nicholas (Nick) three years later. Rosemary’s memories of her childhood were often colored with bitterness. While her father could usually be found in a saloon bar, she remembered her mother as being more interested in selling ready-to-wear clothing than raising children. Frances Clooney was not the first woman to put her career ahead of her children, but in Kentucky in the 1930s, it was an unusual trait. She was “a natural saleswoman, garrulous and born with the gift of making people feel important,” Nick Clooney said of his mother.11 Rosemary eventually came to see some of the same characteristics in her sister, Betty. The pushiness, the eye for an angle, and the ability to close a sale were essentials on the bottom rung of the show business ladder, and it was Betty who used them to gain the girls’ first foothold. The lifestyle of their parents, however, did nothing to create a stable home environment for the three Clooney children. “I don’t think Betty and I and Nicky spent more than two weeks in the same house with them,” Rosemary said.12 The consequence was that the wider Clooney and Guilfoyle families—aunts, uncles, but more especially their respective grandparents—essentially raised the three children, who grew up like orphans.

The town of Maysville where Rosemary Clooney was born had a population of 6,500 at the census that came two years after her birth. The population had tripled in size in the 100 years since the town had attained city status, but it was a growth rate that was only one fifth the national average. What increase there was came largely from expansion of the city’s boundaries. Despite Kentucky’s reputation as an early home for the first wave of Irish immigration, the flood of other nationalities into the United States around the turn of the 20th century largely passed by the Ohio townships. Maysville owed its origins to the Ohio River and had soon developed into a thriving port, an outlet for the export of hemp and tobacco, but it was slow, organic growth, hardly likely to radically alter the makeup and character of the town. A wrought-iron industry later developed in the town, but at the time of Rosemary’s birth, Maysville remained a predominantly agricultural settlement where tobacco was king. Even into the 1980s stockyards could still be found close to the center of the town itself.

Rosemary’s earliest memory of a place she could call home was the apartment that her grandpa and Grandma Clooney kept above the jeweler’s shop on Market Street. It was, she later said, a stylish house where she and Betty experienced the sensation of being loved for the first time in their lives. Andrew Clooney senior was quick to involve his granddaughters in his political activities, persuading them to sing at fund-raising events and taking them along to the public meetings that were a regular part of his life. He also promoted Rosemary’s friendship with a black girl, Blanchie Mae Chambers, whose mother worked as a maid at the Central Hotel in town. It provided Rosemary with her first experience of the racial segregation that dominated the South, and her grandfather’s rebuttal of it stayed with her all her life. Blanchie Mae remained a lifelong friend, and pointedly, when Rosemary returned to Maysville for a triumphant motorcade procession in 1953, it was her childhood friend who sat alongside her, although even then, she had to be passed off as her maid.

This first, brief period of stability in the early life of Rosemary Clooney came to an abrupt end in 1939 with the death of her paternal grandmother, Cynthia. Despite acknowledging that she had always been her grandmother’s favorite, Rosemary felt no sense of loss. “I remember thinking ‘I should be feeling more than I am feeling,’” she said later.13 What loss Rosemary—and her siblings—did feel came because their grandmother’s death also took them away from the grandfather they loved. In 1937, two years before Cynthia’s death, Maysville along with countless other towns along the length of the Ohio River, had been consumed by one of the worst floods in history. Despite Canute-like tones of defiance, Andrew B. Clooney had seen his business premises devastated. His spirit broken by the flood and then by the loss of his wife, he was in no position to look after three grandchildren on his own.

The solution was for the Clooney children to move in with the Guilfoyles. Their new home with their grandmother Guilfoyle was on West Third Street. Life there could not have been more different from living with their late grandmother Clooney. The two women were like chalk and cheese, and despite a shared interest in the children that their two off spring had neglected, their relationship had never passed beyond the formality of “Mrs. Clooney” and “Mrs. Guilfoyle.” But where Cynthia Clooney was refined and formal, Ada Guilfoyle was a practical woman of great strength, warmth, and love. Her youngest child was only three years older than Rosemary and the addition of three grandchildren meant that the family she now supported had expanded to 12. Having grown up on a farm and then taught school, Ada Guilfoyle seemed to possess all the skills necessary to raise a large family. She supplemented her time around the house by working nights as a practical nurse. Even when the children had flown the nest, Grandma Guilfoyle could be called upon to go the extra mile. Once when Rosemary was touring with the Tony Pastor orchestra, the entire band descended on the Guilfoyle household with no warning. She killed, dressed, and cooked 22 chickens to feed her houseguests. “Best Southern fried chicken I ever tasted,” said Gene Cipriano, one of the band members who shared in the feast.14

Perhaps the only common ground between the Clooneys and the Guilfoyles was their shared love of music. Her grandfather’s apartment had boasted a fine piano among its furnishings, plus a radio set. Rosemary’s father had an excellent singing voice and his sister Olivette led a small band that played for parties at the local country club. Rosemary’s grandfather Guilfoyle had been known for his love of dancing, but it was his daughter Ann—Rosemary’s aunt—who had the most significant musical influence on the young Rosemary. Ann Guilfoyle had started to build a career as a nightclub singer, working in Lexington at several clubs and often performing with some of the touring bands that passed through town. Nick Clooney recalled his Aunt Ann as a glamorous figure, always well dressed, smelling of the most expensive perfume and the first to have anything that came on the market that might seem cool. “She always had a new car,” he said, “despite being a terrible driver.”15 Her show business lifestyle led to frequent confrontations with her mother, Ada, whose attempts to rein back her daughter were validated when Ann died tragically from an accidental drugs overdose at the age of 25. Her life—and death—provided Rosemary with her first exposure to the light and darker sides of the show business world.

With such a heavy musical influence from both sides of the family, it was no surprise that Rosemary started singing almost as soon as she learned to talk. Her stage debut came just before her third birthday when her aunt Olivette arranged for her to sing “When Your Hair Has Turned to Silver” on the stage of the Russell Theater, Maysville’s downtown movie house. Not long after, Rosemary was singing “Home on the Range” at one of her grandfather’s political gatherings and her first review came in 1933 when the Middlesboro Daily News reported that she had sung three songs at the conclusion of Maysville’s centenary dinner in the Central Hotel.16 She was still only five years old but music, it seemed, was in her blood.

It wasn’t just music. It was apparent from Rosemary’s stage debut in 1940 that she was also born with a natural stage presence. The occasion was a St. Patrick’s High School production of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Rosemary had set her heart on playing the part of Snow White, opposite her cousin and would-be beau, Joe Breslin. In the end, Rosemary had to settle for the part of the witch, a role that she nevertheless played with considerable relish. A fellow cast member, Marion Byron Gilligan, remembered with a shiver Rosemary’s hideous laugh as she handed the poison apple to Snow White, an unsuspecting Rose Marie Tierney. Another classmate, Wanda Ring Anderson recalled a memorable footnote to the same scene. Just as the witch offered the apple, her taped-on nose fell off, landing right in her basket. Without missing a beat, Rosemary went on with her lines. “She stole the show even then. She was a regular comedienne,” Wanda said.17

The Snow White production marked the end of Rosemary’s years in Maysville, at least for the time being. Later that year, her uncles George and Chick opened a filling station business in Ironton, Ohio, and the entire Guilfoyle family moved the 73 miles to join them. It proved to be an unlucky town. During their time there, Chick was injured in an accident, his sister Christine developed a brain tumor, and their sister Ann succumbed to a drug overdose. When the filling station business failed, the family moved to Cincinnati, where George took a job for the Baldwin Piano Company. Briefly the family all lived on Fairfax Avenue in Cincinnati, and Rosemary attended Withrow High School. It wasn’t long, however, before they were on the move again, this time to Indian Hills Road, where Grandma Guilfoyle took over an old farmhouse. It would be the last of the homes that the Clooney children would share with one of their grandparents.

Andrew and Frances Clooney were still, at best, intermittent presences in the lives of their three children. Frances had by now moved on from her job as a sales clerk in the dress store, first to a store manager position and then into a traveling sales job with the Lerner dress company. She loved the job and life on the road. Each week, she would send a $5 bill back home to her children in Cincinnati, but the postmark on the envelope was the closest the kids came to knowing their mother’s precise whereabouts. Things changed yet again in 1942, however, when the divorce that had long seemed inevitable finally became a reality. The newly single Frances Clooney returned home, taking an apartment on Clinton Springs Avenue in Cincinnati. It was to be only a brief return. Within weeks, she announced that she planned to remarry and that her husband-to-be, Bill Stone, was a sailor in California. Worse still, she was taking Nick with her to California, but leaving Rosemary and Betty in Kentucky. She told the girls that she would send for them once she was settled on the West Coast, but the promise was like all the others that the girls had heard before—hollow and unfulfilled. When the day came, the tearful sisters could only watch as their mother disappeared once more, this time waving to them through the back window of a cab that carried her and their younger brother to the railroad station. They saw neither of them again for two years. It was a traumatic separation for all three children, especially Nick. “I knew my sisters far better than I knew either of my parents,” he said.18

Frances Clooney’s departure was followed by another surprising twist in the lives of Rosemary and Betty. As one parent rode out of town, the other made a surprise return. Seemingly reformed and chastened by his now sole responsibility for his daughters, Andrew Clooney junior managed to kick his drinking habit and found a job with the Wright Aeronautical defense plant in Cincinnati. He took an apartment on Elberon Avenue and the girls moved in with him. For a time, life was good. The job paid decent money and better still, most of it came home with Andrew at the end of the week. At a time when most Americans had shifted their focus to the war in Europe and the Pacific, Rosemary and Betty found that wartime offered them a brief interlude of domestic stability. They were able to get to know their father almost for the first time, sharing their musical interests with him, singing, and debating the merits of Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra, heard on records on the jukebox in the Fountain Square drugstore. It seemed too good to last, and it was. Andrew Clooney’s spell on the wagon lasted almost as long as America’s involvement in the war in Europe, but by the time VE Day arrived in May 1945, his old habits had returned. Earlier that year, he had returned home just long enough to gather up the defense bonds that he had saved through the war and disappear in a cab, taking the savings with him. Rosemary and Betty, still only 16 and 13 years of age, were left alone. It was time to start looking after themselves.

The question was how? Both girls were still of school age19 and had no prospects of earning enough money outside school to buy food and keep a roof over their heads. They made a few cents here and there collecting deposits on empty bottles but it was nothing more than pin money for two teenage girls. They knew, however, that they could sing, and the saleswoman’s genes that Betty had inherited told her that if they could get the right people to hear them, they could make enough money to live. The right people, she said, could be found downtown at Station WLW in Cincinnati. Self-proclaimed as “The Nation’s Station,” WLW had first taken to the airwaves in 1922 with one of the most powerful broadcast transmitters of any American station. Its 500-kilowatt output was capable of reaching listeners as far away as Canada and South America. WLW was primarily a music station; better still, it ran open auditions every Thursday evening. The sisters decided to try their luck. It was only as they sat and waited for their turn that the girls had their first experience of stage fright. “When our names were called out,” Betty Clooney later recalled, “we suddenly realized how scared we were, even Rosie, on whom I counted for support.” The girls sang “Hawaiian War Chant,” an authentic Hawaiian song (but not a war chant) that dated back to the 1860s and had enjoyed a late ’30s revival, courtesy of English lyrics by Ralph Freed. Tommy Dorsey’s band had a hit record with the tune, and while the girls didn’t know all of the Hawaiian lyrics that were interspersed through the song, they took a chance that no one else did either. To fill the gaps, they added some Hawaiian sounding ‘ee’s’ and ‘ooh’s’ and got away with it. “They asked us up to do another,” said Betty. “Then the program director came out of the control room and said that if we would take some lessons in mike technique, they could use us.”20 The contract was worth $20 per week, a small fortune to the girls.

A 56-second acetate of the girls’ second song from their audition, a cover of the King Cole Trio’s recording of “Straighten Up and Fly Right,” provides the first evidence of how the young Clooney sisters sounded as they set out on their new career. There were many similarities about their voices. Both had near perfect pitch, and unsurprisingly, approached the phrasing of a song almost identically. In their upper registers, the voices were so similar that, even 65 years later, it is difficult to distinguish between them. What differences there were came from the fact that Betty sang a little lower than Rosemary and lacked some of the granularity that would become such a trademark of her older sister. Both agreed that Rosemary was the natural lead singer for the partnership, with Betty’s superior ear for harmony making her a perfect foil. The same could not be said about their physical appearance. Each girl had inherited their mother’s dark coloring, but Rosemary had transformed herself into an elegant blonde from an early age. Betty had more of her mother’s facial characteristics as well as her coloring, including a longer, thinner face. Closer examination of their nose and mouth features would reveal a likeness, but from a distance, it was the way they sounded rather than how they looked that told the audience that this was a natural sister act.

With a contract in their pocket, the girls now felt confident about their ability to pay their own way. They approached their Aunt Jean, their mother’s sister, about moving in with her branch of the Guilfoyle family in suburban Cincinnati. She said yes, and even when their father returned home whistling “Kentucky Babe” (a sign of sobriety, Rosemary later recalled), the girls decided to stay put. Once bitten, twice shy. They enrolled at the Our Lady of Mercy Academy in downtown Cincinnati, close to station WLW, where they quickly became regular features on two shows. First, they worked on Crossroads Café, an afternoon show that featured host Rita Hacket and a big band in the studio, before moving on to a late night show. Moon River was the station’s flagship offering, 30 years before Johnny Mercer would immortalize the title in an Academy Award-winning song. The show aired between 11:30 and midnight every night, commercial free to maintain a restful ambience.

The girls were true to their commitment to take some music and singing lessons and were soon picking up other work around the city. They sang with a band led by a boy named Billy Petering, playing high school dances and other local festivals. Petering became Rosemary’s first serious beau. Then a local bandleader named Barney Rapp heard them on the radio and hired the girls to sing with his bigger ensemble. The Rapp band primarily played music for dancing but provided a home to a succession of up-and-coming vocalists, including a young blonde singer from Cincinnati called Doris Kappelhoff. It was Rapp who was credited with changing her name to Doris Day after hearing her sing “Day by Day.” Rapp had started his career in New England before moving to Ohio, where he played and broadcast from hotels and nightclubs as well as making records on the Victor label. The Clooney girls became his regular singers and this, together with their radio work meant that they were soon taking home over $100 every week—each. It was a world away from the hand-to-mouth existence that had characterized much of their earlier lives.

The nine months that the girls spent singing with the Barney Rapp band gave them their first real experience of show business. They played some big clubs in Cincinnati, including the Beverly Hills Supper Club and the Castle Farms Club, where the Paul Whiteman orchestra had played in the ’20s. Rapp also doubled as an agent for the sisters, providing them with bookings with other bands such as Clyde Trask’s orchestra. It was Rapp’s role as a work-finder that was ultimately to prove his most significant contribution to the career of Rosemary Clooney. One day, early in 1946, Rapp ran into an old buddy named Charlie Trotta, trumpet player, sometime vocalist, and road manager for the much bigger Tony Pastor outfit. “Tony wants a new girl singer,” Trotta told him, “got any ideas?” Rapp’s reply was to the point. “A girl singer?” he said. “I can do better than that. I can find him two.”


CHAPTER 2
The Clooney Sisters

Tony Pastor boasted a musical pedigree that ran solidly through the halcyon years of American big band swing. Born in Middletown, Connecticut, in 1907, Pastor began playing the saxophone at the age of 16. Growing up in nearby New Haven and playing with the John Cavallaro band, Pastor met and befriended a young clarinetist named Artie Shaw. The elder of the two friends by three years, Pastor became something of a role model for the young Shaw, who, for a time, seemed happy to take on the role of bag carrier for him. Soon, the two musicians were playing together, first with Irving Aaronson and his Commanders and then with Austin Wylie’s orchestra. Shaw though, was a driven man. It wasn’t long before he had formed a band of his own and when he did, in 1936, Pastor was a natural selection as the saxophonist.

The Shaw band was not the overnight success that its leader expected, and he experimented with several different instrumental combinations before finally breaking through with a recording of “Begin the Beguine.” The strain of leading the band and keeping his own ambition in check took its toll, however, and Shaw suffered the first of several collapses in 1938. Nevertheless, it was still a surprise when, a year later, he suddenly quit the band, leaving it to carry on without him. The band members looked to Pastor to take over as leader but he too had other plans. Although his first attempt at leading his own band in the early 1930s had not gone well, he too retained the ambition to step out on his own. Boston agent Cy Shribman had already offered backing to Pastor if he chose to make a break from Shaw, and the demise of the Shaw band offered the opportunity that he had been waiting for. With Shaw’s musicians talking vaguely about setting up a cooperative, Pastor decided that his time had come. “I had a chance to go out with my own band, so who needed a whole band of partners?” he said.1

Pastor’s musical credentials came from the mellow tone of his tenor sax playing, although it was his exuberant singing style that came to define his new band’s personality. Strongly influenced by Louis Armstrong’s vocals, Pastor’s exaggerated phrasing and croaky voice complimented his bright and bouncy personality. “Short and round, good-humored and easygoing” was Rosemary Clooney’s later summation of him.2 As well as his solo vocals, Pastor was also a regular duettist, sharing the microphone with Johnny McAfee, who also led the sax quintet in the band, plus a succession of girl singers that included Dorsey Anderson, Eugenie Baird, and Virginia Maxey. It was the latter’s departure in 1946 that created the vacancy that the Clooney Sisters would fill.

The Pastor audition came without any warning for Rosemary and Betty, so much so that they were out swimming when Barney Rapp tracked them down and told them about his conversation with Charlie Trotta. “They were just a couple of fresh-looking kids when we hired them,” Trotta later recalled. “They were doing a local radio show after school when they came to sing for me. They’d come straight from swimming. Their hair wasn’t combed. They had on flat-heeled shoes and no stockings. There was no piano, but they sang a full arrangement of ‘Patty Cake, Patty Cake Baker’s Man’ without missing a note.”3 Pastor was immediately taken by them. “They were smart kids, but they were only babies,” he told George T. Simon years later. “They had good ears and some corny arrangements of their own. But Ralph Flanagan, who was writing for us, gave them some good new arrangements.”4

Rosemary and Betty signed a five-year contract on November 30, 1946, appointing Rapp and Trotta as their “exclusive business managers, personal representatives and advisors,” and granting them 10% commission on their earnings. Their Uncle George (Guilfoyle) countersigned the deal as their “duly appointed and acting guardian.” The agreement provided the Clooney Sisters with a conduit into Pastor’s band and an entirely new way of life. Pastor’s outfit was the ultimate road band. Although a regular on the airwaves and a not infrequent visitor to the recording studio, the band made its money from clambering aboard a bus and heading from town to town. One estimate was that the band traveled a million miles throughout the United States during the 1940s.5 Life for a singer with a traveling band wasn’t easy. Usually, the band’s arrangements were written to a dance tempo, with the singer often the last to see them. Equally, the singers were expected to handle just about any type of material—ballads, up-tempo swing, and novelty—again with little chance to rehearse their numbers before they were called on for their turn at the microphone. For a girl singer, there were other complications. Among them were where to change, where to do makeup, and not least, how to deal with a succession of musicians with an eye to some extracurricular activity. The list of girl singers who wound up marrying a member of the band they toured with was a long one. The list of affairs and one-night stands was longer still.

How to protect Rosemary and Betty from the wolf-trap that they were about to enter was a pressing question for the Clooney and Guilfoyle families. The answer came in the form of Uncle George who agreed to travel with the band and act as the girls’ chaperone. “No nun in a Catholic convent took better care of her girls than Uncle George did of us—often to our total frustration,” Rosemary later recalled.6 Gene Cipriano and Henry Riggs Guidotti, sax player and drummer, respectively, in the band, recalled that the chaperoning was highly effective. “They were squeaky clean,” said Riggs. “The only time we ever saw them was on stage, on rehearsal, or on the bus.”7 Cipriano remembered Uncle George as an ever-present figure, who made sure that his two nieces were regular Sunday churchgoers and wholesome eaters. “They were hooked on mushroom omelettes,” he said.8 “Hooked” was an operative word in the Pastor band. Soft drug use was rife. “We were pretty high above the ground most of the time,” Henry Riggs said, a reference to the widespread use of marijuana among the musicians. Looking back almost 50 years later, Rosemary Clooney concurred. “They were on everything but roller skates,” she said.9

The sisters’ debut with the Pastor orchestra came on July 10, 1946, at the Marine Ballroom on the Steel Pier in Atlantic City. Wearing plaid taffeta gowns crafted by Grandma Guilfoyle, the girls took a deep breath, looked at each other, and stepped onto the bandstand. Their opening duet10 went over well, but Rosemary soon found trouble with the solos that Pastor had handed her. None of them had been scored in the right key for her and when she reached for a high note in the first one, her voice broke into a comical, discordant croak. “In my mind I was already on the train back to Cincinnati, and I wanted to cry. But before all those people?” she told an interviewer a few years later. Instead of crying, Rosemary smiled at the 3,000 faces looking at her from the ballroom floor and received a heartening roar of applause. Next time she hit the note right on the nail. “It was easy then,” she said. “I knew they were with me.”11

The girls soon fell in with the band’s summer touring schedule, traveling throughout the Ohio valley and beyond. In late August 1946, the band played a week at Orsatti’s Casino, New Jersey, before heading into New York City. It was Rosemary’s first taste of Manhattan and also her first experience of entering a recording studio. The recordings that the band made during the visit were for the little-known Cosmo Records and featured several songs from the 1946 Disney hit movie The Song of the South. The Clooney Sisters appeared on five of the songs, although on four of them, their role was no more than as backing vocalists to Pastor himself. The fifth record was different and featured Rosemary in a duet with Pastor on the film’s romantic ballad, “Sooner or Later.” This time, the lead vocal went her way with the bandleader playing the supporting role. Rosemary’s husky, almost whispered rendition was a world away from the cheeriness of “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah” and announced the arrival of a serious female vocalist. Billboard said that Pastor and Clooney “made a fetching romantic twosome,”12 although it was another review that stuck in Rosemary’s mind. It said Rosemary’s vocal was “the nearest thing to Ella Fitzgerald that we’ve ever heard.”13

Through the autumn and into the winter of 1946, the Pastor band played up and down the eastern states, broadcasting on Saturday nights over station WCAE in Pittsburgh before returning to New York for a pre-Christmas booking at the New York Paramount. For Rosemary and Betty, the excitement of just being in New York was the predominant memory that they held of that time, far outstripping any musical or career landmarks that New York might have offered. Working at the Paramount gave Rosemary the opportunity to stand in the footprints of her idol, Frank Sinatra, at the theater that had marked the beginning of his bobby-sox era in 1943. For Rosemary, these early visits to New York marked the start of a love affair with the city that would last for the rest her life.

The year 1947 brought more miles and more one night stands for the band, but Rosemary soon gained sufficient prominence to merit a solo turn at the microphone, in addition to the Clooney Sisters’ normal spot. She had also managed to escape from the watchful eye of Uncle George long enough to start an affair with the band’s guitarist, Milt Norman. It lasted several months until Uncle George – and Pastor – found out. The affair was exposed during the band’s lengthy sojourn in California during the summer of 1947, an itinerary that included an extended spell at the Hollywood Palladium, some filming for Columbia Pictures, and recording dates under a new contract with Columbia Records. Pastor fired Norman as soon as he found about the affair, although the guitarist had planned to leave the band in California anyway. Norman hoped to persuade Rosemary to stay with him, but when she came to do her solo spot on the recording session, she had already decided that the affair had no future. When Norman played the lilting opening bars to “I’m Sorry That I Didn’t Say I’m Sorry (When I Made You Cry Last Night),” Rosemary looked across from the microphone, knowing how prophetic the lyric had become. It would not be the last time that Rosemary Clooney would find herself in a recording studio, voicing a lament to a lost love. Whether it was the tears she was holding back or simply her innate ability to read a lyric, Rosemary delivered a vocal that was full of emotion, singing in a voice that was barely above a whisper. The style anticipated the half-spoken delivery that characterized Marilyn Monroe a decade later. The result was striking. Columbia promoted the disc heavily, and America’s new emperors of the airwaves, the disc jockeys, gave it play after play.

The ballad aside, the June 5 recording session was otherwise notable for requiring Rosemary to adopt a false accent for the first time, something that would soon become commonplace once she came under the influence of Mitch Miller. The phony-Italian accent, however, was for the future. This time, Rosemary was called upon to handle a piece of Irish brogue before moving onto a Caribbean calypso. The Irish accent was needed for “My O’Darlin’ My O’Lovely My O’Brien,” although there was precious little about it that her great-grandparents would have recognized as authentic. The dose of West Indian was equally unconvincing on “Bread and Butter Woman,” which Billboard dismissed as a “weak calypso styled ditty” when it eventually saw release, some two years after it was recorded.14

Alongside the Columbia recording contract, the Pastor band could also boast radio and film credits. CBS radio hooked up with the band during its time at the Hollywood Palladium to broadcast One Night Stand, a show that featured the Pastor orchestra along with another guest band that joined the show from a remote location. Described by announcer Bill Ewing as a “lush thrush,” Rosemary took solo spots with such songs as “That’s My Desire,” while also joining Pastor for more boisterous numbers such as “A Rainy Night in Rio” and “Moving Along.” Billboard reviewer Alan Fischter was at the Palladium for one of the shows and wrote that the Clooney Sisters “pass the eye-and-ear test with plenty to spare.”15 On the screen, the band appeared in Two Blondes and a Redhead as well as starring in one of Universal’s “name band” shorts. Both movies were filmed during their stay on the West Coast in the summer of 1947. The “name band” movies were typically one-reelers, built around a single band and often filmed in a single day. Typically, the films ran to a budget of around $10,000, most of which was eaten up by the band’s fee. It was the Pastor short—production number 2312—that offered Rosemary her first big screen appearance: Rosemary and Betty reprising their Barney Rapp audition piece on “Hawaiian War Chant.” In another scene, set in a picture house, Rosemary cuddled up to her boss for an unctuous romantic duet called “Movie Tonight,” notwithstanding the age difference between them that made Pastor old enough to be her father.

The Hollywood retreat over, it was back on the road for the Clooney Sisters. Saltair in Utah, Lubbock in Texas, and Sheboygan in Wisconsin were but three of dozens of other anonymous locations where the band played onenighters.16 From September 1947, however, the band’s priorities changed. The record industry was bracing itself for another strike by the American Federation of Musicians (AFM). Just as he had done in 1943, union president James C. Petrillo was threatening to bar his members from entering a recording studio. The 1943 dispute had centered on royalty payments and had taken the music business by surprise. It lasted over a year and the big record companies saw their outputs dry up to a trickle for the duration of the ban. Five years later, the issue was similar, although Petrillo also had a new piece of labor legislation, the Taft-Hartley Labor-Management Relations Act, in his sights. This time, the big companies were determined that they would be ready. They began stockpiling. It wasn’t just the bands who were affected. The strike precluded any musician from accompanying a solo vocalist in the studio. The response of the major labels was to have all their contracted artists in the studios as much as they could before the cessation began.

A band such as Tony Pastor’s was firmly in the middle of the dispute and in the last three months of 1947, they made several visits to the studios in New York to add to their pile. The sessions offered Rosemary some good solo opportunities, although ironically, it was a song recorded and stashed away for over 15 months that came to be regarded as a milestone in her recording career. “Grieving for You” dated from 1920 and began life as a ragtime piano roll. Rosemary had started singing it early in her tenure with Pastor. Drummer Henry Riggs recalled her singing it at the Oriental Theater in Chicago in one of her first solo spots. Such was the emotion in Rosemary’s rendition, said Riggs, that the audience received the song in stunned silence for 10–15 seconds before leaping to their feet and roaring their approval. Riggs was amazed, he said, that “this little girl could sing with so much passion.”17

By the time Rosemary recorded it more than a year later, it was apparent that she had learned much from her apprenticeship as a band singer. Just as her idol Frank Sinatra credited Tommy Dorsey’s trombone as giving him a model for breath control, Tony Pastor’s tenor sax styling was clearly influencing the young girl singer, a point that Billboard picked up in its January 1949 review of the disc. “Rosemary Clooney delivers an intriguingly hushed vocal in a style reminiscent of her boss’s tenor sax offerings,” it said.18 When the disc was finally released, late in 1948, it reached #11 in Billboard’s disc jockey chart, staying there for five weeks.

Despite having been with Tony Pastor for little more than a year, it was apparent that one of the Clooney Sisters was developing her vocal skills faster than the other. It was not surprising. Most singing groups—Paul Whiteman’s Rhythm Boys which spawned Bing Crosby, Dorsey’s Pied Pipers (Jo Stafford), even another sister act, the Boswell Sisters (Connee Boswell)—had seen one of its members develop ahead of the rest. It was also the case that most of the enduring sister acts had been threesomes rather than doubles. The Andrews Sisters, the Fontane Sisters, and the McGuire Sisters were the most notable contemporaries of the Clooneys, but all were trios who traded on the greater harmonic interplay that three voices offered over two. It wasn’t until the emergence of the Bell Sisters in the early 1950s that American music saw a sister duo successfully strike out alone. Rosemary’s fictional partnership with Vera-Ellen to create “the Haynes Sisters” for the 1954 movie White Christmas implied that the twosome model was more common than was actually so.

Solo stardom was beckoning, but as 1948 dawned, there were still thousands of miles to be traveled on the band bus. The remoteness of their lifestyle had been brought into sharp focus in November 1947 when Rosemary and Betty had stepped off the bus in a nondescript country town somewhere in middle America to be told offhandedly that there had been a phone call at the hotel. Andrew B. Clooney—“papa”—had passed away suddenly at the age of 73. There was no opportunity even to get home for the funeral. Rosemary and Betty found their own way of paying their respects before the Pastor circus rolled on once more. Rosemary was by now featured prominently, interspersing novelty duets with Pastor alongside more serious ballads such as “You Started Something.” There were two clear styles to her singing: the hushed, slightly nasal sound of her solos contrasting with full-throated (and often phony-accented) delivery of the more comedic duets. The ability to adapt her style at the drop of a hat was an early indication of the versatility that would characterize her work during the next decade.

The Pastor band would prove to be one of the most durable of American touring ensembles, but it was part of a dying race. The heyday of the big bands had come during the years leading up to World War II, but after 1942, their popularity had started to slide. There were many reasons, although the loss of musicians to the draft, the AFM strike of 1943, and the shift in musical tastes toward the singers were the primary ones. After the war, Benny Goodman, Woody Herman, Harry James, Tommy Dorsey, Les Brown, and others all folded their ensembles within weeks of one another. In their place, their former singers—Peggy Lee, Frances Wayne, Helen Forrest, Jo Stafford, and Doris Day—set out on their own. Pastor stayed on the road longer than most before finally settling in Las Vegas in 1957. “I got in on the very last good days of the big band business,” Rosemary said in 1961.19

The band might keep on touring but there was little Tony Pastor could do to stop his girl singer from overtaking him as the main attraction. In February 1948, she appeared in a solo spot on Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts on CBS radio. By now, Uncle George’s role had extended to that of manager as well as chaperone and he was instrumental in gaining the opportunity for her. Rosemary sang a ballad called “Golden Earrings” and it was enough to earn her a tie for first prize. A young Italian American singer called Joe Bari came third. Within a few years, he, now named Tony Bennett—and Rosemary would stand together on the front line of Mitch Miller’s assault on the popular music charts, and some would say, on his assault on good taste and quality in popular song. Later still, Bennett and Clooney would compete in the same category for the prestigious Grammy Award, always with the same result. When Rosemary looked back on her 1948 triumph, it was, she wrote, “the only time I ever won anything against Tony Bennett.”20 Bennett himself recalled their encounter as part of his concert performances in 2010. “Rosemary Clooney and me were the American Idols of the 1950s,” he told audiences. “She was my sister in show business.”21

The first public indication that Rosemary would leave the Pastor band to pursue a solo career was a Billboard report in November 1948, which said that after the band’s current engagement in New York, she would step out alone. Accurately, if prematurely, the report indicated that Rosemary’s solo career would be overseen by New York agent, Joe Shribman, the nephew of Tony Pastor’s original backer, Cy Shribman. Joe was also the main agent for the Pastor band in New York. “When Rosemary heard Shribman and Charlie Trotta talk about her as a solo talent,” Nick Clooney recalled, “it sparked her ambition.” It also sparked a difficult time in the lives of everyone affected by the potential breakup of the Clooney Sisters. Pastor’s drummer, Henry Riggs recalled that the deal to take Rosemary out on her own was done without Pastor’s knowledge. “Charlie Trotta and Joe Shribman cut Tony Pastor out of Rosie’s contract,” he said. “It broke Tony’s heart.”22 The deal would also cut Uncle George out of Rosemary’s career, although until she reached her 21st birthday, his consent was still needed to any new contractual arrangement. With that date still six months away, Billboard was forced to backtrack on its scoop and was soon reporting that the Clooney Sisters had returned to the Pastor fold.23

That meant another winter on the road. In December alone, the band traveled over 1,500 miles—from Clear Lake, Iowa, to Madison, Wisconsin, then onto Monessen, Pennsylvania, and then a 483 mile slog to Hartford, Connecticut—all the stops coming within days of each other. Into 1949, an extended engagement in New York offered some respite as well as the opportunity to try out a new medium. Television had first reared its head in 1939, only to find its progress halted by America’s entry into World War II. Ten years later, America found itself enjoying an affluent peace and television was one of the main beneficiaries. At first, its growth curve was far from spectacular. At Christmas 1948, the US population was approaching 150 million, yet there were only 350,000 television sets in use. Twenty-seven television stations were on the air. Most of these—and 75% of the sets—were around the New York metropolis. Within a year, the number of sets had jumped to 2 million, and in another 12 months was up to 8 million.24 From then on, television became an unstoppable bandwagon.

Led by Perry Como and Milton Berle, singers and comedians were forsaking the script-in-the-hand microphone of the radio station for the chance to populate the small box in the corner of the living room. Rosemary’s girl-next-door image would ultimately prove to be more successful on television than on the big screen of Hollywood. Her TV debut came in March 1949 when she joined a lengthy list of jazz musicians as a guest on two editions of Eddie Condon’s Floor Show on NBC. Condon’s shows were live, half-hour affairs, loosely based on his New York jazz club. His guest list featured the great and the good of American jazz, as well as his regular New York cronies. Rosemary’s first appearance on March 5, 1949, offered her only one song – “Way Down Yonder in New Orleans”—but marked her first real association with American jazz.

If 1949 was a year of growth for the television business, it also was a year of unanticipated crisis for the recording industry. In 1947—the year before Petrillo’s second AFM strike—the record companies had witnessed their best ever year, with sales grossing over $200 million and sales of record players reaching 3.5 million. During that year, 375 million records had been pressed and nobody saw the hiatus of 1948 as anything more than a temporary hitch. With their stockpiles of recordings more than covering the gap left by the musicians’ action, the big labels were still pushing out their 1947 recordings into 1949 and beyond. What they failed to see was that the 18-month-old, shrink-wrapped diet they offered had not kept pace with what the public wanted to hear. It was, wrote music business historian Russell Sanjek, “too large an output, too startlingly alike.”25 Sales plummetted and at many of the big labels, the top executives were the first casualties.

None of this was apparent to Rosemary and the musicians she worked with on her final two sessions with the Pastor band in New York in March 1949. Most attention focused on the fact that Pastor, knowing that he would lose his star vocalist once the month of May turned, offered her the opportunity to put her name above that of the band for the first time on a song called “Bargain Day.” Although a landmark in billing terms, Rosemary’s first accredited solo disc was pure 1940s, a plaintive lyric sitting atop a conventional melodic structure. Rosemary’s full-throated vocal was dictionally perfect but lacked the pathos she had displayed on “Grieving for You” some 18 months previously. Ironically, it was another song from the same session that offered a better beacon for her immediate future. The Clooney Sisters backed a Pastor vocal on “A-You’re Adorable.” The disc ran a poor second to the hit version by Perry Como and the Fontane Sisters but was a forerunner of the coming decade’s appetite for novelty songs. No one, not even Como himself, would be more associated with the decade’s appetite for tackiness than Rosemary Clooney.

With her 21st birthday approaching, there was no question now that Rosemary would go solo as soon as she could take matters into her own hands. Seeing potential in both his nieces, Uncle George had begun talking to Joe Shribman about solo careers for both girls. Shribman, however, saw George Guilfoyle as an amateur in a professional world and convinced Rosemary that he and Trotta were the men to lead her to the Promised Land. Matters came to a head when they delivered that message to Uncle George. It was a difficult conversation, carried out with Rosemary in the room. Guilfoyle refused to believe it unless he heard it from Rosemary herself. When he asked her to her face if she believed that he would be a burden, her answer was unequivocal. “Yes,” she said.26

Rosemary’s decision to go solo marked the end of the road for Betty Clooney too. In years to come, Betty was often portrayed—particularly by Rosemary—as a figure of virtuous self-sacrifice. “She wanted me to have a chance; she wanted me to go to New York and knew that we could not do that as a sister act,” Rosemary said in a TV interview later in her career.27 There were other explanations offered too—that Betty was fed up with the touring regime or that, being the younger of the sisters by three years, she had missed out on her teenage years and wanted to fill that gap in her life. There were elements of truth in these stories, but no more. Nick Clooney said that his younger sister always knew that vocally, she did not have the goods to match her elder sibling. “She was a world class singer,” he said but when the chips were down, “there were four notes that Rosemary could hit that Betty couldn’t.” The idea though, that Betty Clooney’s performing ambitions had been fulfilled by the brief period with the Pastor Band and that she was keen to go home to recapture her lost youth was, said Nick, “all baloney.”28 Betty’s driven nature was never likely to be satisfied with a brief taste of show business, most of it spent on a bus traveling the highways and byways of North America. Nevertheless, the split came and Betty had little option but to return home to Cincinnati. She continued to perform, appearing on local television, and in the early ’60s she was a regular on NBC’s Today show. She recorded for the Cincinnati-based King Records and Decca’s subsidiary Coral without ever matching the hit stream of her older sister. Rosemary’s decision to go solo caused no lasting damage to the relationship between the sisters, but it was only in later life that she revealed the angst that it had caused her. “It bothered her for the rest of her life,” Nick Clooney said.29 The closest Rosemary came to acknowledging it came in her 1997 interview with Terry Gross, who asked her how she had felt, leaving Betty. Rosemary’s answer was a compassionate statement of irresistible ambition. “I felt sad; I felt grateful,” she said, “and I went.”30

Rosemary’s timing was ultimately dictated by nothing more than an accident of birth but could not have worked more to her advantage. Columbia Records was one of the first among the major disc-makers to look for new talent to lead them into the 1950s. They cast their net widely. When they hauled it in, they found it containted a young girl singer from Kentucky and a classically trained oboist from Rochester, New York. Rosemary Clooney was about to meet Mitch Miller.
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