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Felix Mayerhofer, 15 in this picture, plays baritone horn at
the old war memorial at the corner of Westchester Avenue

Memorial Park, in February 1945.

P.C. born jazz player
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By Masha Rumer =
Little did a Port Chester-born and reared Felix Mayerhofer
know when he picked up his trombone and accepted the full -
scholarship at Julliard in New York City back in 1948 that his
life direction would change forever.
This short journey
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trolled. During that  poverty, fame, wom-
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fed it andfought it Expect to find
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and it was a long story, a portrait of -
- America, humor, and
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wasn t my nature. The writing is

brutally honést—and

that’s the way it was intended, as a father’s revealing portrait

to his young son David. Mayerhofer spares no detail when he

describes his manifold experiences with the opposite sex, his

brief run-ins with marijuana, amphetamines and alcohol, seg-

regation in the South in the 1950s, the challenging life on the

road, his mother’s nagging to “get a real job” and Port Chester
girls” dismissive attitude toward young musicians.

Mayerhofer, whose Uncle Peter helped build Corpus Christi
Church and became its first pastor, also tells the sad tales of
loss, as many of his band mates get hooked on hemm and die
before they reach 25.

The reader even gets a glimpse into the author’s occasional
bouts of illness; he describes the physiological details in an
un-Victorian, honest fashion.

The world of Mayerhofer’s youth is different: blue suede
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Jazz player tells it all in memoir continued from page 1

shoes are in high fashion-—he owns a pair, one can
buy a cup of coffee and a hot dog for 20 cents on the
streets of New York, and “spiffy” is a cool word.

But throughout the tales of debauchery-—a hard
thing to avoid in the profession at the time, and
pursuit of work all over the world, Mayerhofer
emerges. as a sensitive, disciplined man who has
a strong will to conquer his demons and lead an
extraordinary life.

He has met Louis Armstrong and played with
Nat King Cole, served with the 552 Air Force Band
during the Korean War, earned a B.A. from SUNY
Potsdam and an M.A. from Asuza State University
in California, and directed a high school band in
Palmdale, Calif. until he retired.

Perhaps one of the most touching aspects of the
book is Mayerhofer’s meeting of his wife Shirley,
nee Wagner (Wagonseller), a beautiful show dancer
and ballerina. Before he turned 30, Mayerhofer
‘was a professed bachelor and claims to have not
had more than three dates with the same girl. But
when he meets Shirley, he is suddenly smitten,
falls in love after their first kiss, and the two marry
within months.

Mayerhofer got his start in the Port Chester High
School Band, under the tutelage of Paul Weckesser.
Nearly 30 years later, he returned there to teach
band for six weeks while on vacation from his

touring gig with the Big Band Fred Waring & the

Pennsylvanians.

As an author after his retirement, Mayerhofer,
76, has written 36 children’s stories, with some
published. His newest children’s book, Horace the
Great, is set to come out in late summer of this year.
Copies of Diary of a Young Musician are available
through Barnes & Noble by special order or online
at www.bn.com. :

On Wednesday, March 22, the Westmore News
interviewed Felix Mayerhofer from his home in
Palmdale, Calif., where he lives with his wife Shirley.
Here is some of the interview, without giving away
too many details.

o What motivated you to write Diary of a Young
Mausician?

I didn’t begin writing until I was 60 years old,
until I retired. But I began typing away with a fury.
My punctuation and grammar was pretty rusty at
the time. I have written about 22 children’s sto-
ries, and I had a writer’s bloc. So the gal from my

Children’s Critique group suggested“Why don’t you
write about your Big Band experiences?” Except
I've never written for adults. As I was writing my
short story, I was amazed at how easy my transi-
tion was! The group suggested that I write about
my entire experience in my Big Band business. I
asked David (son), what do you think? He said, oh,
it’s okay with me.

» How long did it take you to write the mem-
oir? What were the biggest challenges while
writing?

Sixteen months. By the time I got done, it had
an effect on my psyche. As I started going in deeper
and deeper with all my problems and things I did, it
was very difficult to finish the book. And then what
happened was I finished the book and made a few
copies at Kinko’s for family members and didn’t
go back to it for the whole year. I just couldn’t take
anymore, I was just a little too honest. By the way,
everything in that book is total truth.

* Was it difficult to be so explicit about your
run-ins with drugs, women, health problems,
and mention specific names of people you were
involved with in your life, especially if not so
positive?

Some ofthe names I changed, butsome I couldn’t
change because they had some pictures. I've written
the book for my son David, and never in my life
had I thought it would get published.

» You seem to have a great deal of discipline-
—when you ward off depression, say no to mari-
juana after the first try, stop drinking, decide to
go celibate for some time. Was it really as simple
as it sounds?

It wasn’t, because you’re in a car driving day
and day and day, and guys are turning on marijuana
and taking hard stuff and stuff like that. As I men-
tioned, one of my friends ended up in jail. That’s
what happened to him, he finally broke down and
started taking heroin. In his case, it only took him
one time.

I had to leave Julliard because I was perennially
hungry. I knew what my weakness was, and Ifigured
if I had to finish (SUNY Potsdam) college, I had to
forget about fooling around with girls and just do
what I had to do. I practiced so hard and so many
hours, and discipline in any way imaginable seems
tobe noproblem forme. I've been writing 3-4 hours

every day for years.




Big Band trombone player Felix Mayerhofer from Port Chester
and professional dancer Shirley Wagonseller from Indianapolis,
Ind. get married at Riverside Church in Reno, Nev. in 1961.

* What jazz do you like to-
day?
I'm so busy writing, my life
has taken a different turn. You

need to get away from certain

things. 1 still like the old band
era, except there are some modern
big bands, like John Coltrane and
Charlie Parker.

* Your love affair with your
wife is so inspiring. How is she -
nowadays?

Funny thing about it-—she
never realized that she was
pretty or beautiful. Even though
she is very thin, people still say
“Geez, your wife is beautiful.”
She’s still funny, she’s making
me laugh every day, with all her
pain. She’s still the hoosier (na-
tive of Indiana). I can tell you
right now, it’s been a marriage
made in heaven. We have never
had an argument in the 44 years.
of our marriage. I only forgot our
anniversary one time.

» How often do you visit Port
Chester? How has it changed?

I haven’t been back since the
50th class reunion for the Class
of 1948. It was reminding me of
Palmdale, Calif. There is a St.
Peter’s Church wall right there.
I was amazed to see a lot of His-
panic laborers sitting on that wall.
Fifty yearsagoit would have been
unheard of cause they respected
church property and would never
have sat on that wall. Our old
junior high school was torn down
and it was just a big empty lot.
It was very depressing for me to
see that. Some ofthe areas around
there that were safe seemed very
dangerous to me.




