Marty Harris (1933 – 2011)

By Richard Simon

They say that a man's character is revealed in how he treats the lowliest of the hired help. Well, no one plays lower than the bass player, and it's lonely at the bottom. Back in the early 1980s, shortly after your humble speaker had discovered jazz and picked up the bass at the ripe age of 30, Marty Harris hired me to play duo with him at the Money Tree. Right away, things were looking up. Marty was a mench and a mentor, unstintingly generous with his time and a patient master to this apprentice. His bass lines were my training wheels, his chords I'd come to know; and everywhere that Marty went, my bass was sure to go. The bread there was light — and a little stale — but what an internship. 
Marty knew all the cool tunes, and he knew all the cool customers. I was new to the business and I was star-struck, so Riverside Drive was my personal Las Vegas Strip — and Marty my one-man Rat Pack. In my eyes he was the Mayor of the Money Tree: He could slide into a booth and converse with anyone. He introduced me to Sugar Ramos, one of a number of prize-fighters he knew. And to the actor Robert Blake - long before he didn't murder his wife — and to the great Tonight show pianist, Ross Tompkins. Soon Marty hired me to work other new and interesting places, such as the Lakeside Country Club for the annual Sports Writers Awards luncheon where we rubbed shoulders w/Vin Scully and Peter O'Malley. Together we played the wedding reception for Bobby Milano and Keely Smith. Through it all, Marty was Marty. He had the mental metabolism of a hummingbird —table-hopping like a Hollywood agent, and then quoting much of the Tin Pan Alley canon at the piano. One moment he would tell you who had just been fired at Paramount. Then we'd start "Body and Soul," and soon it morphed into "Prisoner of Love" and ended as "Lush Life." Now he schmoozes, now he swings; these were a few of his favorite things. 

Verily, I was Marty's happy, little lamb. But here's another verse we all know: "Marty Had a Little Lamb — a little soup, a little Ham." And everywhere that Marty went, the food was sure "to go." He knew the guys in the kitchen at the Money Tree, at Alphonse's, at Ca de Sol, at Chadney's, at the Lakeside Country Club. Marty didn't like to eat on the job; he preferred to take the food home. He'd quote the Mae West line, "I'm going to slip out of these wet clothes and into a dry martini." For his beloved Bonnie, he redefined Bringing Home the Bacon. He must have felt a little sheepish about it — veal, anyone? — because he started referring to himself as The Fugitive. For a drummer, the go-to cymbal is from Turkey; for Marty, the To-Go symbol was aluminum foil over turkey.

Long before iPhones and Apps like AroundMe, Marty was our personal restaurant guide. When I told him we lived on the West Side, he recommended a noodle shop just east of the Beverly Center. Sure enough, it was excellent eating. If you had to identify Marty with one of his favorite daytime haunts, it would be the place with a name that almost fits as a sobriquet (or nickname) for the man himself: Honey Baked Ham. 

Marty played the piano with carefree confidence. Once in a great while, like all of us, he might fire a blank, and he'd flash that deer-in-the headlights look. "Hey Barbara (Morrison) — I see 'At Last' on your set list. I used to play it but it's been years." "Oh, Marty," sighed B, "You know you know that tune." We talked it down and his eyed were mirthful again.

And at that Keely Smith wedding reception? Someone asked her to sing her big hit, "That Old Black Magic." "Marty, have you learned it yet?" she asked. No, he told her. When she shifted gears and sang another tune, Marty leaned towards the band and wistfully channeled Marlon Brando: "I coulda been a contender"
But make no mistake: Marty was a contender, and a formidable one. Decades ago, when they were all still at or near the top of their game, he was the pianist of choice for Anita O'Day, Herb Jeffries and Ernestine Anderson. In recent times, he brought me along to back them too; and mindful of what they had all achieved, and respectful of what they so badly wanted to do still, he provided them just the kind of support and confidence they needed. 

Similarly, Marty loved and revered the late Buddy Collette. Upon hearing about some afterschool strife between ethnic groups, Buddy put out the call to some colleagues, and Marty Harris was one of the first responders. We dusted off and repaired the old instruments and created the JazzAmerica afterschool music program — first at LeConte middle school and later at Washington Irving middle school. (We used to do shtick when we met there: I'd ask, "Who was the first President, Sam?" And Marty would answer, "Washington, Irving.")

The kids had a short attention span, and an even shorter span between their fingers. Marty sat them down and taught each piano student the four chords he said would guide them through a career in music: the four horsemen were Major, Minor, Diminished and Augmented. He proudly showed off the tiny kids and what he called their Little-Known Chords….

Some nights on the bandstand, Marty was all business.

Once we were on a gig with singer Ernie Andrews. Marty was into his third chorus of the blues when Ernie started singing a background figure in his lusty baritone — "Doo – wah, doo – wah" whereupon Marty looked up and said, "What's with the 'Doo – wah?' This is the piano solo." Well, Ernie never called him again, but he did learn that Marty was one guy who would "Doo – wah" and "say – wha" was on his mind.

Just ask a few of the many ingénues at Open Mic night at the other Miceli's. They would approach him gingerly. Marty would look scornfully at their sheet music and say: "Sweetheart, if you want to wait ten minutes, I'll go get my reading glasses out of the car. In the meantime, why don't you sing something we all know?" Who knows how many wannabe singers Marty sent diving back into the secretarial pool…
Well, friends, I could go on about Ma-a-ah-ty, as Jake Hanna used to call him. But there's a lot of program left, and as I look around and look at the time, I'm reminded of something our dearly departed pal was fond of singing: "I'm as restless as a Gentile in Miami…" 
Marty: Thank you. May you rest in peas.

