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THE HOBOKEN ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

INTERVIEWEE: LOUTS LA RUSSO II

TNTERVIEWER: CHR]S OICONNOR

LOCATlON: W]LLOW TERRACE, HOBOKEN

DATE: 6 FEBRUARY 2OO3

TAPE 1, SIDE 1

CO: You live on Willow Terrace, which is

this amazi-ng, historj-cal spot in Hoboken. How did your

family end up here? How did you end up here?

LL: My mother was born in this house, in

l-900. Her parents were, Iiterally, fresh off the boat. But

she was born here, whi-ch just l-ends to the magic of the

house. I didn't live here. It was my grandparents' house

PeopJ-e always get confused about that

CO: They think you were born and raised

o

here ?
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LL: WeII, when I say my mother was born

here, they presume I fived here. My mother lived here. When

she went out on her own and got marriedr we lived

elsewhere. This was my grandparents' home. When both of

them were gone, she took it over

CO: Which was

LL: V{hich was in the l-ate'50s. She lived

here until she passed away j-n ' 69, at which time I had

spent those ten years in Boston. The entlre decade of the

'60s I spent in Boston. f was kind of a maverick/n'er-do-

well/wannabe/this-and-that. I thought of myself asa

wri-ter.

CO: But that was before you found success

as a wrlter.

LL: Yes. My mother passed away in June of

'69, and it really messed me up. At the time my brother was

Iiving with me up in Boston. We drove down in the midd1e of

the night. She held on until- we got here, and she died.

Boy, did it hurt. It hurt a l-ot.
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CO: Was it unexpected?

LL: Yes. She had a heart attack. Anyway,

she was only sixty-nine, a very healthy woman. But it made

me realize the urgency of l_ife. Up to this point I was

basical-1y partying. Bostonrs a great party town, especially

in the '60s the beginning of free l_ove, hippies ir
was wonderful. But when my mother passed away, the urgency

of l-ife just struck me, and r kind of got together with the

facets of my soul-, and said, "What are we going to do? Are

we just bul-l--shitting oursel-ves about having this artistic

drive, or are we going to pursue that?" And I knew I had to

do it.

I used to sdy, back in those days, that my

mother made me a playwright. Because if she were still

al-ive, f 'd still be partying someplace, I think.

CO: We1l, it's life events that turn you

into an artist

LL: So f went back to Boston and liquidated

everything. She had left this house to my aunt, Angie, who

1ived, then, with my sister, around the corner. So I bought

o

the house from Angie, and basical_l_y began the struggle. I
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moved back in october of '69, and that was my thirty-fourth

birthday. By my fortieth birthday, Lamppost Reunion opened

on Broadway

CO: So that was

LL: A six year struggle

CO: S j-x years . That's not bad.

LL: Not bad at al-l_ . I came back and sort of

isolated myself, doing aII kinds of shit jobs tending

bar; driving taxis; whatever I could get that didn't

require my mind. r'm sure you know what that's all- about.

CO: Saving it for your work. yes.

LL: I started writing. I don't know why I

was so confident, because I look back on the writing now,

and it was so simplistic.
o

o

Hoboken?

CO: The writing after you came back to
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LL: But something made me believe.

Something deeper than the results of my work kept me

believing. After two or three years of wrj_ting garbage, I

discovered something about myself. My probrem as a wrj-ter

was that r wanted to write from my imagination; from what r

considered was an incredible hipness. r wanted to write

from that core. So the plays r was writing were all- about

how hip r was and how cl-ever. They were high-concept ideas

The worst kind of writing. Hollywood writing.

CO: The worst kind, especially, for a

playwright.

LL: Yes. But what happenedr ds the years

were going by, in just a short couple years, I started to

write about my family and Hoboken, and things that meant

something to me. rt was such a snap, from the bonds of what

I believed to be who f was. f came to life. I came to 1ife

in this slmple dialogue of my people.

The first play was Momma's Little AngeLs,

and it changed my whole life. It was a play about my

mother's passing. It changed my whole life. A1I of a sudden

a
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people were reading my work and passing 1t on. you coul_d
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feel the different energy, and r understood what was going

on. I understood that I had found myself; that I was, after

all, not this half-brilIiant, far-out, abstract, self-

proclaimed genius. I was just this "merchant of the

streets." And when f was able to connect with that,

beautiful things started to happen.

CO: Everyone connected with you, with your

work.

LL: Yes. So here I am now, in my late

thirties, and I had all- these plays I was begi-nning to

believe in. A couple of my friends had done a trilogy of

one-acts of mine, called He17o, Thank you, and Goodbye. I

thought it was kind of amateurish, not because people l-iked

me or whatever, but it seemed t ? l beyond the people

thatitt?l But it seemed that people liked them. I

didnrt. f thought they were l-ike the beginning.

You mean these one-acts.

Yes. But it got me into a position

where I now felt I had to get a play done, a full-blown

CO

LL

O

o

pray.
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CO: Was that at Momma's LittLe AngeJs, the

full--l-ength?

LL: Yes, j-t was .

CO: Was that before or after

LL: WeII, it was written before, but I

hadn't done it yet. Iulomma's LittLe AngeTs wasn't in the mix

yet. It was wrj-tten, but so were a few others I felt good

about by now.

CO: But you didn't feel these one-acts were

anything to crow about.

LL: They were l_ike a stepping-stone. They

Ieft me hungry.

So now I have this best friend I grew up

with my whole life, Nick Barry, who was a painter. I was

bugging him to help me find a location in Manhattan where I

coul-d do a p1ay, in 7914. We're driving up and down the

West Side in midtown, stopping at everything that l-ooks

Iike a loft or a garage that coul-d be used for a theatre,

a
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and we're getting nothing but negatives. We come upon this

church, St. Benedictrs churchr ofl 53'd between eighth and

ninth. We pull over, go into the rectory, knock on the

door, and this Puerto Rican priest answers the door. He

speaks some English, and I tel-l_ him -- He has a rectory

that's at the back of a courtyard, and they had a church, a

smal-l church, that, Lf you came in the front it was a

church, and if you came around the side, it was a bingo

hall-. So T sald to the priest, "f'd like to rent the bingo

hal-I as a theatre," and he said, "Well, the pastor, thatrs

his pet project. He has bingo Wednesday, Frj_day, Sat.urday

and Sunday nights. There's no way he's going to alter that

Thatrs his baby. He brought that when he came here, it's

very successful, and there's no way I sai-d, "Can I speakIt

a to him?" He sald, "We1l, he doesn't speak English, but I'd

be glad to have you meet him." He came out and we chatted.

He was a nasty little guy. But I made my point, that f was

so desperate that I would do my play on Monday, Tuesday and

Thursday his off-nights. Then he said, "Flfty dollars. "

I'm thinking he hates me. He says, "Fifty do11ars" l_n

English and I said, "It's a deal-. " That qulckly, I went

from being a panhandl-er with nothing to a guy with a

theatre on 53'd and Eighth Avenue. It was l1ke a miracle.

o
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Now I had to come up with $50.00. So we

hustled around and we got the $50.00, and started. I had

done a couple of projects when r first got to New york from

Boston. I did a film project, "Rock the Rain, " [this is

uncl-ear on the tapel and in it r put together some actors.

one of them was a bouncer at the rmprov, named Danny Aiello

which was the begj-nning of our long history and

George Pol-l-ock. So now it was time to go to work, and I

bring these guys back into my life. we started out with a

pfay called Thanksgotten, because it was November by then,

and we were mounting our first productlon. This was a

Thanksgiving pIay. It's unl-ike anything you would expect

from me. It's magical.

CO: How's that?

LL: It's l-ike this silly fantasy about this

grumpy o1d guy having a visitation from some ghost.

CO: Sounds l-ike Ghosts of the SouJ_.

o

o

o

simple.

LL: I wish it were as good. It was very
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CO: But not a realistic drama.

LL: No. But, anyway, it was a way of

getting everybody together and getting the ball_ rolling

The next play I did that got me nowhere, that play; we

did it, and it was completely uneventful.

CO: Were you abl-e to get anybody in to see

it? Anybody in the business?

LL: Yeah. We got some good reviews. But

revi-ews, dt that level, can be had by just being kind to

the critic. ft was not a very good play. But then I

realized, again, why did I do that? Just because it was

November? So the next play I did I did each play four

weeks. That's what they allowed you at Equity. I did

Iulomma's Littl-e Angels. Again, it changed everything. people

started to come. People started to belleve, and I was

headed in the right direction. I did a play called

Ir{heeJ-barrow cTosers, which r starred Danny Aierro in. r did

a played called The Poets t ? unclear to transcriber I --

and then T ended the season with something I had wrj_tten

for these actors, ds we were worklng month after month.

That play was cal-led Lamppost Reunion.

o
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So it's now, I1ke, May, into June. We mount Lamppost

Reunion. All- of a sudden we have producers cominq in

saying, "We want to bring this to Broadwdy, " and it was

l-ike, wow.

CO: Wow. Was this in the fj_rst year? Of

this theatre?

LL: I never ]ooked back. After that it was

ar1 up. r never rooked back. My whol-e life changed. r went

from a cab driver to a Broadway star. Literally. r was the

toast of Broadway. So the play opened in May and ran titl

,June. f t got picked up by some jerky guy who could produce

it for Broadway. He did, and it got great reviews.

Everything changed. And I never used the churchyard

playhouse again.

It al-l- happened so fast. One year. One

season

CO: So with Lamppost, you're wri_ting from

your own experience. You're also writing for you know

o

the voices of these actors you're using.
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LL: Yes. It was a great combination. First

of all, because of my partnershlp to Hoboken, f was able to

interview the guys who actually were those people.

CO: Oh. So they're I recognize, of

course, the Frank character; or, the Fred character.

LL: I didn't interview him.

CO: Right. But those other guys are actual

Hoboken guys

LL: WeIl, they're members of the Hoboken

Four.

CO: Oh. Okay.

LL: They were real pissed off at him, so

they gave me al-l- their gripes. And, of course, having my

own actors to write for went to the heart of it. It was

j ust a magical moment, when Lamppost opened. We were a

a

o

o

bunch of baby-pantsed nobodys. We were treated Iike kings.
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CO: So you and Danny took this ride

together, huh? From obscurity to

LL: Yeah. He won the Theatre World Award

for "best newcomer on Broadway." We then did a play called

wheeLbarrow cfosers, which we had done at the churchyard

prayhouse, and got murdered. The third col-laboration we did

was a play I wrote for him, call_ed Knockout. Again, I based

it on the life of one of my heroes as a chiId, a l_ocal

fighter. And Danny was so good in that. It was the play

that rea1ly made him a star.

CO: So it did well.

LL: Yes.

CO: Was it Broadway? Was that Broadway?

LL: Yes. It was at the Helen Hayes the

ol-d Helen Hayes. The big one. It was a heII of a

production. It ran about a year. Ed O, Neil-I came out of

o

that play.

CO: Really. He must have been pretty young.
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LL: He played the villain. He was great

CO: Now,. with Lamppost, you've got these

guys, the original group that you intervj_ewed did you

ever hear anything about Sinatra's response to it? Any

controversy?

LL: We1l, there was a lot going on at that

time. Eirst of aII I guess there's no way for you to

know all these things, but the guy who played Fred Santoro

was Gabe Bel-I. Wel-I, Gabe Bell was a very prominent

Broadway actor at that time. He was originally one of the

Dead End Klds, a wonderful actor. He was the one who

survived the Dead End Klds. He got great revj-ews in

Lamppost, and he was a maverick. Gabe Bel-I was a hippie. He

was a hippie who just wasn't up for following anyone,s

path. He just wanted his own life. He was kind of an

abstract, very bright guy. One night he was cussing

everyone. We were aI1 leaving the theatre together, dt

nlght. We were all newcomers to Broadway, and we were al_l_

depending on each other. The little theatre where it ran

was on 44th Street. That theatre is now cal-fed the Helen

o

o

Hayes. We used to wal-k around the corner, through Schubert
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A1ley, to Charlie's, which was a restaurant where everyone

hung out, in the buslness. So this one night in partlcular,

we go in, we have our usual- hamburger, fries and coffee,

hang out a couple hours. f used to park my car down on

Ninth Avenue and 45th. Gabe Be]I lived between Eighth and

Ninthr oo 45th. So it was customary, at the end of the

night, for he and I to wal-k down that street together. He

wourd stop at his prace, and r would wal-k the extra thirty

yards to the parking l_ot. This night, we're on the corner

of Eighth Avenue, and he says, "I've got to meet a friend."

I said, "Oh. Where are you going?" He said, ,,I 'm going to

Ji-lly's." You donrt know who Jilly was, probably. Ji1ly was

Frank Sinatra's bodyguard, right-hand man, and he had the

hottest restaurant in New York, oD 52no, between Broadway

and Eighth. It was a great hot spot. And I said, "Are you

crazy? Walking into the mouth of the enemy?" There had been

all kinds of rumors about how pissed off they were about

the show. He said, "Hey, I'm not gonna live my life in fear

because of these assholes." A11 right.

I get a call about 6:00 in the morning, from the stage

manager. Gabe BelI is in the hospitat and needed six

stitches, all over his face. He went there, he bugged them

enough that they foll-owed him and sl-ashed him.

a



o

o

o

o

O

o

o

o

o

o

La Russo

Jeez.

So it there was a l-ot of shit.

Oh, my God.

No one could prove any of it.

What happened to Gabe after that?

They fl-ew him out to L.A., to this

1 t6

CO:

LL:

CO:

LL:

CO:

LL:

plastic surgeon, who fixed it up somehow, and he came back

and only missed one performance.

CO: No kidding.

LL: He was an ornery guy; he wasn't gonna

Iet them close the show.

CO: So that's all- you heard directly from

the Sinatra camp.

LL: No. There was another incident where we

o

got word that Jerry Weintraub and Mickey Rudin were coming
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in to see the pfay. Now Jerry wej-ntraub was Frank sinatra's

personal manager, and Mickey Rudin was his lawyer a real

high-powered lawyer in L.A. They flew in to see the show.

So everybody was real- interested in what was going to

happen; if they were going to sue usr and that kind of

stuff. So the night comes; they come to the theatre;

somebody points them out. of course, they have the two best

seats j-n the house. So we watched them. They don't get up

for the j-ntermission. They just sit there. when the show is

over, they get up, they head down the aisl_e, and they're,

l1ke, looking to see This dumb usherette points to me.

They ask her a question, and she poi_nts dj-rectly to me. f 'm

at the stage door, dt the lobby/stage entrance. Irm frozen

there, now. They came over, and Jerry Vieintraub said, "you

Lou La Russo?" I said, "Yeah." He said, "f gotta tell ya.

That's the best fuckin' pfay I ever saw in my life

I was shocked. He grabbed me, he hugged me.

Mickey Rudin said, "You're smart, kid. you're smart. you

did 1t in a way that nobody could hurt ya Jerry Weintraub

ultimately signed me to a personal management contract

That's how I wound up in HolJ-ywood.

o

CO: Wow.
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LL: So there was a lot going on, as a

resul-t of the Sinatra camp, and "Hollywood n

o

CO: Well, it's not l-ike the play really

j-ndicts him, e j-ther.

LL: I didnrt think so.

CO: The ending is wonderful. They just come

together

LL: I wrote a play about one of my personal

heroes, and the torment he must have been going through;

that people in his camp saw it otherwise, shocked me. f've

arways been a big Sinatra fan. r never i-ntended to get into

that kind of mix.

CO: So the incident with Gabe was No one

had seen it. There was just the assumption that it was

LL: Wel-l-, thatr s right . Although there were

rumors that Sinatra came in, incognito, but just

o

o

CO: Did you ever meet him?

rumors
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LL: No. One of my regrets. I adored

Sinatra. r was shocked when al-l- this negatlve stuf f started

to ari-se.

CO: Wel-l-, bef ore you came home, in , 69 , you

were in Boston. so what were you writing about? what were

you doing up there? Were you writing plays?

LL: I was writing one-act p1ays, maybe. I

writing screenplays, which I never got produced.

o

o

o

was

CO: Were your one-acts produced?

LL: No. Everything was terrible. But it

never bothered me. It never made me think less of my

chances. Cal-l- it retardation.

CO: I guess you didn't really wake up until

you came back here.

LL: I just bel-ieved there was something in

me that was special,

ir.
as a writer, and I was going to find
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CO: Well-, talk a little bit about how you

found yourself in the theatre , of all- places.

LL: Wel-I, when I came out of the army, I

was on the Gr bi]]. r had the Gr bill, whi-ch is something

they gave you in those days, to further your education.

CO: When was that?

LL: Elfty-six. I went to the American

Academy of Dramatic Arts, thinking I might want to be an

actor.

CO: Had you done any theatre or anything?

LL: No. ft was all tenacity, founded in

nothing. r just thought myserf a good-looking guy who would

probably get l-ald a 1ot, if I went to acting school-. So T

did, and I did. [Laughter] It was fun. It was a lot of fun.

After my second year, one of my teachers was directing

summer stock in Groton, Connecticut. So he invited me. He

said, "You're a young kid, you ought to do small_ roles, but

itrs really good for you to do 1t, and you should do it."

a
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so the first role r got was chooch in Hatful- of Rain, whj_ch

was a nice rol-e. Harry Guardino played it on Broadwdy, a

small, interesting, kind of guy.

f hated it. I absolutely hated getting on

stage, and being SO completely naked. f, went backstage

after the show and I grabbed Harry, and asked for George,

the director. I said, "Harry, Irm sorry to do this to you,

but r canrt do this. This is not for me. f gotta get outa

here. " He said, "Lou, you can't walk out of a show that

runs a week. You've got to stick here for the week." weJ-r,

okay. That makes sense. f can't mess it up. I stayed the

week, and I left when the week was over.

f come back to New York, fry best friend

Nick Barry, the painter had moved lnto Greenwich

Village, in a l-oft, and was painting. So I moved in with

him, and found myself writing plays.

CO: Had you written before?

LL: f had written short stories, poems.

frve always written.

o

CO: When you were a kid
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LL: I was published when I was five.

CO: For what?

LL: When I was in kindergarten, the

teachers asked all the kids to bring in a Christmas

project. Most kids brought in crayon drawings of christmas

landscapes and Santa Claus. I brought in a poem called

"christmas Bells. " They were so shocked that a five-year-

ol-d kid coul-d not only write, but rhyme, that they sent it

to the local newspaper, and they published it. So I was

published at five

CO: [Chuckling] You've had a long career.

LL: So, yes. I've always written poetry and

short stories and things l-ike that. rt was arways a part of

my everyday life. I never knew it was going to be a career,

until that time. I'm living in the loft with Nicky,. he's

painting; I'm bored to death; I start writing. And now

because of my couple years at the American Academy, I'm

o

o

a

o

writing plays. It just felt natural.
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CO: You'd been studying plays for two

years, basically. That was a two-year program, so you got

through the program.

LL: Yes.

CO: Were there playwrights who i_nfluenced

you?

LL: Wel-l-, the playwright who influenced me

the most was Eugene OrNeil-l_. I just had to l-ook at Eugene

orNeilr's work and faint, he affected me so dramatically. r

courdn't bel-ieve that a man coul-d say such magical things .

CO: It's interesting, too, that you say

Eugene O'Neill, because you talk about a playwright who

wri-tes about his own experience, writes about himsel-f

LL: Right. H€, to me, is the greatest

playwright of all time. Higher than Shakespeare, Ibsen,

Moliere. There's nobody higher than Eugene O'Neill_, to me.

o

o

o

I love them all, but O'Nei1l is unbelievabl_e.
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CO: So when you first started writing, did

you model your writing style on him? Did you write about

yourself when you first started? Or did you write, maybe,

about what you thought Eugene O'Ne1l_l- wou1d write?

LL: f donft think so. I don't think so

because r didn't rea]ly know Eugene o'Neilr yet. ft was in

the middle '50s when r first saw The rceman cometh, with

Jason Robards, and that fucked me up. That put me away

forever.

CO: That humbl-ed you? Or

LL: It didn't humble me

CO: You were awe struck by it.

LL: It just made me reali_ze that there were

people of untouchable comparison, and he was the man. I

knew r courdnrt say all that so perfectly. yes, it humbl-ed

me. How coul-d it not humble you?

Whil-e I was at the American Academy of

Dramatj-c Arts we used to get twofers to al-l- the shows, and

I saw Long Day's Journey into Night. you know what my

o
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favorite is? rf we were having an intel-lectuar conversation

about the brilliance of writing, I would say The lceman

cometh. But the play that, for some reason, that touches me

the most is Moon for the lLisbegotten. rt kj-Ils me. rt just

kills me. When Jason did it, I saw it el_even times. He did

it with corleen Dewhurst. El-even times . r cou]dn't see it

enough.

CO: Did you see the revival a few years

dgo, with Gabriel- Byrne and Cherry Jones?

LL: No. Did you?

CO: Yes.

LL: Was it good?

CO: It was good, but I think Jason Robards,

you can't touch his

LL: Jason Robards and Eugene O'Neil_l were

somehow the same person. I can hear Eugene OrNeill I can

o

hear his pain, when Robards does it. That's not to say I
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wasnrt infl-uenced by Tennessee Wil_l_iams, Arthur MilIer.

They were the guys of my time.

COD: They were aII great wrj-ters of that

era.

LL: f was very impressed with them. I still

think the greatest poet on the Amerj-can stage was Tennessee

WiIliams.

CO: Yes, no one rea11y touches his

lyricism.

Well-, what about when you were a kid? What

was it l-ike growing up in Hoboken?

LL: It was great. It was great. It was a

blue-collar town. My father was a longshoreman.

CO: On the waterfront here?

LL: My mother worked in a coat factory, a

sweatshop.

It was great. We were poor, but nobody knew

o

it. V[e wanted f or nothing. V[e ate great. Our homes were
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e

clean and warm, fi11ed with love and camaraderi-e. The

streets were crawring with friends who real-ly loved you,

and you were protected by the neighborhood, when your

parents were at work. There were so many people in the

nei-ghborhood keeping an eye out for you, if anybody was

sick. It was great. ft was rea1Iy wonderful. We got in

trouble once in a while, did something we shouldnrt have

done, but we didn't go the wrong way. No, growing up in

Hoboken was something r wouldn't have liked to miss. rf you

learned anything, it was friendship; "forging" friendships.

CO: What part of town did you l_ive in?

LL: I grew up on Sixth and Monroe, right

around the corner from the city dump a pretty low-class

area.

CO: Okay. That's pretty far out there, on

the west side.

LL right before the raj-lroad tracks.

o

pound is.

CO: where the garages are; where the car
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O

LL: It was great. It was all Ital_ian.

CO: Was pretty much all of Hoboken Ital-ian

at that time?

LL: No. It was Italian and Irish.

CO: Thus, the character of Mack lin

Lamppost) .

LL: Mack, yeah.

CO: Was there rivalry between the two

groups, that co-existed?

LL: The generatj-on before mine, they really

were bitter enemies. But not in my generation. We put it

together. We were in the same streets, in the same schools,

and we put it together. And we were friends. I never heard

a bigoted word in my house. I never heard my parents say

anything about being lrish, and to my Irish friends, I

don't have that kind of feeling. That wasn't a part of

o

o

o

their thinking.
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c

CO: When I first visited you, you talked to

me a littre bit about on the waterfront. How old were you

when that happened?

LL: Letrs see. I was seventeen or eighteen.

Yeah, On the Waterfront. You know there is no more River

street. rt's now Marine Vj-ew PLaza. But it was the toughest

street 1n New Jersey. It was the Barbary Coast.

CO: Really. So what was down there?

Taverns, and 2

LL: Wal-l- to wall. There was nothing but.

Well-, maybe the occasional- restaurant, that fed the

rongshoremen. on one side of the street was the docks, and

the other side was wall-to-wall_ saloons. ft was wild. It

was rea11y wird. And the making of on the waterfront was

such a wild time, because who knew about movies? And here

were these kind of "wintry, " bundled-up geniuses in our

midst, maki-ng this movie. We were al_l watching and what

not, but we had no way of making sense of what they were

doi-ng. From my own, personal perspective, I hated Marl-on

Brando.

a

a
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o

o

CO: Really?

LL: I was jealous. I was a seventeen-year-

o1d kid. A11 the glrls became crazy in love with hi_m, and

all they talked about was Marl_on, Marlon, Marlon. And me,

being as insecure as f was

CO and being a good-looking guy

LL: I don't know if f was good-Iooking.

Maybe r thought r was. But it was a very perplexing time to

be who r was, because ilm harboring arr these il-r feelings

toward someone who was soon to become my greatest hero. rt

was an odd time.

CO: So you hated Marlon Brando when he came

to Hoboken. You rea]ly didn't hold those feelings Ifor him]

as a movie star, before he insj-nuated on your life.

LL: Once I got by maklng the movie and I

met him a couple of times. He was a very friendly guy. I

got by it. But when he first got here, I wanted to punch

a

o

him in the face.
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CO: Was that a feeling felt by other young

guys ?

LL: Some. f had a l-ot of f riends who were

much more together than I was at that time. I think they

were okay by him. I was very insecure.

CO: Was everybody trying to get j_nto the

movie?

LL: I wasn't really aware of that. Irm a

kid seventeen and I'm dealing with all my own

frustrati-ons about who is this guy? But I was there every

day

CO: You mean there on the set, watching

LL: They were shooting it on location.

CO: V[hat time of year was it?

a

LL: It remember it as bei_ng winter.
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CO: So they hired all_ these local guys as

background.

LL: Yeah. That's what my p1ay, Marl_on

Brando Sat Riqht Here, is all_ about. It's one of my

favori-te plays.

CO: Yeah? I'l-1 have to take a look at that

one/ too. Did you have friends who worked on the film?

LL: Yeah. Tommy Hanley was a friend of

mine. He was in the movie

CO: The one who was so disappointed in

Marlon Brando?

LL: Yeah.

CO: Did he have a career in fil_m?

LL: He works the docks. Every time they do

a revival of On the Waterfront they invite him, and he

o

a

o

loves it.
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CO: And Elia Kazan? You have a story about

him?

LL

CO

Oh, I do. I probably told you already.

I want to hear it agaln. It's a good

o

o

story

LL: Now this is 1980.

CO: Which is what? Thatrs twenty-six years.

LL: Iater. I have my p1ay, Marl-on Brando

Sat Right Here running in SoHo, starring paul Sorvino and

.lanet Sarno. It's doing well. So I get a caII from Max

Ej-sen, the press agent, and he said, "Lou, I just pu1led

the most wonderful coup for you." I saj-d, "What's that?" He

said, "How would you l-ike El-ia Kazan to come see the play?"

I said, "What? I woul-d do anything to get him to come see

the p1ay." Because he's such a hero of mine. So he said,

"Wel-l, I I ve arranged it, but there are conditions . you' Il_

have to pick him up, personally, at his home, oD West 6gth;

dri-ve him to the theatre; sit with him during the play. He

doesnrt want to go backstage afterward. Then you just take

o
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o

him home. If you agree to those conditions, he's coming." I

said, "Max, dny conditions. First of all, that's a doubl_e

bonus to me, because I get to be afone with Elia Kazan, in

that half hour it takes to get from where he lives to the

theatre " which was a thrill- for me. It really was.

Sure enough, I pick him up. I ring his

doorbel-l-, some guy answers and when he saw me he said,

"Hefll- be right out. " So I go sit in the car. Thirty

seconds later he comes out. I jump out, say hi and blah,

bl-ah, and we start heading downtown. We get into this

conversation about Hoboken and "How do you know so much?',

and I kind of described who I was I was this kid, b1ah,

bl-ah, b1ah. But he was so taken by all the names I had

because he remained f riendly with al-l- those guys.

CO: Rea1ly.

LL: He was that kind of a guy. Is that kind

of a guy.

CO: So there were other Hoboken guys who

o

were

LL: They were extras in the movie.
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CO: And he remembered these guys?

LL: He knew where they were, what they were

doing, what they ate yesterday.

CO: He kept in touch with them, in other

words.

LL: He stayed in touch with them, yeah.

They called him, he woul-d always take their call_s. euite a

9uy, despite aIJ. the things you hear about him

So we get to the theatre. Of course, the

cast was so excited, they know he's coming although they

were forewarned that he was not coming back. We watched the

play. There are lines in the play "That fuckin' Kazan

had to come to Hoboken to make his movie. Ever sj_nce, we've

got to strike, stri-ke, strike I There are a lot of those

kind of lj-nes. He's sitting through that fine. The show is

over. And he's one of those kinds of guys who doesn't tip

himsel-f off . I coul-dn't get any reading on whether he was

o

hating it, loving it
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TAPE 7, SIDE 2

CO: Okay. So you can't read hj-m -- what he

thinks of the p1ay.

LL: So, fina1Iy, the show's over. He says,

"You know what? I changed my mind. I want to meet the

cast." That's a good sign. He doesn't say anything to me.

He doesn't sdy, "Good show,rr rrBad showr" "Loved itr" he

didnrt say anything. He sai-d, "You know what? I've changed

my mind. I want to meet the cast." Oh, great. I run

backstage, teII everybody that Kazanrs coming, and I said

we'd all meet onstage. Everybody was like children,

gathering around him. He focuses on Janet Sarno and paul

Sorvino, and was very compli-mentary. But he seemed to have

had a terrifj-c time, and I think it was a reluctantly

terrifj-c time. I think he was comi-ng to not like it, and

wound up being caught up in it. But it was an exciting

night, for me to spend And f had to drive hi-m home. He

didn't want to leave. But it was great for me to be a1one,

one-on-one, with El-ia Kazan.

o

CO: Yes. He's legendary.
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o
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Now with the subject of On the tr{aterfront,

the whole union thing, and organizinq of all those workers

against the corrupt union, but organizlng itrs a lot

about the union. Was there a ripple effect, here?

LL: I think sor yes. I think the union guys

were pissed off at how much reaction there was; how eager

the word "Strike" became.

CO: So these guys were empowered by the

f iIm?

I think so.

Was the union corrupt, like that

depicted in the film?

LL: Yes, of course. The Hoboken waterfront

was shameless back then, in fact.

CO: Oh, rea11y?

LL: f never was privy to any of it, so I

LL

CO

c

o

can't say for sure this or that.
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CO: Well-, you were a kid.

LL: Yeah. But I worked at the docks.

CO: Oh, you did.

LL: Yeah. By the time f was eighteen I got

my "bi-state" pass, and the coast-guard pass, and I was in

a steady gang on Pier C. So I worked the docks.

CO: fs that pretty much what a lot of your

friends ended up doing, when they got out of high school?

LL: Quite a few

CO: And how long did you do that?

LL: A couple years. Until I went in the

army.

CO: Did you enlist in the army?

a

LL: I pushed up my draft.
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CO: So that was what year? Late '50s?

Eifty-five.

What do you mean, you pushed up your

draft ?

LL: They used to have a deal where, rather

than wait until- you were drafted, when there was a draft,

you could push up your draft, to get it over with. So

rather than being ca11ed, arbitrarily, when you were

twenty-three, you could be caIled when you were eighteen or

nineteen

CO: Could you decide where you wanted to

go?

LL: No. But you could get it over with.

I see. A11 right. Where'd you go?

In the army? I did my basic training at

LL

CO

UU

LL

o

Fort Dix, in Jersey. Then I went to do MP training at Camp
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Gordon, Georgia, and I ended up being stationed in Eort

Bliss, Texas, in EI Paso.

CO: And how was that?

LL: The army is when youfre living it,

j-t's not very pleasant. But when you look back on it, you

laugh at al-l that stuff. Whi-l-e you're living it, it's a big

interruption.

CO: Did you ever write about it?

LL: Yeah. Not enough, but some.

CO: And what's the subject of Marl_on Brando

Sat Right Here?

LL: Itr s rea11y a l-ove story, between

Gracieandlfl held at bay for twenty years. And about

a couple misunderstandj-ngs, set to a background of

striking. He's in trouble

a

o

a young love?

CO: So these are older characters? It's not
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LL: No, these are older characters. There

were young characters in the piece. r'm a character in it,

at age eighteen, and my friend, Nick Barry, is a character

j-n it. In my plays he's called Rj_chie.

CO: He occurs in other plays of yours?

LL: Yeah.

CO: Always as Richie?

LL: Yeah.

CO: Then whatrs the response from people

you know, when they see themselves in your plays? Or, what

are the responses, I guess I shoul_d say.

LL: V0e1I, mixed. Some people are

disappointed in my point of view of them. Others love it.

They l-ove the attention, or the tribute whatever. you

never know. It depends on the person's deepest vanity.

o
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CO: Irve wri-tten a l-ittl-e bit, and mostly

what Irve written about is personal Iike I write about

my family and I always have this tug going on with me,

whether I should r or whether I can, write freely about

them, without projecting any of what they might feel about

it. Which, when I do that, I end up doing some sel-f-

editing, which is not very good. Had you struggled with

that? Or do you struggle with that? Or is it just "to heII

with it?"

LL: The first play f wrote about Nicky was

cal-Ied The Artist, and I gave it to him to read. He got so

pissed off at me. He said, "You see me as such a namby-

pamby?" I said, "I don't see you that way at al-l. " ',WeII,

that's what f'm reading." He hated the pfay. I'm sure it

wasnrt a very good pfay, but his reaction to it was

shockj-ng.

CO: Did that affect you, though, when you

wrote it?

LL: Sure, 1t affected me. But it affected

me in a way where I said, "WeIIr drrr I going to cater to hiso

o

idiosyncrasies, or inadequacies r or am f going to teII the
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truth?" I prefer telling the truth. You'll_ come to that,

too.

CO: Yeah. I haven't written a lot, but you

want to get everythlng out of the way that keeps you from

putting something on the page freely, it seems to me.

LL: And the truth always works better.

CO: Vfel-l, you're a rea11y good case in

point. You're writing aII this stuff, then you come back

here, and you write what is your truth; what is real to

you.

So how long was your New York ride, before

you moved on? You ended up in L.A. for a whil-e, right?

LL: WelI, 1n 1975, I did Lamppost Reunion.

l-976 was Wheel-barrow CLosers, 1,977 was a musical called

Pl-at inum.

CO: Whord you do that with?

o

o

a

LL: Alexis Smith
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CO: Oh, really? Who wrote the music?

LL: Gary William Eriedman, a good

songwriter. In '7B I did lfiomma's LittLe AnqeJs.

CO: Oh, you di-d it again.

LL: I did it again. In '7 9 I did Knockout.

In 1980 I did MarLon Brando Sat Riqht Here. In'Bl_ I di_d

Dreamgirls, with Michael. So I did a show every year from

'75 to '81. Then I went to L.A

CO: Did you go to L.A. just to test the

waters ?

LL: No, I had so many offers.

CO: Were they pulling you there?

LL: T went to L.A. with my own suite of

offices at Universal. Oh, they gave me everything.

CO: And did you just start writing

a

screenplays? Or did you start doctoring?
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LL: Viell, in tJl I had doctored, while I

was still here, Saturday Niqht Fever.

CO: Oh. Okay.

LL: So I had a reputation already as the

guy you wanted to wrlte your dialogue.

CO: Yeah, I have a few friends who, that's

how they got into the business as screenwriters. one friend

of mine said for a littre whire they called him the Surgeon

General of Hollywood; he was fixing everybody's scripts.

LL: I did quite a bit of that. If yourre a

playwright, if yourre a dialogue writer, that's what

they're goj-ng to ask of you.

CO: It's so much different to write films

than it is p1ays. As you saj-d, you started writing

dialogue. But then did you move into writing screenpldys,

o

o

o

which is more vi-sualIy oriented?
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o

LL: Yeah. I wrote twenty-four commj_ssioned

screenplays.

CO: Well-, it's a different thing, living on

the East Coast. I lived j-n L.A., as we1l. Did you enjoy it?

LL: I l-oved it . I loved it . It j ust didn' t

fit in with my artistic soul-. But the side of me that likes

to chase pussy I l-oved it. I just had a great ti_me. I

was making tons of money; r always had a brand-new Mercedes

convertj-ble; r rived the high life. A11 the top restaurants

knew me, I'd just wal-k right in. f was the man. you

couldnrt have been in a better position than r was. Al-r the

studio bosses roved me; invited me to dinner al-l- the time.

I was the man. But it was growing on me, this need to get

serl_ous.

CO: You mean to go back, and do something

of substance.

LL: Yes .

o

L.A.?

CO: Did you find any way to do that in



o

o

a

o

o

a

o

a

La Russo 1 47

o

LL: I tried, but it was hard. Because itrs

such a bullshit l-ife

CO: So how long were you there?

LL: Twelve and a half years.

CO: Thatrs a long time

LL: Yeah. WelI and hal-f of it I was

married, to the girl in the pink sweater.

CO: Actor?

LL: Yeah. But after a year or two I got rid

of her. ft's hard to be married in L.A. f t's just so

conducive to whatever you want

CO: So what brought you back to the East

Coas t ?

a

a

LL: The need to be serious.
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CO: You still had this place?

LL: Yeah. Oh, f would never give this up. I

used to bul1shit myself that f was bi-coastal. But I was

spending less and less tj-me here. I bought into the

bullshit.

CO: It's seductive.

LL: Yeah. I had a great time. It was a

great ride; realIy a great ride.

CO: Being a writer of, oh, I don't know,

realistic drama, and writing a l-ot of working-class plays

(at least a lot of your p1ays, from the way you've

described them, and from what Irve read), how did you

stumble into writing some books for musicals?

LL: Reluctantly.

CO: Really?

LL: Rea11y. Tommy Tune came to me because

o

we were with the same agency ]CM when he was doing
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Pl-atinum. He had seen Lamppost Reunion and said he wanted

that kind of gritty real-ism. I kept sayj-ng no, and he

wouldnrt have it. My agent bugged me to death, so finally I

said f'd do it.

CO: For what project?

LL:

CO:

LL:

Pl-atinum.

For Pl-atinum.

Vflhich, dt the time, was ca]-Ied Sunset.

o

It went through qui-te a few changes.

CO: Was that a success?

LL: It ran about a year. A musj_cal has to

do better than that.

CO: Right. But it then gave you a

reputation AS somebody who could write a book.

LL: Yeah. Now I was part of theo

a

establishment. Michael- Bennett drove me crazy to fix
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Dreamgirls. That was a reaIly bad show. It was called Big

Dreams. But I fixed it.

CO: And that did well-.

LL: Very wel-l_. Then I did one with Tom

O'Horgan called Broadway Babies. It was l_ike a puppet show.

AII the characters were either children or puppets. It was

the music of one of those old Hollywood writers; the guys

who wrote Sinqin' in the Rain.

CO: It was a revue, of that sort?

LL: No, no. ft was a regular pfay, a

musica1 play. You know who Tom O'Horgan is, right?

CO: Hair?

LL: Yeah. And Jesus Christ Superstar.

CO: I think GaIe McDermott, his partner in

Hair, was a Hoboken guy.

o

LL: I think so



o

a

a

o

o

o

o

o

o

La Russo I 51

CO: The museum could confirm that. [Note:

McDermott is from Staten Isfand; James Rado and Gerry Ragni

lived in Hoboken. l

Of your col-l-aborators, who were the ones you

most enjoyed working with? I assume the time you had with

Danny Aiello is probably up there.

LL: V[eI]-, there are different kinds of

colraborations. The kind of coll-aboration you have with an

actor is very different than one you have with a director

ora producer.

CO: Sure.

LL: Danny was always a pleasure to work

with. He worked harder than anybody I knew. He would show

up off book. How could a writer not love that? Mj_chael

Bennett was probably my favorite col-l_aborator, from a

purely artistic point of view.

CO: Did you ever do an original book with

a

o

Michael Bennett, or was it all rewrites?
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LL: Yes. We11, I did a screenplay for him.

Thatrs the one I did, Erancis Coppola produced it

CO: And Michael directed it?

LL: Wel-l, it never got off the ground, but

that was the deal-. Zoetrope was producing, and this was

going to be Michae1 Bennett's first fi1m.

CO: Is it hard to j_nvest in something like

that, and never see it come to fruition which is so

coflrmon in fil-m?

LL: Yeah, yeah. Yeah. Especially if you

l-ove it. Some jobs you take for the money, so if they don't

happen next? But when you get caught up in the passion

of a project and there are so many thlngs that can go

wrong. The biggest is, you're hired by studio executive A;

you turn the script in four months l_ater; he's been fired;

studio executive B wil-l not touch his work; and the

project's dead. That's the price.

o

CO: And that's a common occurrence, too
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LL: Too common. It's a joke.

CO: When did you come back to Hoboken, from

T,A?

LL: fn ' 95.

CO: So you returned to playwriting more

seriously?

LL: Yes. There was such a longing.

CO: Tal-k about that. Tal_k about what your

process has been; where have you gotten your plays

produced; where do you try your plays out, since you've

been back?

LL: WeII, I've been developing my plays

exclusively at the American Theatre of Actors (ATA), on 54th

Street. Are you familiar with that?

o

there.

CO: Irve heard of them, but I've never been
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LL: Judy James is the artistic director.

CO: Fifty-fourth and 2

LL: between Eighth and Ninth. ft's a

great facility. They have, 1ike, four theatres, and they

give me the main stage , L40 seats. It's a great place to

develop a new show.

CO: So they'11 do a showcase production of

your shows?

LL: Yes. Which is a great thing. Anytime I

want to do a p1ay, I just go do it. It's produced

And you direct them?

Yeah.

And what's that l-ike? Did you direct

before you came back? Did you direct your own work?

LL: My attitude about a playwright

LL:

CO:

o

directing his own show is, r think it's important to direct
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the workshop, because there's so much to do; there's so

much wrong with the first draft. If yourre directing, it's

J-ike being inside a tank. If you're inside the tank you

know where all the holes are, because the light 1S shi-ning

through. You have that advantage. You can see al-l_ the

glaring mj-stakes of the play , if you're in the middl_e of it

like that. Now f don't think the playwright should

ultimately direct the main producti_on of a pJ_ay, but to do

that first workshop, where you get all the writing problems

out of the way, I think it's very beneficial. Then you have

to turn it over.

CO: Do you welcome give and take from your

actors ?

LL: Oh, yes. Absolutely. f try to use an

ensemble group, for that purpose. I know who they are, and

I know, when they speak to me, they have something to say.

CO: So you trust them.

a

a

LL: Right.
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CO: And at ATA, you're uslng the same

people.

LL: I use a lot of the same people al_l_ the

time.

CO: How often are you producing there?

LL: I usua]ly do a show a year. Now I'm

just not wel-l- enough.

CO: Now f've read two of your p1ays, one

early career, and one late career. The fj-rst one had strong

plot el-ements about these guys, and big events that

occurred big dlsturbances that rea11y al-I the

characters really drew me i-nto the story. Ghosts of My souL

r-s a play about ideas, it seemed to me, very philosophical.

LL: Yeah. Itrs esoteric.

CO: Has your wri-ti-ng shifted a Iot, in that

o

way? Or was that just something you needed to get out?
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LL: No, I think Letrs get back to my

roots. I said to you when I started out these concepts

werenrt working? f'm back to them, and they are working.

I'm writing on a different level-. Wherever it is you were,

no matter how wonderful it was, you can't stay there. That

was then and this is now, and you have to keep growing,

changing, and experimentingr or it's not fun. To accomplish

something is great. But then that's over, and you have to

keep striving; keep looking for more ways of saying the

thlngs that are deep lnside you. That.'s where I'm at.

So a l-ot of what Irm writing today l

think The Ghosts of My SouJ- ft' s ; ust a fun piece. It ' s

a high-energy, fun piece that, if done properly, wilI stir

a lot of imagination. It's not the kind of piece you're

going to wal-k out of the theatre saying, "Brilliant,', and

this and that. It's stimulating if you do it right. I've

written a couple of recent pieces that

I'II give you an example. I think I've taken

my ego to its ul-timate p1ace. I think the reason I gave you

Ghosts of My Souf is j-t's an autobiographical play. Itrs

about me, Larry Masters. That is my alter ego. I think

these plays are necessary (and I have several more

autobiographical plays), leading up to the grand

a

autobiographical play, which is called -La Russo by Larry
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Masters, and what it is, is a two-character play fre, Lou

La Russo, being awakened from my bed, by my alter €9o,

Larry Masters, who has had enough of the way f've portrayed

him, as this totally full-of-shlt 9uy, and has to have a

reckoning with me, because he can't bear being Larry

Masters for another minute. So that is what it will

ultimately be.

CO: Have you written that play?

LL: Yes.

CO: Sounds like PirandelJ-o, almost ttOne

Character in Search of an Author. "

LL: When you write as prolifically as I do,

you're leading to something. This play could just be a

brick in the walI

CO: Have you been writing a lot of Larry

Masters plays?

a

LL: Since I knew f was dying.
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o

CO: Oh, rea1ly. So Ghosts of My Soul- is

just a couple years ol-d?

LL: Yeah. In effect.

CO: At the end of that play, her leavi-ng

you

LL: That's her, over there (points to

portrait) .

CO and what it evokes

LL: That's "Tamara. "

CO: Here?

LL: She was Mlss Calif orni-a.

CO: So therer s a rea.l- recognition in that

play of just the different sides of who you are the good

that al-I make the who1e.

a

and the bad

LL: Yes, we11, that's what it is.
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CO: A11 fighting each other for focus, to

be up in front. Has that been in workshop?

LL: Since ffve written that I havenrt been

well- enough to do the show. Everybody wants me to do it.

CO: Are you stil-l- able to write every day?

LL: It's over.

CO: Do you write anything other than plays?

You were going to start a theatre in

Hoboken.

LL: Yes

CO: Everyone kept saying no?

LL: Yeah. I have a partner,' a terrific guy;

high-energy; makes good moneyi a good actor, and a perfect

guy to be part of it. I want to introduce you to him, too,

o

I

because I mentioned you to him. You guys might fit. I'd
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l-ove to get you all together to do one of my plays. I'm not

well enough to participate.

CO: Right. Right. I'd like to keep looking

at the scri-pts you have

LL: Sure.

o

o

a


