My Years
with the
Exasperating
Genius




On the Road, 8 Off the Record with,

Lesnatd, Bf/‘mifem

My Years with the Exasperating Genius

Charlie Harmon
FOREWORD BY HAROLD PRINCE

3f
R4



Copyright © 2018 by Charlie Harmon
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.
Charlesbridge and colophon are registered trademarks of Charlesbridge Publishing, Inc.

All writings by Leonard Bernstein, whether in the form of verse or prose quotations
from previously printed sources (books, scores, recordings and program notes), or
from unpublished miscellaneous jottings, correspondence and talks are © Amberson
Holdings LLC and are reproduced with the kind permission of The Leonard Bernstein
Office, Inc.

Unless otherwise noted, all music or lyrics by Leonard Bernstein are © Amberson
Holdings LLC and are reproduced with the kind permission of the Leonard Bernstein
Music Publishing Company LLC.

At the time of publication, any URLs printed in this book were accurate and active.
Charlesbridge and the author are not responsible for the content or accessibility of
any URL.

An Imagine Book
Published by Charlesbridge
85 Main Street

Watertown, MA 02472
(617) 926-0329
www.imaginebooks.net

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
TK

Printed in the United States of America
10987654321



FOR /’wu/u
FOR P@&o

AND TO THE MEMORY OF QMMVegw






Acknouledgments

IT IS A TRUTH universally acknowledged, that every writer dreams of an ideal
reader. Two very real readers volunteered for that role, relieving me of my day-
dreams: Henry Adams, who knew nothing of my four years as Bernstein’s assis-
tant, and David Thomas, who knew plenty, though from a tangential slant. My
thanks to Henry and David for steering me toward the better word, the consistent
voice, and the honest examination of these four peculiar years.

Though he wrote the definitive Bernstein biography, Humphrey Burton said
what every memoirist wants to hear: “All this is new to me” Humphrey’s candor
gives me hope that this memoir fills a niche. Thank you, Humphrey and Christina
Burton.

Cage Ames is so well-read and articulate, she must have been born speaking
in complete sentences. Thank you, Cage, for your tireless assistance and encour-
agement, pots of tea, freshly-baked cookies, and diversionary chat about the
Yankees.

My thanks to all who read sample chapters and begged for more: Alison Ames;
Alexander Bernstein, Jamie Bernstein Thomas, and Nina Bernstein Simmons,
whose joy and kindness are the finest tributes to their remarkable parents; Helene
Blue; John Clingerman and Douglas Myhra, Colin Dunn and Bruce MacRae, my
adopted siblings on two continents; Paul Epstein, who should have a late-night
TV show explaining legal terms; Ella Fredrickson; Roger and Linda James; Liz
Lear and Deems Webster; Laurence McCulloch and Bill Hayton; Mike Miller and
Tim Weedlun, for housing and humoring me during my Library of Congress
immersions; Lee and Tony Pirrotti; Rene Reder and Dan Keys; stalwart Tony
Rickard; life-saver Marilyn Steiner; Aaron Stern; Tom Takaro; Mark Adams Taylor;
my personal laugh-therapy group, Leslie Tomkins and Michael Barrett; Alina
Voicu and Daniel Szasz; my dear friend and mentor, Charles Webb, witness to my
long journey from the start; and Mark Wilson.

Affectionate thanks to the friends, family, and colleagues of Leonard Bern-
stein, living and departed, who consistently encouraged me as I batted my way
through the years in this memoir. Starting with those I think of every day: Jennie
Bernstein and her sisters, Dorothy Goldstein and Bertha Resnick; Adrienne Barth;
Justin and Elaine Brown; Margaret Carson; Schuyler Chapin; Betty Comden;
Valentina Cortese; Ann Dedman; Martha Gellhorn; Adolph Green and Phyllis

| v



Newman; Dési Halban; Irma Lazarus and Elsa Kaim; Ruth Mense; Patti Pulliam;
Sid and Gloria Ramin; Halina Rodzinski; Stephen Sondheim; Michael Tilson
Thomas and Joshua Robison; Wally Toscanini; Fritz and Sigrid Willheim; Harriet
Wingreen; and the indispensable Julia Vega.

Gratitude also to: Kazuko Amano, John Malcolm Brinnin, Marshall Burlin-
game, Helen Coates, Bruce Coughlin, Jobst Eberhardt, Jack Gottlieb, Kuni Hashi-
moto, Gilbert Kaplan, Dorothee Koehler, Harry Kraut, Dale Kugel, Robert Lantz,
Arthur Laurents, James Levine, Christa Ludwig, Pali Meller Marcovicz, John and
Betty Mauceri, Erich and Jutta Mauermann, Carlos Moseley, Kurt Ollmann, Rich-
ard Ortner, Eiji Oue, Vivian Perlis, Todd and Helen Perry, Hanno Rinke, Jerome
Robbins, Ned Rorem, Asadour Santourian, Jonathan Sheffer, Avi Shoshani, Roger
and Christine Stevens, Auro Varani, Hans Weber, Richard Wilbur, and Stephen
Wadsworth Zinsser.

Thanks to the many people I met through working for Bernstein and who
remain friends to this day: David Abell and Seann Alderking, Phillip Allen, Marin
Alsop, Franco Amurri, Robert Arbuckle, Betty Auman and Chris Pino, David Bach-
man, Ellen and Ian Ball, Susann Baumgirtel, Johnny Bayless, Burton Bernstein,
Karen Bernstein, Stephen Blier, Daryl Bornstein, Serge Boyce, Garnett Bruce, Amy
Burton and John Musto, Finn Byrhard, Flavio Chamis, Steve Clar, Ned Davies, Emil
DeCou, Clare Dibble, Gail Dubinbaum, Roger Englander, Marcia Farabee, Eliot
Feld, Joel Friedman and Jenny Bilfield, Carlo and Giovanni Gavazzeni, Domiziana
Giordano, Linda Golding, John Grande, Sara Griffin, Emily Grishman, David Gru-
ender, Paul Gunther, Dan Gustin, Erik Haagensen and Joe McConnell, Connie
Haumann, Barbara Haws and William Josephson, Marilyn Herring, David Israel,
Diane Kesling, Sue Klein, Frank Korach, Eric Latzky, Holly Mentzer, Linda Indian,
Gail Jacobs, Wolf-Dieter and Amalia Karwatky, Peter Kazaras and Armin Baier,
Jim Kendrick, Steve Masterson, Larry Moore, Kent Nagano, Richard Nelson, Clint
Nieweg, David Pack, Kevin Patterson, Gideon Paz, Sandra Pearson, John Perkel,
Shirley Rhoades Perl, Charley Prince, Philip von Raabe, Gottfried Rabl, Madina
Ricordi, Paul Sadowski, Karen Schnackenberg, George Steel and both his Sarahs,
Mimsy Gill Stirn, Steve Sturk, Robert Sutherland, Larry Tarlow, Alessio Vlad,
Johnny Walker, Ray White, John Van Winkle, George Wolfe, Paul Woodiel, and
Patrick Zwick.

Of my post-Bernstein friends, no less encouraging than those listed above,
I must thank Yaniv and Meredith Attar, Christopher Confessore and Bethany
Barnhorst, Barry and Deirdre Cullen, Barron and Mary Melton, Mark and Laura
Patrick, and David and Anne Pandolfi.

Craig Urquhart gets a thank-you all his own; he held the fort to the end.

Vi ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Thanks to the photographers whose quick eyes preserved LB as we knew him:
Graziano Arici, Ann Dedman, Arthur Elgort and Grethe Holby, Robert Millard,
Patti Pulliam, and Thomas Seiler. Special thanks to Andrew French and Henry
Grossman. Your work gives these pages a soul.

To Mark Horowitz at the Library of Congress, keeper of the Bernstein flame for
the nation, my sincerest gratitude for your assistance, insights, and conviviality.

To Sallie Randolph, who assisted me with legal matters: this is the beginning
of a beautiful friendship.

Thanks to Larry Leech, for pointing out the difference between a journal and a
memoir at the June 2015, Florida Writers Association workshop.

To Ann Hood, instructor of the memoir workshop at the January 2017 Writers
in Paradise conference at Eckerd College: I pledge eternal vigilance at the shrine
of literature where you reign as goddess. There has been no more knowledgeable
guide since Virgil accompanied Dante, though Ann traverses a happier terrain.
Hosannas to my fellow acolytes from Writers in Paradise: James Anderson, Mary
K. Conner, Colleen Herlihy, Molly Howes, Karen Kravit, Antonia Lewandowksi,
Joan McKee, Meredith Myers, Carlie Ramer, Honey Rand, and Donna Walker. Your
perceptions continue to inspire me.

Gratitude beyond measure goes to my agent Eric Myers, the first to call and
the firmest believer in the story I had to tell.

To my editor, Don Weise and to Mary Ann Sabia at Charlesbridge, thanks
compounded with admiration for turning that most ephemeral of human abstrac-
tions, memories, into a tangible book. You know your business!

A last bow goes to Harold Prince for writing a foreword with grace, polish, and
admirable alacrity. Mr. Prince energetically burnishes the Bernstein legacy, year
after year. I'm his fan forever and am forever in his debt.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS Vil






Confents

Foreword «xi

Ul AN N

O 0 =~ O

10
|
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

The Ad under “M” 1

Indiana Bound 7

The Rebbe in Wolf’s Clothing 11
The Cabin Fever Ward 18

Composers, Conductors, a Celebrated Cellist,
and a Charred Cork 24

“Chich” and a Concussion 31

What Universe Is This? 37

On Your Mark 47

The Maestro Dines Out 54

At Home in the Parallel Universe 59

Princess Margaret Can’t Go Shopping 66

Speaking Hebrew in Only One Lesson 74

Souvenirs Picked Up on the Road 82

A Touchy Situation 89

A Day for Distraction 99

Far from Tanglewood 104

“People Like Me for What | Do, Not for Who | Am” 114
Name the Nine Muses! 119

What Takes Nine Months to Gestate? 129

The Two (Other) Women in Leonard Bernstein’s Life 139
A Quiet Place in a Noisy, Noisy World 150

Houston “Grand” Opera 157



23
24
25
26
2]
28
29
30
31
32
33

The Restorative Greens of Tanglewood

Bi-Coastal Blues

173

“Why Do | Have to Work So Hard?”

How Pleads the Defendant?

Down for the Count 19

Who’s in Charge Here?

Lifetime Achievement = Lifetime Therapy

| Should Stay Here and Work

The Ends of the Earth

C’mon, It’ll Be Fun!

And Then What Happened? An Epilogue

Selected Bibliography

Selected Discography

235

253

255

7

205

229

188

222

Musical Scores by Leonard Bernstein 257

Photo Credits

259

About the Author

X

CONTENTS

260

180

166

213

244



?ohewo*w@

WE ARE ENTERING A PERIOD of celebration of Leonard Bernstein’s centenary and
there will be concerts, opera productions, lectures, reminiscences, books, and
memoirs, of which Charlie Harmon’s is among the first. Charlie is well positioned
to write about Lenny, as he worked with him for the last nine years of his life. It’s
an informal, affectionate, and not idolatrous account of the life of an astonish-
ingly talented composer, conductor, and teacher.

When Lenny died, I was asked by the New York Times why he hadn’t written
more musicals and operas. And I replied that had Lenny written more music, his
conducting, his lectures, and his obsessive desire to teach young musicians and
young audiences would have been curtailed. No one was more generous with his
gifts than Leonard Bernstein.

I first met him when I was assistant stage manager on Wonderful Town, the
second musical he wrote with Betty Comden and Adolph Green (the first being
the watershed On the Town). It was a huge success. The year was 1953. By 1957,
I was a producer of West Side Story, and by 1974 at the urging of the Chelsea
Theatre Center at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, Hugh Wheeler and I tackled
Candide—a light opera with a major score of Lenny’s and a flawed book. Wheeler
re-imagined it in one act and we mounted it in an environmental production with
a cast of twenty-year-olds. In the intervening years it made its way to the New
York City Opera. We added choice musical material and expanded the book into a
two-act opera. In the interim forty years since I first started working on it, though
it was a great success from the beginning, I believe I finally got it right in 2017 for
the new New York City Opera. Finally we achieved the balance between opéra
comique and Lillian Hellman’s desire to be political.

In the year that Lenny died, he and I met to discuss an opera he had always
wanted to write about the Holocaust and of course I was interested. But he got
sick and it never happened. Given the scope and passion of his artistry, it rep-
resents a potent loss.

In his memoir, Charlie Harmon shares with us a conversation with Lenny

from the day he died, but that awaits your reading of this book.

Hal Prince, May, 2017
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BEFORE | ENTERED HIS LIFE, Leonard Bernstein's assistants came and went like
the change of seasons in New York. I can only conjecture why none of them stayed
long. One assistant showed up for four days and then dropped out of sight.
Nobody ever said what scared him off. Another started out energetically, stick-
ing labels on clothes closet shelves—"“shirst” remained the butt of jokes for
years—but a month later, he was gone. Did he object to the teasing about his
dyslexia? One notorious assistant drove the Philharmonic’s limo to Georgia,
where the FBI apprehended him a few days later. Did he really think a big black
car would be inconspicuous? Another assistant quit and tried to return, but in
those weeks away, he discovered other priorities: preserving his sanity and
pride. I ran into him when I was ready to quit as Bernstein’s assistant, and he
warned me, “Once you leave, you can’'t go back” That helped me a lot less than
he imagined.

Even more ephemeral were the assistants—if that’s what they were—who had
hitched a ride on the bandwagon of glamor and fame. They were the perks—often
sexual—of notorious celebrity, culled from a salacious entourage. When I'm asked
about that category of Bernstein’s assistants, I demur. “Hard to say” Actually, I
know very well what to say.

I was none of those. Even though I wasn’t any more durable physically, I stuck
with the position longer than any of my predecessors. Yes, I had to put my life on
hold, but working alongside a creative genius gave me the strongest sense of pur-
pose I'd ever had. Serving Bernstein’s creativity kept music central in my life, and
nothing could make me happier than that. And yet I came to the job with almost
no knowledge about this famous man, other than his stature as a serious musi-
cian, a major orchestral conductor, a famous composer, a maestro.

He had a wife and three kids? He smoked four packs a day? Delivered the
celebrated Norton lectures at Harvard in 1973? Couldn’t abide elevator music, or
champagne, or public transportation? I had no idea. Once I was hired, he let me
know what he wanted with no hesitation. “The stereo speakers quit last night,’
hed say. Or, “Get me tickets to Idomeneo at the Met this Thursday,” or “See if
Jackie Onassis can come for dinner tonight” Some of Bernstein’s directives were
blunt and personal, such as “Stop being so distracted.” He was the priest in a the-

ology of celebrity, and I was the novice, baptized by fire for four scorching years.



Bernstein’s manager, Harry Kraut, hired personal assistants for the Maestro,
regularly replenishing what was once referred to as “the toilet paper job” The
musician who said that to me meant it to sting. It did. It still does, thirty-five years
later. A rude assessment of an assistant’s anonymous personality, my personality,
as disposable as toilet paper.

After a rapid climb from the Boston Symphony Orchestra’s administration,
not a bad place to start, Harry Kraut relished the power that came with managing
the world’s most famous musician, Maestro Leonard Bernstein. Harry sometimes
hosted cocktail parties to spot new talent, perhaps an assistant for the Maestro—
though some of these parties degenerated into a beauty contest, with the red-
haired candidate always crowned the winner. As a Boy Scout, Harry had been
so besotted with his red-haired troop leader that he worked his way up to Eagle
Scout just to be near the guy. But his troop leader never acknowledged Harry’s
infatuation, so red hair remained a beacon for the rest of Harry’s life, a personal
foible Harry confided to me—and the only foible he ever confided to me.

Amidst the gathering of beauties—uh, job candidates—at one of those cock-
tail parties, someone might show off a few superficial social skills, but any talents
that could actually help the Maestro? An in-depth knowledge of notating, editing,
or performing music? Never. Still, one candidate usually took charge, answering
the door, picking up the phone when it rang, calling a taxi to spirit away an inebri-
ated contender. Harry hired his own assistant this way for the summer of 1982,
employing a personable and remarkably resourceful man my own age, whose hair
looked a lot more blond than red. So the cocktail party routine worked, once.

Harry also had a more sober and time-honored way to hire an assistant for the
Maestro: an ad posted in the classified section of the Sunday New York Times.
Under “M” for “Musician,” the ad sought an assistant for a “world-class” musician.
The applicant must read music, be free to travel, sport a bit of European lan-
guages, and possess finely-honed organizational abilities. Nothing more specific.

For two years Id toiled as a menial clerk at the Tams-Witmark Music Library,
a music theater agency and rental library in Midtown Manhattan, while I day-
dreamed about how to put my musical skills—a degree in composition from
Carnegie-Mellon University—and my life experiences to better use. Id lived six
formative years overseas, when my father’s Army career stationed us in Germany
and Italy. Germany opened my eyes and ears to music and culture. Italy bestowed
its rich history and a sense of life’s elusive sweetness. I missed those qualities
on our returns to the States. Overseas travel wasn't in my budget, and Id let my
German and Italian lapse. But my proficiency at the piano ranged through the
Bach-Beethoven-Brahms literature and the shorter works of Chopin. I'd written
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songs and chamber works and nursed them through performances. I'd met many
professional performers and a few composers, but now, nearly thirty-one years
old, I knew I wasn't a performer, nor was I cut out to be a composer. Filling page
after page with my own musical thoughts every day? No thanks.

That Times ad under “M” in September 1981 seemed tailored expressly for me.
I photocopied my half-page resume, typed a breezy cover letter, and sent them
off, but I continued to sift through the Times’ classified section each Sunday, just
in case.

Nothing grabbed me like that ad under “M.”

It seemed too good to be true when I got a reply and an appointment for an
interview. My best friend, John, then an incipient psychiatrist, advised, “Act as
though you are already working there. Answer a random question or even jump in
on a discussion.” I leaned heavily on John for his advice over the years. He pos-
sessed social skills more advanced than mine. “Take your personality with you
and put it to work,” John said.

Mine is a problem-solving mentality. 'm bothered when something is bro-
ken—things should function as they were designed. That’s how I view an office
hierarchy, too. Among close-working colleagues, why not share information?

Immediately after I sat down opposite Harry Kraut’s desk, his secretary,
Mimsy Gill, burst in with an urgent message from the director of the Hamburg
State Opera about the Bernstein, Comden, and Green musical Wonderful Town.
Mimsy wasn't sure whether the director’s name was Friedrich Gotz or G6tz Fried-
rich (she got it right the second time). I knew his name because I'd come across it
where I worked: Tams-Witmark licensed Wonderful Town. 1 said Id relay the mes-
sage at work the next day, and thus slipped myself into a new workplace scenario
exactly as my friend John had suggested.

That was the start of the interview, but it went on for three more hours. Harry
Kraut nonchalantly explained right off that the “world-class” musician in the
newspaper ad was Leonard Bernstein. Leonard Bernstein? 1 combed through the
musical part of my brain. At age ten, I'd seen a few televised Young People’s Con-
certs while my father was stationed in the States. In college I almost wore out two
of Bernstein's New York Philharmonic recordings: Bart6k’s Concerto for Orchestra
and the ebullient third symphony of Robert Schumann (the album cover featured
a Leonard Bernstein portrait next to a same-size image of the monumental cathe-
dral of Cologne, a pairing that should have told me something). Of Bernstein's
own music, I had a hazy familiarity with Chichester Psalms; if you dropped the
needle on the LP, I could recognize it. How many snappy twentieth century choral
works in Hebrew are there? Of course I knew the Overture to “Candide”—it played
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over the rolling credits of the late-night Dick Cavett Show. But I'd never seen Bern-
stein perform except on television. I hadn’t read a single one of his books, but I'd
slogged through one by his mentor Aaron Copland. What about the symphonies
of Gustav Mahler, which Bernstein the conductor had mortared into the sym-
phonic repertoire? I'd heard only one Mahler symphony in performance, not con-
ducted by Bernstein nor awakening me to the Mahler’s genius. During the first
two movements, Id indulged in a profound snooze.

I'd never seen West Side Story, because my mother feared I would mimic those
juvenile delinquents. Maybe so, but not for the reasons she thought. When I
caught the film some years after working for Bernstein, it was George Chakiris—
tall, dark, and handsome Bernardo, captain of the Sharks—who stole my heart.
I'd have gladly tagged after him into the most degenerate delinquency, a procliv-
ity probably true for thousands of other gay boys in the 1960s. But the Sharks and
the Jets didn't interest me all that much. My heroes were the authors of that tran-
scendent work of music theatre. I owned an LP of 1950s Broadway highlights, and
the three selections from West Side Story grabbed me with their clever lyrics and
punchy Latin rhythms mixed up with 1950s rock-and-roll. The “Jet Song” didn’t
even sound like show music. It had been pretty nervy of me at age twelve to buy
that LP. I usually purchased staid albums by the pianists Brailowsky, Richter, and
Rubinstein.

During my job interview, Mr. Kraut spoke persuasively, but his portly appear-
ance put me off. His shirt buttons strained across his midriff. He obviously lived a
little too well. A fringe of meticulously trimmed beard edged his bulldog jowls, as
if to compensate for his nearly complete baldness. Those peripheral whiskers lent
him a late-1800s look, like a New England philosopher. His precise, polysyllabic
but leisurely speech put me at ease during the interview, but it also made him
sound calculating and slightly pompous.

After Mr. Kraut skimmed over the basic duties of Bernstein’s assistant—
phones, luggage, mail, appointments—I asked about the schedule for the coming
year. He swiveled a bit in his chair and occasionally put a hand to his forehead, as
though in his fleshy cranium he could riffle through the files for 1982.

“In March, there are two weeks with the National Symphony in Washington,
D.C., followed by two weeks with the New York Philharmonic. Then a week in Lon-
don with the BBC Symphony Orchestra, and two weeks of recordings and con-
certs in Israel with the Israel Philharmonic, taking them on a tour to Mexico and
Texas,” he said.

I'd never been to Mexico or Texas, and I'd already lost count of the orchestras.

Four?
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He continued. “In June, there’s a commemorative concert for Igor Stravinsky’s
centenary with the orchestra of La Scala in Milano.”

I knew he meant the opera house in Italy.

“Then a follow-up performance in Venice, and a live broadcast of a Stravinsky
program with the National Symphony at the National Cathedral in Washington,
D.C.] he said.

Mentally I tried to add up all those trips across the Atlantic—Id crossed it only
six times in thirty-one years.

“The entire summer is in Los Angeles, to inaugurate the Los Angeles Philhar-
monic Institute. Lenny calls it ‘the Tanglewood of the West,” Mr. Kraut said.

Though I'd never been to western Massachusetts, I knew about Tanglewood,
the posh summer home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Next summer in Cali-
fornia? Nice.

He went on. “For Lenny’s sixty-fourth birthday in August, there will be a big
party in Salzburg. Then he goes to Vienna for two weeks to finish a Brahms cycle
with the Vienna Philharmonic, after which he’ll take that orchestra on a little tour
of Germany.

I gathered that took the schedule up through late September.

“Oh, yes,” Mr. Kraut said, almost as an afterthought. “The most important
project is a three-part commission for an opera, to be premiered in 1983 at Hous-
ton Grand Opera, with performances a year later at La Scala and the Kennedy
Center” He looked down as if reading a memo on his desktop. “For the first six
weeks of 1982, Mr. Bernstein will be a visiting fellow at the Indiana University
Jacobs School of Music. While there, his only task will be to begin writing the
opera.” Finally, Mr. Kraut paused and looked at me directly. “The new assistant’s
principal duty is to ensure that Mr. Bernstein meets the opera commission’s dead-
line: June 17, 19837

Did I hear a slightly ominous tone in his voice? Maybe I should inscribe that
date on a stone and wear it around my neck.

After Mr. Kraut’s bravura solo, 1 took a deep breath. “Mr. Bernstein needs
someone with a lot more stamina than I have,” I said. High energy wasn't my
strong suit, and my thirty-first birthday was only a month away. Whatever youth-
fulness I still had was ebbing. “Maybe someone half my age?” I ventured, half-
jokingly. I'd never heard of such an insane workload as that 1982 schedule, but
what frame of reference did I have for the agenda of a maestro? Those orchestras
were the best in the world; the music-making would be inspired. What other
chance would I have to hear the Vienna Philharmonic or work at La Scala? Or to
travel again? But I couldn’t imagine keeping up with that overloaded schedule.
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Mr. Kraut benignly allowed me to talk a little about myself, but I left his office after
politely putting my application on hold.

Though I had other interviews that fall, none of them interested me half as
much as those three hours with Harry Kraut. Could I keep up with that insane
schedule? I wouldn’t know unless I tried. In December I called Mimsy Gill and
asked her to keep my name in the mix. But I never expected to hear from her or

Harry Kraut again.
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2 | Indiaha Bound

RIGHT AFTER THE NEW YEAR IN 1982, Harry Kraut called me at work, but Tams-
Witmark didn’t permit personal calls, so I said I'd be at his office after 5 p.m. I put
on a tie as I walked across Midtown Manhattan for what I thought would be a
follow-up interview at the penthouse offices of Amberson Enterprises. (The Ger-
man word for “amber” is Bernstein, so Bernstein's management office—i.e., the
“son of Bernstein”—would be “Amberson.” Many people assumed a mystic connec-
tion with The Magnificent Ambersons, but no.) Magnificence was in short supply in
the Amberson office suite on Sixth Avenue. Once upon a time, Gloria Swanson
had resided in that penthouse, but any hint of movie-star glamor evaporated with
her departure, leaving a warren of drab rooms.

I heard Harry Kraut talking, evidently on the phone with the student union
at the university in Bloomington, Indiana. How absurd that he would arrange for
my room in Indiana. As head honcho for Leonard Bernstein, Harry Kraut negoti-
ated contracts with top-tier orchestras and recording companies, not staff hotel
rooms. Besides, he hadn't even offered me the job, yet. That phone call had to be a
deliberate ploy.

I walked into his office and said lightheartedly, “If you feel I'm up to the job,
I'll give it my best.”

“I just made your room reservation at Indiana University’s student union,’
Harry said. “You'll fly there with me on Friday.”

As I took a seat, I remembered Harry’s recitation of the insane schedule for
1982. “Let’s make the first six weeks a trial run,” I said, figuring I might be able
to stick with it that long. “T'll go to Indiana and meet Mr. Bernstein, and on the
return to New York, you can decide whether I should continue as the Maestros
assistant.”

Harry nodded.

We hadn't discussed a salary until Harry mentioned a figure fifteen percent
higher than my current income. Nice, but shouldn’t I ask for more? After all, the
schedule hed outlined in our first meeting would require more skills and demand
a greater commitment than anything I'd ever tackled. I paused too long, gulped,
and accepted his offer.

I regretted that moment four years later, when the assistant after me craftily

commanded a salary that was triple the figure Harry Kraut had offered me. Ouch.



Friends in Brooklyn made me dinner that night and presented me with the
most useful tool imaginable: a 1982 datebook, one page for every day. I leafed
through the blank pages, an apt analogy to my empty life thus far. How would I
ever fill up an entire datebook? My friends had a better grip on the reality ahead
than I did.

The next day at Tams-Witmark, I told the owner I was leaving to become
Leonard Bernstein’s assistant. In his genial and astute way, Louis Aborn advised
me to “remember this side of the business” after I got to know the principal fig-
ures on the other—the creative—side. The business of music theater, in fact the
business of all serious “classical” music, marries those who create and those who
license. Leonard Bernstein and his collaborators were the creators, whereas Tams-
Witmark is a licensing agency. The union of those two sides of the business of
music can be prodigiously lucrative or financially disastrous—like any marriage,
sometimes serene, sometimes rocky.

On Friday evening, I met Harry Kraut at La Guardia airport for the flight to
Indianapolis. As we settled into our seats in first class, he promised that during
the flight hed share all the information I needed. But as the plane lifted off the
runway, Harry fell into a profound sleep and snored placidly all the way to
Indianapolis.

For two hours I vacillated between panic and deliberation. What had I gotten
myself into? I'm meeting Leonard Bernstein, but I know so little about him. Is he a
tyrant, a lecher? What if he doesn't like me? How do I get out of this? In the worst
case, how would I get back to New York?

At the luggage claim in Indianapolis, Harry did show me one piece of busi-
ness: how to tip the airport porters. They came running as soon as Harry pulled a
wad of bills from his pocket. Monolithic pieces of luggage trundled onto the car-
rousel, each colossus stamped “L. B” but so scuffed they might have been kicked
all the way from New York. Harry cautioned me not to touch anything but to let
the porters cart all the bags to the rental car. Grateful that Harry offered to drive, I
guided him through the signage to Route 37 towards Bloomington. Before leaving
New York, I'd bought a map of Indiana and memorized the lower half of it. That
impressed Harry exactly as I'd hoped.

We stopped at a cheap roadside diner, and over sandwiches Harry opened up
a bit about his own career.

“Management, that’s the route to success,” he said, a maxim that would haunt
me two years later when he boasted that hed train me to become an orchestra
manager. Wait a minute, I knew something about music but nothing about
administration. Was he saying I could sell pianos because I knew how to play one?
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About Leonard Bernstein, Harry shared only one thing, “Mississippi Mud.” On
a Midwestern tour years earlier, Mr. Bernstein had relaxed one day on an old-
fashioned Mississippi riverboat. At the first stop, he leapt into the water and slath-
ered handfuls of mud on his face. Then, in a raunchy, blackface imitation of Al
Jolson, he belted out the old swing number “Mississippi Mud.” Oh, the irrepress-
ible Maestro.

Onlookers took photographs left and right. One photo sold to Life magazine
for tens of thousands of dollars, Harry said. It appeared on the last page of the
magazine, that issue’s “parting shot,” often a photo of outlandish celebrity behav-
ior. But a black-faced Maestro wasn't the publicity that Bernstein's management
team wanted.

“If only Mr. Bernstein’s assistant had done something,” said Harry. “I came
up with a plan. If it looks like Lenny’s about to embarrass himself, I say, ‘Missis-
sippi Mud.” Harry looked at me more seriously. “Then you go into action. Do
something!”

What? 1 wondered. This plan seemed laughably vague. “Mississippi mud” was
alot of syllables. Plenty could happen during those seconds.

“At all costs, avoid negative publicity, Harry said, ending his lesson.

THE NEXT MORNING in the lobby of the student union, I met Bernstein’s chef and
on-the-road housekeeper, Ann Dedman. Pert and attractive with a winning smile,
she took one look at me and said, “He’s too cute. He'll have to shave off that mous-
tache” Ann sounded like a smart and opinionated New Yorker. I'd never have
guessed she came from east Texas.

Harry said, “No, Lenny doesn’t like moustaches, so Charlie has to keep his”

I'd never been told I was too cute before, but the wispy growth on my upper lip
didn’t seem to be the real topic of this conversation. Cuteness was a liability? Had
prior assistants been up for grabs in some kind of sexual free-for-all? Was I read-
ing too much into this?

We drove several miles outside Bloomington to a condo where Ann had un-
loaded an enormous, diesel-fueled Buick station wagon shed driven from New
York with a previous Bernstein assistant—whom Harry had wished really had
been up for grabs, according to Harry’s tattling later on. Ann had packed into that
station wagon every kitchen gadget she owned: an enormous professional mixer
with a dozen attachments, a coffee grinder, an electric juicer, a blender, heavy-
duty pots and pans of all sizes, massive bowls and serving platters, whisks, spoons,
forks, several spatulas, plus Ann’s personal set of impressive knives. She had also
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drawn up a yard-long shopping list while scoping out the condos shortcomings,
upstairs and down.

There weren't many shortcomings. Downstairs, a massive stone fireplace pre-
sided over a spacious living area, overlooked by a mid-level platform with a large
dining table and an open kitchen. Off the front hall were two cozy bedrooms
and a bath. A master suite took up the entire upstairs, as capacious as the living
room below. A wall of floor-to-ceiling windows looked out on wintry woods and
a frozen lake. Every lake in Indiana probably sported such sumptuous weekend
condos, but I'd never seen anything like it. The main drawback: its distance from
town. From my modest room in the student union, the drive to the lakeside condo
took forty-five minutes over meandering country roads. My terrific sense of direc-
tion had better not fail me.

Somehow we had time for lunch at Charles Webb's house. Dean Webb headed
the Jacobs School of Music at Indiana University, which made him the administra-
tive mentor for generations of serious musicians. The Jacobs School of Music is
the largest music department in the United States—in 1982, it enrolled the big-
gest population of student musicians in the world. As a music student at Carnegie-
Mellon, I'd heard of the Jacob School of Music’s legendary teachers, illustrious
graduates, and vast library. To meet the man in charge of all that bowled me over.

Only a day earlier, I'd subsisted in a lowly position on the periphery of the
music business. Now Indiana’s dean was making me a sandwich in his own
kitchen. “Charlie, do you want lettuce and mustard?” he asked. “How about a
pickle?” Entirely down-home and unpretentious, Dean Webb possessed a solidly
good soul. The balm of his reassurance got me through those six winter weeks in
Indiana.

On the way back to the condo, I drove through a stop sign at a deserted inter-
section. Of course, Harry Kraut noticed. I hadn't driven in more than a year, but
the last thing I wanted was to be stopped by a state trooper, get my name in the
Bloomington newspaper, and blotch Leonard Bernstein’s residency with negative
publicity. Mississippi Mud! 1 resolved: no matter how preoccupied, I'd drive more

carefully than ever in Indiana, a resolution put to the test a month later.
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| Tho Rebbe in Welf s, Clothing

BACK AT THE LAKESIDE CONDO, I had no idea how to make myself useful. Should
I ask when Mr. Bernstein would show up? Why hadn't Harry or Ann said anything
about the Maestro’s arrival?

Harry sauntered around with no sense of urgency, so I traipsed after him
up the stairs. The Baldwin piano company had delivered a concert grand to the
master bedroom—a courtesy, Harry said, that the company extended to Bern-
stein anywhere on the planet. In return, Bernstein endorsed Baldwin exclusively,
a hard-and-fast rule, until some years later when he spotted an advertisement
featuring a luxury watch on Placido Domingos arm. Envy—that’s all it was—of
Domingo’s princely timepiece induced Bernstein into endorsing a watch company
in return for its sponsoring a music festival. But Bernstein wouldn't consent to
appear in any watch-company ad.

In the upstairs bedroom, Harry fingered the thin draperies drawn across the
wall of windows overlooking Lake Monroe. “Attend to these right away. Lenny
requires his bedroom to be pitch black,” Harry said. “Find some black plastic bags
and pin them to the outside of the drapes.” Simple enough. Then Harry collected
Ann with her three-foot long shopping list and drove off to the biggest super-
market in town.

How much time did I have? I found a box of heavy black plastic bags and some
straight pins, slit one bag open to make a large sheet, and standing unsteadily on a
stool, held the plastic against the flimsy drapes. The plastic wouldn't lie flat unless
it fit the hang of the curtains and I was no expert with straight pins. I felt like
the hapless maiden in the fairy tale “Rumpelstiltskin,” commanded to spin straw
into gold before the troll returned. My fix-everything obsession seemed doomed
to failure.

Two hours passed. I'd blacked out only a third of the draperies when Ann
dashed into the bedroom and urged me to unpack the luggage right away. Then
she ran back downstairs to make dinner.

Each suitcase approximated an armoire, but all were nearly empty: a few thin
black socks, scandalously flimsy underpants, some sport shirts, a couple pair of
tailored jeans, and two blazers. No flannel, no thermal cotton, no woolens. The
housekeeper in New York had packed Mr. Bernstein’s clothes, but evidently no one

had told her about winter in Indiana.
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I'had no idea how Mr. Bernstein organized his things, so I had to guess. I filled
the drawers of a tall dresser with upper-body clothes at the top, socks at the bot-
tom. As I stashed the last empty suitcase into a utility closet, the front door
opened downstairs and a boisterous crowd of people burst into the condo. Ann
certainly knew about timing,

I could hear Charles Webb with his wife, Kenda, coming through the door. As1
descended the stairs, Harry entered the foyer and introduced me to Stephen Wads-
worth, Bernstein’s librettist for the new opera, and Richard Nelson, a film and tele-
vision actor serving as Bernstein’s interim assistant. A few other university people
spilled out of a sizable van in the driveway—and then there was the Maestro.

A cocktail party already in progress inched through the door, the noise at peak
volume, as though somebody had just delivered one hilarious punch line. Over
the hubbub, Harry said the van’s stock of scotch had flowed freely on the short
ride fr